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The Last Facet
Corinne Valant
At the kiln-lined heart of Fenmarra, a young glasswright discovers that a movement promising gentler lives is surgically dulling people’s memories. Faced with her brother’s leadership of the movement and a looming mass “clearing,” she must forge a single, living facet to restore the city’s voice—at the cost of the very memory that binds her to family.
ProseHub


    
Shard Day
Fenmarra woke like glass. Not with a single great bell or trumpet, but with a thousand small radiances, each facet along every courtyard and lane catching a slant of sun and throwing it back as a soft, persistent music. The city had been built on that music, and the music had learned to answer the city in turn. It threaded across rooftops and courtyards, a lattice of bright, humming tether lines under which people moved and spoke and made their lives. Visitors called it wonder. Those who lived there called it witness.
Tarin worked close to the kiln, where the air had the thin, sweet smell of heated sand and cane. The kiln smoke braided with morning fog and the low voices of apprentices; a child running past dropped a tray, and the sound of ceramic met wood and was absorbed into the cadence of the place. Tarin's fingers were steady and deliberate, a maker's hands that knew the slow syntax of pressure and release. She cut the last bevel of a facet until the edge sang under her palm. A facet was not only glass; it was a vessel for a single held thing — an evening, a smell, a face — turned to music by the cut. A good facet held its memory whole, with the harsh and the soft compressed together so the city could feel them and be shape by them.
She had been apprenticed nearly five years and could already read the smallest of faults by ear. Today the piece she finished would be traded for a basket of figs and the promise of word-work for a neighbor. The market outside the kiln’s mouth would fill at noon, and there would be the ordinary chorus of stringing and testing, of people threading small keepsakes onto thin cords until a roof seemed to hang entirely of recollection. It was a ritual Tarin loved: each string set up took a little of the day’s scattered light and made it a place to rest.
When she stepped out with the facet wrapped in a scrap of cloth, the city was already climbing to its midday. The chords of hanging glass made a low susurration; a dozen children were catching sunlight on mirrors and arguing over whose facet sang highest. Tarin smiled without thinking, and then she saw Nima. A few stalls away, Nima stood straight as a cedar and watched the passing crowd, his hands loose at his sides. He was the sort of neighbor who kept small, steady treasures — a ribbon, a coin, a shard of shell — each one hung from his stall in a neat line. Today one of those lines had a space.
Tarin moved closer to the empty filament as if answering a small fault in the fabric of a garment. The cord where the facet should be hung slackened, and the neighbors' faces, which had been flickering with small talk, rearranged themselves into a surprised hush. Nima did not reach for the empty place. He did not bend to lift the stray thread like someone who was missing a thing. Instead he stood with the fixed look of someone who had stepped out of a scene and did not know how to step back in.
'What is it, Nima?' a woman asked. She stepped forward and touched his shoulder, and he blinked slowly, as if recalling that she was there. The woman's hands went to the cord by habit. She found a ragged hairline where glass had been, and a smear that darkened the bright cord like a shadow of soot. Nima had been careful; those facets were not likely to break on their own.
The crowd made small speculations into a murmur. A child's ring of laughter tried to stitch over the oddness and fell into silence. Tarin felt the current when a string was plucked out of tune — that prickle of wrongness that made a craftsman stand still by the workbench. She edged forward until the cord was between her palms. The smear was not grit or dye. It had a wet, oily sheen like a wound that had been licked clean. There was no jagged rim where a piece had fallen; the remaining glass was smooth as if something had been taken with thought and care, with deliberate hands.
'Get the shard,' a voice said. Nima's eyes focused like a lens.
He stepped behind his stall and drew from under a crate a small splinter of glass wrapped in cloth. It looked like any other broken edge — clear and pale and dusty at the cut — but when Tarin unwrapped it she felt a cold like a finger on the inside of the wrist. It held no warmth of memory; the surface was dull where facets usually flickered, as if a light had been smothered.
'Bring it to Lys,' she heard someone mutter, and the name snagged in Tarin's chest. Lys, the old master with the slow hands, who had taught Tarin to listen to edges. She slid the piece into the pocket of her apron and followed the kiln-smoke toward the workshop lane, the city's chorus making small, anxious notes around her.
The lane to Lys's kiln was narrower than the market and smelled of coal and citrus peels. Tarin found Lys sitting near the kiln’s mouth, blackened apron folded, fingers hooked around a mug. Even at a distance Lys looked like a keeper of small things: steady chin, hair threaded with white, a presence that made the world seem steadier halfway between one breath and the next.
Lys took the shard into hands that knew glass like a language. He tilted it against the light and listened, the way Tarin had learned to do. His lips moved with the listening, but this time his face folded into something like worry. The old man held the shard so close that Tarin could see her own reflection clouded in the clear edge.
'This is not an ordinary fracture,' Lys said. His voice had the quiet cadence of someone who had seen many wrongs and had developed a lexicon of calm for each. 'Someone has been smoothing facets.'
Tarin's pulse shifted. She had not thought of facets being purposely altered. They were memories, not furniture. 'Smoothing?' she said. 'Why would anyone do that?'
Lys's mouth made a tight line. He turned the shard so the ragged edge caught the kiln-light and made a thin, white thread across the glass. There was a faint residue along the beveled surface, a dark film that was not dust. Lys rubbed a thumb and found the smear left a trace of something greasy and ash-dark.
'This compound is used to dull a facet's resonance,' he said. 'There are methods for that, crude and softer. The soft method is worse because it keeps you thinking you've kept your memory, when really a part of what made it vital has been taken.'
He set the shard down as if it might be fragile in other ways than glass. Tarin felt the world rearrange a hair's breadth. A piece of someone's life had been taken, and the taker had been careful enough to leave a clean line. Whoever had done it had a steadiness and a plan.
'Who would want to do this?' Tarin asked. The question tasted of fear and of a strange, hot anger that rose from the belly when something private was trespassed upon and disguised as mercy.
'There are always those who dislike the sharp things memory brings,' Lys said. He looked older than he had that morning. 'There will be people who say they are helping. They will call it mercy and call those who resist stubborn.'
Tarin brushed kiln-dust from her palms. She had never thought of mercy as a tool shaped to fit another person's wound. She had only thought of facets as a way the city kept its knowledge and tempers so that each person could answer the next's call.
Outside Lys's workshop, the noon chorus rose and then sank. People continued to pass under the ropes of glass, some laughing, some thinking, some pausing with cupped hands to hear a facet’s quiet note. Tarin could not loosen her grip on the shard. The greasy trace on its bevel seemed to absorb the light rather than scatter it. In the shadow of the kiln it looked like a small, sealed night.
'We must be careful,' Lys said. He pushed his mug away, and the old man’s hands lay on his knees as if he were holding a memory in his lap. 'If there is a pattern, it will not be limited to Nima. These things travel. And the technique is not a child's mischief — it is practiced.'
'But who would do this in the open markets?' Tarin said. The question was raw. Whoever had taken the shard had either moved with a brazenness that unsettled her or with a craft she'd not yet understood.
'Not in the open,' Lys replied. 'They work where the city's hum is dense, where a missing note can be swallowed by others. They target places where ordinary life will cover the sound.'
Tarin thought of alleys that hummed thinly, of the places where sunlight came in shards and people hung single keepsakes that no one watched closely. She thought of the way a single altered memory could shift a neighbor's speech and make them less likely to question things beyond their small door.
Long practice had taught Tarin to trust a single wrong note in the chorus. It meant much or it meant nothing; the difference lay in what you did next. Lys watched her with an expression that tried to measure how much she understood of the city's scales.
'I will look,' Tarin said. It felt like a small vow carved into a soft surface. 'We cannot leave this to chance.'
Lys's face softened as if he had been waiting for this. 'Take care,' he said. 'And keep this quiet for now. Fear feeds people prone to action.'
Tarin slipped the shard into the deepest pocket of her apron and walked back into the market with the odd sensation of carrying a secret someone else might have preferred left folded and small.
The market had not changed its rhythm; it sang around her in the way a river sings around a lodged stone. Sellers bartered for bolts of cloth, old men traded jokes and bread, and children swapped tiny glass figures. People kept their faces kind and ordinary because that was how a city folded its sharp edges — by pretending each day would be the same as the last.
She moved from stall to stall, eyes mapping the cords where facets hung, seeing where a thread had a new fray, where an edge shone oddly dull, where a line of keepsakes had been rearranged. She found nothing else obvious at first; whoever had worked here had been careful. But the carefulness itself unsettled her. It meant the act was intentional and practiced.
By late afternoon the market thinned and the sun slanted. Tarin found a woman at the far end of the lane settling the last of her wares. The woman had two small facets tied to a ribbon at her stall, and she handled them with an absent gentleness that spoke of habit. Tarin watched for the small tremors of someone who had lost something and not known how to look for it. The woman’s hands did not tremble. She seemed to move through an economy of memory with a muted, precise calm.
'Did you bring anything to be mended?' the woman asked Tarin when she stopped. Her voice was soft and practiced. Tarin hesitated. The shard burned in her palm like something too cold or too sharp.
'I am taking this to Lys,' Tarin said. She did not yet know whether she intended to tell the woman. The woman nodded as if Tarin had said something ordinary, and turned her attention back to a braid of dried herbs.
Tarin thought of the way a single missing note altered a conversation until it shifted into new, smaller patterns. She thought of Nima's hollow look. She thought of the greasy smear on the cord, the way it had dulled light. Whoever had smoothed that edge had been precise enough to leave no jagged fragment to shame them. They had been making a choice about what people should remember and what should be given up.
The city grew cool and the kiln gave off a comforting glow like a hearth after the workday. Tarin walked the lanes with the shard in her pocket as if it were a heart beating outside her chest. She stopped at the small park where children had buried a glass frog years ago and were still certain the frog sang on certain afternoons. The ropes overhead thinned, and the music of facets became a quieter, sparser conversation as night pulled its curtains.
She considered telling Joren. The thought had a weight on it. Joren and Tarin had not spoken in months after an argument that had been hushed into the family house like a broken plate. The siblings had been close once, bound by schoolyard scraping and shared bread. Joren's voice had always been something bright and sharp and quick to resolve a problem; Tarin suspected that if Joren had heard of a smear he would call it a crime and march the markets until someone apologized. But she had no certainty about what side Joren took in the matters that had been less tidy than a missing coin. Tarin had learned to keep crafts and complaints separate because work needed steadier hands.
At Lys's door she paused and breathed the warm draft that escaped each time the kiln was opened. A stray apprentice was sweeping. She was humming a tune that fit the fringes of the city's music and did not seem to know how wrongness felt. Tarin moved in and handed Lys the shard on the workbench. The old man examined it one more time under the steady bulb of the lamp and then reached into a shelf and produced a small vial of something clear and acrid smelling.
'This mark,' he said, tapping the smear with a gloved finger, 'is not common. It dulls and seals a facet's voice. People will say they are kinder for it. They will pitch it as a way to make life softer.'
'So it is deliberate.' The fact was a small stone that skimmed the surface of her day and sank down into colder water. 'Has anyone else found this?'
'Not many,' Lys said. 'Not yet. It could be spreading, or it could be someone practicing.' He paused, and when he spoke again there was a measure of reluctance. 'There are signs this is being done by careful hands, Tarin. The edges are clean. The cut, or what passes for a cut, leaves a finish that is too even.'
Tarin's fingers closed around the shard as if she could keep it from slipping into other people’s hands. 'Who would benefit from smoothing pain so thoroughly?' she asked. 'Who would want people to be less sharp with their recollections?'
Lys did not answer at once. He set the vial back on the shelf and looked at Tarin like someone weighing the right moment to tell a child a difficult truth.
'There are whispers,' he said finally. 'Ideas available to well-meaning folk who fear the tragedies that arc a city. They believe by lessening the bite, they will shorten the harm. Their argument is humane at first glance. But mercy that trims memory is not mercy — it is a shaping of the people to a quieter will.'
Tarin stood with the shard between her fingers. The city's chorus had settled into evening like a shawl. Lights blinked and the market banners softened in the gutter-wind. Tarin thought of all the hours of her apprenticeship learning not only how to cut glass but how to keep pieces true. She had learned that a facet's edges were not flaws to be fixed away but the way a memory kept its integrity.
'You should be cautious,' Lys said. 'Do not make the mistake of thinking this is purely skill without motive. Someone with motive will give their work a reason — a story for why people should agree.'
Tarin's gaze dropped to the shard. It had no glow; it was the cool color of quiet sand. She folded her fingers around it and felt the cold settle deeper, as if the shard was not only glass but a seed of something with roots into many lives.
She stepped out into the street. The city's voice was softer now, but the undercurrent of wrongness persisted like a low chord under a song. Tarin walked beside the rope lines, feeling for an anomaly. She paid attention to the way people kept their hands close to what they had left. Even the laughter of children seemed precise in how it avoided certain slivers of the day.
As she turned a corner, she nearly walked into a small knot of people gathered near the public well. A woman sat on the stone edge, empty-handed. Her face was blank in the way of someone who had nothing to clutch. Around her on the bench, a child had tied a small ribbon where a facet had been and looked at it as if waiting for it to come back.
Tarin moved through the cluster. The woman, seeing Tarin's approach, lifted her hands and pointed at a string of keepsakes that had been rearranged. The small white thread of a place where a facet had been showed no broken edge but a careful absence. A neighbor muttered something about trade and bad luck, and the crowd's attention drifted toward gossip, leaving a heavier quiet where the facet had hung.
'Who takes pieces from those who cannot fight?' the child asked. The question, thin and honest, landed with a weight that had no room for political language. Tarin looked at the child and felt a familiar knot: people who cut away their pain often left themselves incapable of asking why.
A woman near the well used to mend nets was there, and she took Tarin aside by the shoulder, lowering her voice. 'You work with the masters,' she said. 'You see things in the glass the rest of us miss. Be careful. There are folk who come through with soft hands and promises. They talk of gentleness. They talk of sparing a child a bruise. But gentle hands have a way of deciding what should matter for everyone.'
Tarin recognized the rhythm of words she had heard in Lys's workshop. The worry multiplied, like a light under a transparent bowl. She thought of Nima, of the woman at the market who moved through her wares with an absent precision, of all the small places where a hand might enter and take a bead from a string. The pattern braided together into a possibility she did not want to give voice to.
Before she could respond, a young man from across the square called her name. He had the breathless look of someone who had run. 'Tarin! Tarin!' he said. He took in her face and then the shard peeked from under her sleeve. His eyes widened and he blurted in a quick hush, 'How long ago did you find that?'
'Just today,' she said. She had the odd sensation of standing at the lip of a pit while the city hummed on as if there were nothing below.
'They say there was an offer this morning — a woman traveling who promised a smooth life to any who answered her pamphlet. Said it would strip sorrow of its edge,' the man said. 'She pinned a notice near the west gate. Folk were talking. Most laughed and forgot by noon, but some signed. Some went with her to a building on the far side of the river.'
The name of the place did not mean much, but the way he spoke made Tarin's stomach clench. A route, a notice, a building. Someone organized. Someone persuasive.
She let the man's words settle with the shard in her pocket. An organized attempt to smooth facets — if true — would need more than a hand and a smear. It would need a narrative to sell itself, and it would need people who were willing to trust strangers with their private weights.
Tarin thought of the moments she had seen at doors when grief and tempers made people do desperate things. She thought of the woman who had come early to the market and turned her hands over her wares with a practiced softness. How easy it would be to promise less pain and how quickly a tired person might take that promise.
She walked to the west gate, down lanes lined with glass that trembled in the evening breeze. Even at a distance she could see the rumble of carts and the motion of people going about errands. The notice, when she found it, had been affixed to a post with neat handwriting and a polite tone. It was not a shout or a demand. It read like a kind offer: come to a meeting to learn of a method for easing grief. Take a pamphlet home, it said. Put away the sharpness you cannot bear.
Her fingers curled around the edge of the paper. Someone had taken the time to print it, to travel, to speak in a civilized voice. It felt worse than crude thievery; it felt like a plan shaped to look like compassion. Tarin folded the pamphlet into her pocket and looked up at the city. Fenmarra's lines were quieter now. The city's chorus had lost a pitch somewhere in the middle as if someone had slowed a spinning wheel by pressing a hand against it.
She made her way back through the lanes, past shops closing and windows shadowed. Her mind sketched patterns and dead ends, and she found herself thinking of Joren and the silence between them. If this was truly organized, family lines could be involved for reasons she did not yet know. The thought was a cold thing, like a chill pulled through a blanket.
Lys waited for her in the kiln doorway with the light of a lamp on his face. 'You have the pamphlet,' he said without surprise. 'You saw the notice.'
Tarin handed it to him. The old man read it with a patient slow movement and then set it down. He tapped the words with the tip of a finger as if testing their weight, and the lines under his eyes deepened.
'This is not a random kindness,' Lys said. 'Someone is making a venture of mercy. They know how to speak to tired people. They may have real motive rooted in loss. Or they may have an ideal that runs too neat for a messy city.'
'Do you know more than that?' Tarin asked. She felt a tightness under her ribs that suggested she was at the start of a long, cold run.
Lys shook his head slowly. 'Only that smoothing compounds are not new, and that some who use them are sincere in their intent and monstrous in their results. If a person loses certain memory edges, they might be calmer. They might also lose the caution that keeps a community from making the same mistakes twice.'
Night wrapped the lanes in a soft cloak. Tarin considered for a moment the possibility of going home and putting the shard in a box and forgetting it the way a person might refuse to hold an ache. Instead she found herself going to the small square where Nima kept his stall. The place had a different hush now; people passed with purpose, and a few stopped to touch the cords lightly as if checking that what remained had not been altered again.
Nima greeted her with a flat nod. 'You took it to Lys?' he asked.
'Yes,' she said. 'He thinks this is practiced.'
Nima stilled, and the suggestion of pain visited his face in a small way, like a flash of lightning behind clouds. He lowered himself onto his stool and looked at her without asking questions.
Tarin sat beside him and for a while there was no conversation — just the sound of the ropes in the twilight. The shard in her pocket felt heavier than it had in the kiln's light. Somewhere beyond the square, a group of men laughed too loudly as though to displace a thought. In the quiet between them, Tarin imagined hands that had learned to work the city's edges with skill and patience.
When she left Nima, the market felt altered as if a single breath had changed the air for everyone. She walked with the shard pressed to her palm like a thought that might slip if she did not hold it carefully. The city was full of people who kept their private things close because memory had cost them dearly. The thought that someone else might decide what they were allowed to remember felt like a violation that had no immediate law to punish.
By the time she returned to Lys's kiln the moon had risen fully and the ropes overhead were heavy with nightlight. Tarin set the shard down on the old bench between them. Lys watched her, his face carved by lamp-light and a quiet exhaustion.
'You are young to take this on,' he said.
'Who else would?' Tarin replied. She did not know whether the answer was brave or foolish.
They sat in a silence full of small sounds: the settling of the kiln bricks, the distant step of a cart, the whisper of the city thinking through its night. Tarin felt a pulse of determination moving through her. If this was a pattern, it needed to be found and named. If it was the start of something worse, it needed to be stopped before more cords were emptied.
A shadow passed the doorway and for a heartbeat Tarin thought it might be Joren. Instead it was a courier, and he left a folded scrap of paper on Lys's bench before vanishing back into the lane. Tarin reached for it. It was a small list of names and places, neat and abbreviated. One name at the bottom made the room tilt for her because she had not expected it. It was the crest she had known since childhood — the Ams knot carved in a shorthand that only family would use.
She set the paper down and tasted the word that lived with it: kin. The shard in her pocket felt suddenly hotter, as though it had remembered something she had not. Whatever had been taken from Nima and others was not only a thing that affected strangers. It was a thing that had threaded itself into her own family, and that possibility landed with a weight that made everything else hush.
For a long time after the courier left, Tarin sat in the kiln doorway and watched the city's ropes breathe in the night. The small music of facets went on, bright and fragile as the lining of a wing. She thought of how the shard had looked at midday — dull and cold — and of Lys's words about mercy shaped into tools.
Tarin had grown up learning to put edges on glass so that a memory would sing true when someone needed it. She had learned something else too: that the family glyph was a shorthand used in trade and in trust, a mark that could open doors. To see that mark at the bottom of a list meant more than coincidence. It meant a connection she had not wanted to find.
The city breathed on into the hour when lamp light turned the facets into little suns. Tarin felt the night's hush like a cloak pulled about shoulders grown tired from a day of care. She folded the scrap of paper and slid it into the pocket above the shard. The two items — the mark and the glass — lay close together as if conspirators in a pocketed dark.
She rose then and crossed to the kiln, feeling the warmth press like a hand against the small chill in her chest. Lys watched her stand with the steady, cautious look of someone who had seen this road open before. 'Be mindful,' he said. 'There is a way these things move through people. Sometimes the softest crosses are the hardest to reverse.'
Tarin left the kiln with the shard and the scrap, and the city's night swallowed her path home. The ropes above hummed, and somewhere down the lane a child struck a facet and laughed. Tarin thought about family and about the curious way hands can be used to comfort and to take. The shard thumped faintly against her palm as she walked, and for the first time in years she doubted whether the work she had always trusted — to preserve full memory in glass — might have to change its method if the city was to keep its name for truth.

    
Beneath the Kiln
Tarin did not sleep well. The shard in her pocket pressed against the soft cloth of her apron like a kept secret; the scrap with the Ams knot she had folded and tucked beside it felt heavier than paper. She rose before the kiln lamps had cooled and walked the city while Fenmarra still belonged to those who rise early: bakers pulling warm loaves, apprentices rubbing grit from their nails, old men trading small confidences on benches. The market remembered yesterday as if it were a score to be played again; Tarin's steps felt like a new, dissonant note under that repetition.
She went first to the west gate, where the pamphlet had been posted. The notice was gone, but a few neighbors remembered the hand that had nailed it — a woman with a smooth voice who spoke of a kinder life. Tarin asked with the careful politeness of someone who gathers facts like a craftsman tests the finish of glass. It was easy enough to find a trail; small details do not vanish in a city that keeps memory in its cords. The woman had held meetings in a hall across the river, a respectable building that once hosted guild discussions and now, according to a vendor, hosted “soothing gatherings.”
Crossing the river required less ceremony than Tarin expected. Fenmarra's bridges were used to traffic of all manners: carts, fishermen, the occasional procession of mourners. The hall across the river sat back from the quay like a kind-faced maw. On its doorstep there were placards promising calm. A cordon of volunteers, not aggressive but insistent, greeted anyone who looked as if they might accept comfort for a cost. The rhetoric was measured. It spoke of reducing harm, easing children into steadier ways, preventing the flare of grief that had burned through families after the riots years earlier. The words were plausible enough — the sort of words a city might allow itself to hear — and yet Tarin felt the same cold prickle she had learned to recognize by the kiln.
Inside, the hall had been refitted to resemble a parlour rather than a workshop: soft cushions, warm tea in a pot, a woman in a calm dress offering pamphlets with a smile measured to disarm. There were people in the chairs — some bright-eyed and anxious, others with a flat attention like a surface that had been sanded smooth. Tarin watched a man in the corner who answered questions with short, careful sentences; his hands did not fidget the way anxious hands do. Nearby a child adjusted a ribbon of keepsakes without really seeing them. She felt an ache behind the eyes at the sameness; it was not peace she saw but a certain erasure of the fine, searing edges that made people able to protest and to hurt and therefore to keep themselves safe.
She moved among the chairs as if testing the grain of a shared table. A quiet woman who introduced herself as a steward of the meetings noticed Tarin's attention and addressed her with the softness of someone who expected trust. 'We teach people how to bear less of the sharpness that breaks lives,' the steward said. 'Pain is necessary, but not the kind that consumes. We offer a measured tempering.'
Tarin watched the steward's hands rest on a bowl of glass beads; they were ordinary beads, each polished and cool in the morning light. 'What do you call your method?' Tarin asked. The steward's lips shaped a word that sounded much less clinical than it should have been. 'We are called those who ease. Some call us the Hollowers for reasons we do not embrace,' she said. The name landed in Tarin's ears like a stone in a calm pond. It was the first time the movement's label had been spoken aloud in full.
Hollowers. The word folded into Tarin's mind the way a familiar call can rearrange a busy square. She thought of the list with the Ams knot at the bottom, the mark scrawled in a hand she recognized because it had been a child's practice of carving and signing. Some part of her hoped it was a coincidence, something like the way the same name turns up in different houses by accident. But the hall had the air of design: a pleasant setting for a serious proposition, people taught to accept and then to recommend the softening to others.
Tarin lingered and listened. The steward gave testimonials that were spare and careful: a woman who no longer screamed in the night about the loss of a sibling, a smith who ceased to lash out when a blade slipped, a teacher whose temper no longer flared. Some spoke about regained work and steady hands. None testified to the sharpness of grief that taught lessons. The Hollowers' argument was slick in the way of well-cut glass; it reflected need and made the reflection seem like charity.
She took a small scrap of paper left near the tea and folded it into her palm. The hall's volunteers purchased certainty in exchange for consent: if you signed, you would be taken through a tempering. They did not call it removing memory; they called it smoothing of resonance. The man in the corner who had spoken in short sentences looked at her with the blank focus of someone who had been spared the bite but also stripped of the warning.
Leaving the hall, Tarin walked the quay until the sun warmed her back and warmed her hands into less suspicion. She followed what puzzled her: the carts that came and went from the hall. On the far side of the hall there was a narrow lane used for supplies, and a cart with a simple mark — the same Ams knot — had been loaded late the previous night. She watched the cart's driver for a while until a chance presented itself. The driver stopped to trade coins at a small shop and left the cart unattended. Tarin drew close and found, beneath a tarpaulin, crates filled not with household wares but with polished glass: facets in small protective wrappings, their edges masked by faint smears of something that smelled sweet and bitter.
The discovery returned the cold into Tarin's limbs. It was one thing to hear an argument for kindness; it was another to see facets being moved like goods for an industry. The crates bore not only a family mark but a stamp that signaled distribution — a chain of custody for converted memories. Tarin photographed the arrangement in the way she had learned to note the finish of glass: attentive, precise, storing facts for later. When she lifted a corner of one crate she found a ledger of shipments — dates, locations, amounts — and at the bottom of a recent entry the hand that had written the Ams knot. She had thought perhaps her family name had been used to gain credibility; now the presence of the crest on so many movements across the river suggested a deliberate use of trust.
She slipped away before the driver returned, heart thudding like the rhythm of a furnace. The ledger's rows sketched a route back into the city: kiln-adjacent warehouses, night shipments, and one recurring location that gnawed at her — the old flaskworks beneath the western furnaces, a place where the city had once boiled dyes and preserved pigments. The old flaskworks had fallen into disuse when glasshouses modernized; it had been a place of heat and shadow, unused and forgotten by most. If the goods were being sent there, it would be a hub large enough to house a method and small enough to avoid the attention of magistrates.
Her fingers trembled with a mix of fear and purpose. She had promised Lys and, in some private way, Nima, that she would look. The kiln lanes between the market and the flaskworks were familiar enough to Tarin, but moving through them now felt like threading a finger through a net. She thought of the home she and Joren had shared as children, of the family crest their parent had taught them to sketch with flourishes — once a mark of trust, now a mark found on a ledger that listed the commodified silencing of people’s pain.
At the kiln's edge she paused and looked toward Lys's door. He would not want her to go alone, but he had asked her to be careful. The old master's voice circled in her mind: do not mistake mercy for a tool. Tarin tucked the folded scrap and the memory of the Ams knot deeper and stepped toward the alley that led to the flaskworks, the city's breath hot and close in the lane.
The flaskworks lay beneath the western furnaces like a mouth beneath a mask. It smelled of old dye, iron filings, and a heat that had cooled but never gone out. The main mouth of the place had been bricked over years ago and vines had softened the old stone, but a delivery hatch remained at canal level. By the time Tarin circled the back, the hatch had been opened and the smell of heated glass compounds drifted up like an invitation and a warning.
She crouched in shadow and watched a half-dozen figures move crates with the same careful hands that shaped facets — hands that had become used to both creation and concealment. The people worked under a lantern whose light was steady but small, and for a long moment Tarin simply watched. She saw the movement of a device that smoothed an edge with an arm that pressed, sanded, and applied a fine film. It was not a crude action; it was careful and almost clinical. A man moved beside the machine and carried away a facet wrapped in cloth; when he set it down the glass carried no lively note, only a soft, dull ringing.
Something inside Tarin recoiled so sharply she feared it would betray her presence. The sight of glass being processed as if for domestic comfort and then packed for distribution made a line across her craft education blacker than before. Whoever had labored here had invested in method: chemical presses, a slow rotary that took edge after edge and polished it into something less volatile, and a room where a cool, grey film — the pall she had been warned of — was being condensed into jars.
She noticed, too, a small inner room where people sat stiffly in chairs, their faces kind of blank as if thought had been sanded smooth. Someone was speaking softly and their voice had the bland, rehearsed quality Tarin had felt in the hall across the river. One of the seated people reached for a small keepsake and held it without recognition. The sight took her breath away; where the glass retained its memory the person had the tether to that memory, but where the glass had been smoothed the person no longer answered to the same sting of proof. They were quieter, yes, but also less themselves — less able to warn, less prone to anger or to love that could call others into action.
Tarin knew then that she had seen a machine that did more than polish; it performed a peculiar arithmetic against a people's past. She felt a surge of questions and a colder form of urgency. How many had been through this room? How many cords that hung through courtyards had been touched and returned as if nothing had been taken? She watched a figure in the doorway and realized she was not alone in her scrutiny: a narrow-eyed apprentice guarding the back stair, his arms crossed like someone waiting for instructions. When she moved, he stepped close as if to block her path.
'You should not be here,' he said, voice low. Tarin's hands found the shard and the folded scrap against her chest as if to anchor herself. 'The Hollowers have permission. The magistrates signed something last month.'
'The magistrates would never approve this,' Tarin said, every sentence a measured effort. 'They would not permit people’s memories to be taken.'
'People signed,' the apprentice replied. 'They wanted gentler nights. They paid a fee. They trusted the Hollowers.' His eyes searched her face, as if looking for a known mark. For a moment Tarin thought of the ledger and of the places where her own family knot had given credence to an argument. The young man shifted uneasily; perhaps he had once taken a similar choice.
At the sound of voices from the farther room, the apprentice relaxed. A figure moved into the doorway, and Tarin's breath stopped. It was Joren.
He stood there as if the shadow belonged to him, a presence that had always carried a brightness Tarin used to mistake for certainty. Even across a dim room his features were familiar in the way that knowing of line does not require closeness. He had grown into the kind of leader who could speak calm and make it sound like a gift. Up close, she could see the tiredness around his eyes, the small white scar at the top of his index finger where a shard had once caught him and never quite healed. He looked as if he bore the sort of grief that made people choose extreme remedies for others.
'You should not be here either,' Joren said, but there was no heat in his voice. Only a flat, deliberate cadence like someone used to being obeyed. 'Who allowed you to slip past the quay?'
'You did,' Tarin said instead. She felt the answer rise like a glass bubble seeking the surface. 'I followed your cart. I saw the marks. Why are you doing this, Joren?'
He studied her like a piece of glass he had once cut himself. 'Because the city was hurting,' he said. 'Because people were turning what they could not bear into violence. I thought — I thought if we could temper the worst of it, if we could spare children and those who cannot hold sharp grief, we would save more than we risk.' He lifted his chin to show he expected reason to bend toward his logic.
'You tempered pain,' Tarin said. 'You took edges and called it mercy. You do not see what is taken when you smooth a memory's voice.'
'Edges make people dangerous,' Joren replied. 'Edges also make people ungovernable. I have seen a mother strike and become a mob. I have held a child who would not stop shaking and watched a town do nothing while the wound ate at them. I could not stand that. I offered a way out.'
His words lacked malice. They were tragedy wrapped in a silver tongue. Tarin felt a grief rise at the sound of him speaking so calmly of choices that had the force to alter whole lives. She thought of all the faces she had listened to in Lys's workshop, people whose sharp memories had taught them to act and to protect. The room held a silence full of the weight of a claim made in good faith — and the cruel consequence awaiting behind that claim.
Before Tarin could reply, a commotion rose from the inner chamber. Voices quickened: someone had questioned a dosage or a shipment's destination. Joren's jaw tightened; he signaled and men moved like a small storm. In the push and shuffle Lys appeared in the doorway, tall and steady despite his years. His face was pale and his hands were bound at the wrists with a strip of cloth, a sight that made Tarin's stomach lurch.
'Lys!' she cried, moving toward him. He looked at her with a face that tried for calm but could not hide the cut of surprise. 'What is this? Why have you been brought here?'
Joren turned at the cry and for a moment Tarin felt the two siblings' history like a taut line between them. 'He came, willingly, to observe. He spoke to some of us about preservation and the danger of keeping the sharpness whole. He misjudged who would listen,' Joren said. His voice held no apology. 'We could use him as an example of the city making peace with the idea.'
Tarin's hands moved before she had thought. 'You cannot hold Lys. You cannot force his silence as a way to prove a point.'
'The proof is in transformation,' Joren said. 'You can see yourself, Tarin. The city will thank us. The magistrates will sign. We will have created a means to spare more lives.' His eyes were the same as they had been on the day he left home angry and certain; only now they had the weight of a plan behind them. In their meeting a choice had been laid bare: Tarin could fight a movement that had not yet gathered all its forms, or she could walk away and try to keep her craft pure. But Joren's tone made clear he assumed she would yield to reason.
The tunnel hummed with activity. Tarin's chest felt tight, as if she were about to inhale smoke. Lys straightened even with his wrists bound and met her gaze. For a brief moment Tarin saw the old patience in his eyes and a hint of fear under it; fear that the argument for softening had grown teeth and was now willing to bite those who would not be convinced.
'You always take the side of what holds truth,' Lys said in a voice even and low that carried through the din. 'You hoard fragments so a city can remember whole. There is danger in the soft argument — it creates a public comfortable enough to forget lessons. That is not mercy; it is a slow, sanctioned erosion.'
Joren's jaw tightened. 'And you — you stitch and keep the past like a wound that refuses to heal. Who will teach the vulnerable to live without their fury? Who will spare children the scenes that will scar them to their marrow?'
'We teach them to remember, and from memory to build laws that might prevent the same harm,' Lys said. 'We do not hide the past to make it easier to carry. We teach the city how to be better because it remembers its errors.'
The furnace-light played on Joren's face and carved his features into a medley of shadow and resolve. 'Then let the city decide,' he urged. 'We will hold a demonstration. In three days we will begin a clearing in a ward that has been hardest hit. We will show transformation, and then the city will vote. Let the people see what mercy looks like.'
The words fell like a bell that pulled the shape of time into a tighter circle. Tarin felt the air shrink. A clearing in three days. The words were a clock's first strike, and she tasted iron on her tongue.

    
The Last Forge
Dawn came thin and earnest, as if the city itself had a rag to wipe the night's sleep from its face. Tarin moved through lanes that still smelled of coal and bread, sleep thinning from the market ropes above like dew. The kiln's mouth gave off a steady breath and Lys's workshop door was unlatched, but Lys himself did not sit where he ought to. The bench where he had placed the shard in the old days lay empty, and Tarin's hands found the space like muscle memory. The night after the flaskworks raid had left a bruise in the city's step; merchants kept their wares closer, and children asked fewer questions.
Her plan had been simple in its urgency: free Lys, stop the clearing, and set a counter that would give back to the city what the Hollowers sought to take. The details would be raw and dangerous; the kiln's steady certainty never covered true hazard. She called the apprentices she trusted—two sharp-handed young women who had learned to listen to glass as if it were speech, and a small handful of neighbors who had not yet folowed the Hollowers' pamphlets. Nima came quietly and without fanfare, carrying a basket of small keepsakes and a face that had regained a measure of its edges since the first theft. Even without Lys's voice the network of those who would oppose the smoothing had gravity: a few people willing to risk the city's displeasure could shift the momentum if they had a way to restore resonance.
They gathered at the kiln's back, beneath the rafters soot-streaked and familiar. Tarin laid out the plan in muted pieces, because in their quiet the danger felt more intimate, a thing made of air that could be undone by a misstep. They would go to the flaskworks at night, slip past the sentries, and take Lys out of the inner room—all of which relied upon noise and timing. The diversion would be a chorus of facets played together, a small, sudden flood of remembered music in the neighborhood, forcing the Hollowers to check the perimeter. It would need to be the sort of sound that made people slow and remember, so the apprentices gathered stages of tuned glass and prepared them to sing.
As dusk folded toward night, the group crossed the river by a narrow lane that smelled of riverweed and rust. They reached the disused canal mouth where the flaskworks breathed old heat and where the delivery hatch gaped like a mouth left open in sleep. Tarin felt the shard in her pocket as if it were a second pulse. The inside of the building was a geometry of shadow; machines lay like sleeping beasts, and the alcoves smelled of old dyes and thin oil. The apprentices worked with the kind of nimble efficiency Tarin had come to trust: ropes and hooks, quiet instruction passed by a look and a tug. Nima stayed near the entrance with the basket of small keepsakes; his role would be to scatter the music and draw eyes outward while Tarin and two of the apprentices moved toward the inner room.
They found Lys on a short bench, his hands bound but his face clenched with the same composed alertness he had carried through every lesson. He greeted Tarin with a quick nod and a smile that tried at humor but failed on the edge. 'You should not have come alone,' he said, though he knew she had not. 'But I am glad you came at all.'
Tarin rolled the binding loose with tools smuggled into her sleeve, hands steady even when her chest was a drum. She explained the next step in a few words: a forged facet must be finished at Lys's kiln. It would have to tap into the city's web and sing a whole resonance back through the ropes—a facet tuned not to a private truth, but to a public chord that would, if the plan worked, reawaken those dulled by the pall. There was no guarantee. The notion was risky and technically unusual: to reintroduce full-memory resonance into a network anesthetized by softening was akin to dropping a bell into a still pond and expecting ripples to force a tide.
They moved with a small, careful momentum across the cavernous room, past benches where altered facets were wrapped in cloth, their edges sealed. Tarin felt a hot marrow of anger seeing them stacked like goods, like something to be traded. Above the hum of slow machines, someone muttered a prayer for calm as if that word could cover the absence of truth. The apprentices placed small tuned strings of glass in a narrow alley and struck them in sequence; the resulting sequence of notes threaded through the building and up to the street, spreading like a call. The sentries shifted and peered at doors, the way people do when some sound pricks the skin of complacency. In that hour the inner doors opened and voices came running.
Tarin and Lys slipped behind a storage meshing into the little room where people were kept after treatment: chairs set in lines, hands folded like empty offerings, faces turned quiet. Some of those held in their seats blinked as Tarin's echo of the kiln chorus reached them; one began to hum an old song nearly like a plea. When Lys touched their shoulder they started and looked at him, startled as if awake after a nap. Tarin felt the fragile hope of the moment like glass warming in a kiln. If the chorus woke the room in trickles, it would be enough to cause confusion, and confusion was what they needed to slip out. They led a small group of disoriented occupants toward the back, sheltering them with coats and quiet orders while the apprentices and Nima kept throwing the city's music like a net.
But a net can be cut, and at the edge of their retreat a figure stepped into the passage. Joren. He stood as though the shadows were part of him now, a silhouette that had once been brother. He had not expected to encounter Tarin in that place; his face betrayed surprise and, beneath it, a hardness that had grown from a root of grief. 'You planned to make a spectacle of this after all,' he said, but the words were raw with something else. 'You think a chorus will change minds?'
Tarin did not back away. 'A chorus can remind people who they've been,' she said. 'And you cannot decide for everyone what they should forget.'
Joren's jaw set. For a moment they stood against one another under the low lamps of the flaskworks, two siblings who had once shared bread and now measured the distance with words.
The thing Tarin wanted most, in that breath, was for Joren to remember the small afternoons when they had sat on the river bank and watched the light slice across the water. She wanted him to feel the thread that had been their childhood, to recall why they had once decided to carve the family knot. But Joren had chosen the path of someone who would change a city through calm, and the calm had crept into conviction. He raised a hand and in that motion the apprentices tensed as if they waited for command.
'You cannot roar against what soothes people,' Joren said. 'You cannot make a public of certain pains and then demand the city be wrecked for what you call truth.'
'Truth is not the same as wreckage,' Tarin replied, and Lys stepped to her side with tied hands that fell away at Tarin's touch. Even with his wrists raw, the old master's steadiness held the room like a rudder. 'We teach people to remember so we do not repeat harm.'
Joren's face cracked then, not in softness but in the brittle way of someone who had held much and finally felt it buckle. 'I know what you imagine I am,' he said. 'I did what I did because of what I lost. I thought if I could spare others the same night I could—'
He did not finish. In his silence Tarin heard the echo of some locked night; in his absence it was easier to see how grief had shaped him. He turned away and left the room with a final look that was not wholly anger. Tarin's chest hurt the way it had when siblings went with different maps and yet both claimed to be leading to safety. For all the bitterness in his act, Joren's pain was real and raw and not easily dismissed by argument.
They moved out into the cool air with some of the rescued people and slid along the canal toward the kiln, arriving with morning as the city began to breathe and the ropes above hummed again. The rescued carried a dazed look, and when they heard the real bells of the market, some wept. Tarin's resolve hardened into a policymaker's patience: there was only one way to counter the Hollowers' spread in the long term—to make a facet whose resonance could thread the city's web and reestablish the full pattern of memory. The technique Lys described was almost old superstition dressed in craft language. Glasswrights had long whispered that a facet forged with a living memory woven into its core could sing outward like a planted seed, and that seed might coax lost resonance back through the city's ropes. It required blood and breath and an absolute offering, for a living memory could not be copied like a small charm; it was a thing to be transferred.
Tarin listened to the description with a throat that felt both dry and heavy. If the process worked, a single facet could be set into the city's main harness—an old anchor in the central square where threads of keepsakes converged. It would not be a short measure; the ward chosen for demonstration would be first to receive the tempering, and Tarin would have to set the facet into the harness before the clearing began in earnest. But the catch was that the memory must be supplied by a living vessel; to seed the facet one had to pour a memory into glass through a ritual of heat and speech and a citizen's breath. Without that living core the facet would be a beautiful and empty thing. It would not sing.
Lys looked at Tarin with an expression that had been carved by years of practice: he knew the cost. The old man did not press her to choose. He only placed before her the harshness and the consequence. 'It will take a memory from you,' he said. 'A memory often cannot be recovered if you give it like a candle. Glass remembers the shape of it, but you will feel the space where it was.'
Tarin felt the furnace's heat inside her like a new knowledge. Choices settled into knives of need. She thought of asking others to give what she would not; she thought of Nima and the apprentices, of Lys and his patient hands. But the memory needed to be true and wholly owned. To ask someone else to give their past so she could salvage the city's future felt like theft. If she would forge this instrument she would be the one to sacrifice.
The day before the clearing was a fever of preparation. Tarin and the apprentices gathered all that was needed: a single large piece of crystalline sand glass, a kiln burned and tuned for a slow fold, threads of copper to weave into the harness, and the ritual words Lys taught them—phrases older than they seemed, lines meant to coax rather than command a memory's shape. They worked in shifts because there was little time; the apprentices ground glass with steady palms and Lys tested the chimneys and the bellows. Outside, the city turned anxious with rumor. Notices of the clearing had been posted formally now, and a crowd had gathered to see what transformation might look like. The Hollowers, with their measured hands and persuasive rhetoric, were preparing to show the ward a kinder life.
Tarin did not tell Joren she intended to give a memory. She thought of speaking to him and failing, and she feared that any negotiation would be a path to compromise that saved nothing. The memory she considered was not a small one. It belonged to childhood: a late-summer dusk by the river where a promise had been made between two small souls to keep one another safe. It was the memory that most tangled her with Joren's life; it was the filament that made his face tender and terrible to her. To give it away would be to take the one place where their past was shared and make a hole in herself.
When the kiln glowed and the hour approached, Tarin stood with her palm on a bowl of cold water as if to steady herself. Lys and the apprentices had prepared the harness in the central square and had a secret path to set the piece into the city's lattice. They would move at dusk when the Hollowers began their demonstration. Tarin's hands trembled as she set the glass into the furnace and sang the first lines of the ritual—low, simple, like humming to a child to sleep. She let the memory surface in her mind and then, with a precision that came from years of making edges, she began to melt the memory into the glass.
The process was both utterly physical and somehow sacred. Tarin spoke and breathed the scenes: the river's low murmur, Joren's small laugh, the way evening had made the water a mirror of stars. She smelled the memory as it rose—smoke, the sweetness of bread, a ribbon of tobacco—and it coalesced in the molten heart of the glass like a color. The apprentices watched with reverent faces as Tarin moved the glass like a thing that must be cradled. The kiln took the words and the breath and folded them into the molten glass until a single, bright globe formed—smooth as a breathing thing. When she lifted it from the flame, it sang. Not a private song, but a tone that touched the way a person touches a wound and knows it will not close simply.
But at the moment of cooling Tarin felt the memory leave her body with a tug like a hand pulling away. She glimpsed the river scene one last time, sharp enough to stab and then gone like a light turned off. Where that memory had lived there was now a thin weight of absence; a gap where a name or a face might have been. The apprentices gasped and the kiln seemed to hold its breath. Tarin steadied herself and felt the hollowness bloom inside her chest, a peculiar ache that was not pain so much as a blank carved into the day's ledger of self. She had given it away to make the city whole.
They hurried. Lys wrapped the now-cooling facet in a special mesh and the group went at dusk to the central square where the harness of keepsakes braided every courtyard's memory into a net. People had gathered, some curious, some fervent, and the Hollowers had arranged chairs and banners to sway like promises in the final light. Joren stood before them, face composed and ready to speak. Tarin felt her throat tighten and stepped forward toward the harness, the mesh beating softly against her palm like a secret.
At the edge of the square, Joren saw her and something moved across his face—recognition, perhaps, or the simple human surprise at a sibling who would dare. He stepped forward in a blur of anger and old affection. 'You will not do this in public,' he said. 'You will not take our city's choice and make it your own.'
Tarin's voice did not falter. 'I am not making a choice for the city,' she said. 'I am returning what you tried to take. I will not let gentleness become erasure.'
Joren's hand landed on the mesh as if to snatch it away. The two of them stood at the harness, a ripple of neighbors around them, and for a moment it felt like the old home where laughter and sibling quarrels were the only currency. He tried to speak and the words had the noise of someone who had decided that the clean path was truer than the messy one. 'We will make them safer,' he argued. 'We will dull pain so fewer people are torn apart. Is that not mercy?'
'Mercy that takes away the means to resist is not mercy,' Lys said from behind her with a grit that was new in him after months of fear. 'It is a lullaby that robs a city of the chance to learn.'
Joren's jaw worked. People began to murmur and the Hollowers called for calm. A small, charged crowd gathered; some looked at Tarin with fierce gratitude and others with contempt for the risk of stirring pain. The facet in Tarin's hands felt hot and heavy, and she set it into the harness with the care of a maker placing a heart into a breast. Copper threads snaked through the city's lines and the apprentices turned the tuning keys to make the newly set globe ring into the network.
The moment the facet sang, the square held its breath. The sound was not loud; it was a true tone that slid between words and made them unstable. People felt it at a place inside the chest as if someone had opened a shutter and let winter light into a dark room. Those softened by the pall paused, and then their faces shifted from a dull calm to the quick, sharp flare of recollection. Some wept. Some shouted. The Hollowers' aides tried to quiet them, offering tea, offering calm hands to hold, but the music had already done what it was meant to do: it had reintroduced the edge of memory. People remembered griefs that had been smoothed away and the decisions that had driven them. They remembered names and promises and fights they'd had to learn from.
The change was messy and immediate. Nearby, a woman who had been sitting quietly since the early treatments rose with a hand to her face and cried out a name that had been folded into silence; a teacher felt the sudden return of anger at an injustice she had been taught to ignore. Joren stood still as if the music itself had rearranged his bones. The Hollowers called for order, but the ward's people, now awake in a way that made them sharp and alive, began to argue and demand the right to keep their own fullness. The illusory calm that had been promised with smoothing began to collapse under the weight of what it had attempted to erase.
In the rage and relief, Joren moved as if to take the facet from the harness. He had been driven to this thing by grief and a desire for law and order, and now he found himself struck by the consequences he had imagined were acceptable. 'Look at what this does,' he said, voice shaking. 'Look at the pain.'
'Look at the truth,' Tarin answered. 'Look at what makes you a neighbor and not a thing that can be placated.'
Neighbors surged and the magistrates, summoned by the sudden uproar, arrived to witness a city reawakened. There were calls for investigation, for the Hollowers to be judged. Joren stood in the center of the argument like someone who had carried a weight so long it had become a stone in his hand. He did not look like a villain so much as a man who had tried to shape mercy into a shape that suited him and then discovered that the shapes of whole people do not conform.
When the dust settled the Hollowers' demonstration was halted. Their plan for the ward was rescinded by the magistrates under pressure from neighbors newly returned to sharp recollection. Some of the Hollowers fled. Others stayed to answer for what they had done. In the middle of the square Lys placed a hand on Tarin's shoulder and his gaze was a mixture of relief and sorrow. The city would have its voice back, but it had been an expensive restoration.
Tarin felt a hollowness where the river evening had sat. She could not summon Joren's child's laugh, the exact smell of the bench where they had carved the knot, or the precise shape of their small promise. The sacrificial memory had been given to the facet and had been folded into the city's chorus. She had expected pain, and pain came in a particular, quiet shape—less the knife and more a space that had once been full. Faces she could name, but not the one she had wanted to hold against him when they both needed comfort.
She did not feel regret so much as an odd clarity. The act had restored a way of being in the city; it had allowed people to be sharp and capable of both grief and repair. The cost was hers alone, an absence like a missing stitch in a garment she would wear every day. Lys worked at his bench again, as if picking up the threads that had been tangled; the apprentices repaired small facets, patched edges, and taught neighbors to listen for the way glass should sound when memory sat true. Joren did not leave the city, but he did not stand beside her either. He walked the streets with a new shadow to his face; sometimes they passed each other and nodded like people who had once been closer than that.
There were moments afterward when Tarin searched for the lost scene and found instead only a fogged outline and a kind of maternal warmth she could not tie to a time or name. People around her tried to fill the blank with stories—friends offered recollections of the river bench and fellow apprentices spoke of shared bread—but memory replaced by another's tale is not the same as one's own. Tarin learned to live with the space like a gap in a net: you could still catch things with it, but a particular weight might slip through. She continued to make facets and to teach, and the city, relieved and raw, found new ways to legislate consent for such interventions. There were meetings and new rules, and the harness at the central square was guarded now by a guild sworn to preserve both the city's music and the rights of memory.
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