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  The Question at the Cave


The woman outside Matthew Stone’s cave was soaked to the skin, barefoot in the snow, and watching the black-gold fire in his arm as if she had crossed four hundred miles to touch it. 
That was the first thing wrong with her. The second was that she looked as though touching it might be her idea of a reasonable morning.
Matthew kept both hands around the wooden staff.
Stone ceiling. Cold fire pit. Snowlight at the entrance. Morrow beside the wet royal seal. Staff under his palms. One unknown woman beyond the threshold. One new inch of black, red, and gold beneath his skin.
The cave remained a cave.
His body belonged to the present.
The woman’s deep-green eyes moved from his arm to his face. Water threaded through her dark hair, gathering at the ends without falling. Wet blue cloth molded itself over her large breasts, waist, and thighs, sparing him very little of her shape.
His body noticed.
The Spark noticed harder.
Something inside the newest branch struck its invisible chain. Heat drove through his forearm, crossed his shoulder, and went lower with humiliating purpose.
Matthew tightened his grip on the staff.
Attraction was only another way to misjudge a threat.
The woman had already asked what he was carrying. She did not repeat herself, offer reassurance, or step into the cave.
“Did it wake before or after you spoke Dain’s name?” she asked.
Her voice was quiet. The cave made it intimate.
“Name,” Matthew said.
“His?”
“Yours.”
“Fira.”
The underground stream shifted at the sound. Not louder. Closer.
Of course it did.
“Before or after?” she asked.
“After.”
The answer changed the mark.
Black-gold sparks moved beneath his skin toward Fira. Not toward the royal seal at his feet. Toward the water resting on her mouth and throat. A thread of steam rose from his closed fist.
Fira watched it without surprise.
Naturally, she looked perfectly comfortable. Matthew found that irritating.
She crouched at the cave entrance. Her knees remained beyond the line where snow gave way to stone. Water slipped from her hair and ran forward against the slope, stopping around the dark metal and pale antler seal.
Morrow’s ears flattened.
The black cat was large enough to make the name cat feel dishonest. Her shoulders rose nearly to Matthew’s waist. Two curved fangs showed below her upper lip, white against black fur. She placed one broad paw over the seal and growled.
Fira did not reach for it.
“The royal mark,” she said. “Rose carried it through the Western Door. The water carried it farther.”
“Four hundred miles?”
“Water is rarely troubled by distance.”
“People are.”
Her gaze rose to him. “I am not people.”
Matthew shifted his grip on the staff. She had answered plainly, which somehow left him with less to work with.
Fira inclined her head toward the seal beneath Morrow’s paw. “The Western Door was built against command. Rose changed its final oath before she closed it. I brought the mark to learn whether your fire would recognize what she made.”
“You brought it to test me.”
“No. I brought it to test the weapon.”
“It’s in my arm.”
“That does complicate the distinction.”
Her eyes moved down the length of him once. It was not a shy glance, and it did not stop at the mark.
Matthew felt the return of heat in places that had nothing to do with magic.
Fira rose.
“If you want to know whether I burn,” she said, “ask.”
“Why aren’t you cold?”
Her mouth almost curved. “That was not the question.”
Morrow’s growl deepened.
“You agree with me,” Matthew told her.
The cat did not look at him. Her attention remained on Fira, but she had not attacked. She had not carried the seal deeper into the cave or crushed it beneath her paw.
She was waiting.
Fira studied Morrow with an expression Matthew could not place. Recognition, perhaps. Grief underneath it.
“She chose you,” Fira said.
“She tolerates me.”
Morrow’s tail struck his boot.
“With enthusiasm,” Matthew added.
Fira lifted one hand. Water moved along her fingers in narrow silver lines. She did not cross the threshold.
“May I?”
Matthew knew what she meant. The newest branch pulsed beneath his skin as if it knew too.
Every part of him trained at Harrow expected the question to be ceremonial. A pause before hands closed. A gentler shape given to an order already made.
“No.”
Fira lowered her hand.
No argument. No disappointment sharpened into persuasion. The water withdrew into her palm.
Matthew waited for the second request, the pressure disguised as patience. It never came.
“What is it?” he asked.
“A first ember.” Her gaze returned to the mark. “Not the whole mistake.”
“Whose mistake?”
Fira looked at him for a long moment. “Mine, in part.”
The newest branch struck again beneath Matthew’s skin. His arm wanted to open. The rest of him wanted several things less easily named.
Fira’s attention dropped to his fist.
“Does it hurt when you refuse it?”
“Everything hurts when refused long enough.”
“That sounds like something a captor would teach.”
The words found an old bruise without knowing where it lay.
Matthew’s jaw tightened. “You ask a great many questions for someone who answers half of mine.”
“I crossed four hundred miles to answer the important ones.”
“Barefoot.”
Fira glanced down as if the absence of shoes had only now been brought to her attention. Water curled around her toes, clear against the snow.
“I had sandals when I began.”
“Dangerous journey?”
“Hungry river.”
He almost smiled. The impulse felt stranger than the heat.
Fira saw it anyway. Her gaze returned to his mouth, then traveled lower to the fire beneath his skin.
“Does it always become restless when you want something?” she asked.
“You assume I want something.”
“Your fire is less reserved than your face.”
The Spark pulled toward a drop of water resting in the hollow of her throat. The drop trembled, warmed, and began to steam.
“Water,” Matthew said.
“I am carrying quite a lot of it.”
“I noticed.”
He let his gaze linger at her throat. Fira watched him do it.
Fira lifted one finger. The drop rose from her skin and hovered above her nail, bright as a small lens. She kept her hand on her side of the threshold.
“Only the water,” she said. “It could touch the mark without me touching you.”
His arm leaned toward it.
Matthew did not.
“No.”
The drop flew backward into Fira’s hair.
Fira did not ask a third time.
Something in his chest eased, which was irritating. Something lower did not.
Water touched the outer edge of the snow.
Matthew heard it before he saw it: a thin current slipping over ice. It ran from the trees toward the cave, climbing the slope in a black ribbon.
Fira turned.
Every trace of heat left her expression.
“That is not mine.”
The stream thickened.
Two shapes pulled themselves from it.
They resembled hounds only in the way a gallows resembled a tree. Animal bones shifted inside bodies made of black water. Ribs opened and closed without breath. The first had a deer’s narrow skull and a dog’s jaw wired beneath it. The second moved on too many joints, each step forcing a pale length of bone through its liquid hide.
Neither possessed eyes.
Both looked directly at Morrow.
The cat stepped off the seal and placed herself between it and Matthew.
The hound with the deer skull opened its mouth.
“Living lock identified,” it said.
The voice came from the water inside it. Flat. Educated. Male.
Familiar.
Matthew’s stomach dropped before memory supplied the room.
Fira swept both arms upward.
Water erupted from the snow around her, clear and blue-white. It rose into a wall across the cave mouth, catching moon-pale morning light in its center. The hounds struck it together.
The whole mountain seemed to ring.
Black veins spread through Fira’s wall.
The second hound pressed its boneless face against the water and spoke in a different voice.
“Patient Stone, remain still.”
Matthew’s knees locked.
His right hand forgot the staff. Wood slid against his palm.
The cave narrowed to white walls and leather straps. A corridor opened where the fire pit should have been. Somewhere beyond it, a human woman screamed his name and was abruptly silent.
No.
Stone ceiling.
Cold fire pit.
Snowlight.
Cat.
Staff.
The staff struck the cave floor with one hard wooden knock.
“Matthew.”
Fira did not tell him to breathe. She did not tell him he was safe. She gave him his name and left the rest for him to choose.
Morrow roared.
The sound broke the corridor.
Matthew found the cave in time to see the deer-skulled hound change. Its blackwater body hardened from the nose backward, becoming transparent glass filled with moving commands. Letters crawled through its legs and ribs.
It drove through Fira’s wall.
The wall burst inward.
Fira flew across the threshold.
Matthew caught her with one hand at her hip. Wet fabric slid beneath his palm. Her body struck the length of his, cold and solid and softer where his attention had no business going. One of her hands flattened against his chest.
The Spark hit her water.
Steam exploded around them.
For one suspended breath, the attack disappeared inside white heat.
Fira’s face was inches from his. Water shone on her lower lip. Her green eyes darkened as the black-gold branch flared beneath his skin.
Fira's fingers tightened against his chest. Her eyes held his as the fire climbed.
Matthew should have stepped back. He drew her closer.
The chained thing in Matthew’s arm pulled toward her with such force that his fingers tightened at her hip.
Fira’s palm remained over his heart.
“You can let go,” she said.
She had not said let go or release me. She had said you can.
Matthew opened his hand.
Fira stepped out of his hold. He moved with her and placed himself between her and the hound.
He did not consider why.
The glass creature had ignored both of them. It struck at Morrow with a jaw full of carved bone.
Morrow twisted aside, but one clear foreleg caught her shoulder. Wherever glass touched fur, a black line tried to close around her.
The Spark opened in Matthew’s arm.
Not fully. A thumb-length edge pressed through the black-red-gold branch without breaking skin. It was absence shaped like a blade, black at the center, outlined in gold.
The hound’s body filled with lines.
Orders.
Routes.
One narrow strand ran from the creature’s spine into the black stream climbing the hill. Matthew could not see where it ended. He knew what it was anyway.
“The leash,” he said.
Fira appeared beside him, close enough that cold water moved across the heat of his shoulder.
“Yes.”
Her attention stayed on the black strand, not on his hand.
Matthew cut.
The blade passed through the strand without resistance.
Something screamed beneath the mountain.
The hound collapsed.
Glass became black water. Bone struck stone in a loose, ugly scatter. Morrow tore free of the line around her shoulder and crushed the deer skull beneath one paw.
The return burn arrived a heartbeat later.
Fire drove from Matthew’s wrist to above his elbow. The new branch split in three directions. His fingers went numb. He reached for the fallen staff and missed.
Fira gasped.
Black water lifted from the cave floor and wrapped around her bare ankles. It climbed in violent spirals, staining the blue fabric against her legs. She thrust both hands down.
The water stopped at her knees.
Fira’s face went white.
Matthew reached for her and stopped.
He held out his unmarked hand.
Fira looked at it.
Then she placed her palm in his.
Cold struck heat.
Power flared between them, quieter than the first collision and somehow more dangerous. Water wound between his fingers. Gold light moved beneath Fira’s skin, up her wrist and into the dark veins left by the blackwater.
Neither of them released the other.
The remaining hound made a sound like a doctor clearing his throat.
Matthew turned.
It stood motionless beyond the ruined water wall. Its body had gone clear. Black letters moved beneath the surface, arranging themselves into seven numbers above a stamped line.
He knew the number.
A century had passed since anyone had spoken it to him. He knew it faster than his own birthday.
Harrow House intake.
His number.
The creature broke apart.
This time, the hound did not collapse into water.
Hundreds of black-glass pieces fell into the snow. Each reflected the same white room. The same narrow bed. The same leather straps laid open in invitation.
At the center of the wreckage, one shard remained standing.
The number had been cut into it from the inside.
Morrow stalked forward, fur raised along her spine. Fira’s fingers tightened around Matthew’s.
One beat.
Two.
Longer than balance required.
Matthew looked down at their joined hands.
Fira released him.
The absence of her water felt colder than the winter outside.
“You knew that voice,” she said.
“I knew the place.”
“Harrow House.”
He stared at her. “How do you know that name?”
“Because the first bearer was taken there.” Fira looked toward the black shard. “And because something wearing the institution has just used it to call you home.”
The branch above Matthew’s elbow pulsed.
He bent and retrieved the staff. His numb fingers closed around the wood on the second attempt.
“You called this a first ember.”
“Yes.”
“First becomes what?”
Fira’s gaze moved from the mark to his face. For the first time since she appeared outside his cave, uncertainty touched her.
“The Severing Flame.”
Morrow growled at the name.
Matthew had expected an illness, perhaps a curse feeding on his body. Not a weapon with a purpose of its own.
“What does it sever?”
Fira looked at the cut leash dissolving into black water.
“Anything commanded to remain joined.”
The answer should have sounded like freedom.
Instead, Matthew saw the Book in Tess’s hands. Collin’s light around the manor. The unseen protection gathered around a child not yet born. Bonds that held because people had chosen them, and a weapon that might not care about the difference.
“Why did it wake for Dain?”
Fira stepped over the threshold at last. Not into his space. Into the wreckage the attack had made.
She crouched beside the standing shard without touching it. Water gathered around the glass and revealed a thin black thread buried beneath the intake number. The thread ran east through the stone, beyond the cave and beneath the ridge.
Toward something that had been waiting.
Fira raised her eyes to his.
“The Spark does not merely know Dain,” she said. “It was made to find him.”
The fire beneath Matthew’s skin pulled east.
Since the first branch appeared, he had believed the fire wanted out.
He had been wrong.
It wanted a target.






  
  Water Does Not Knock


The water on Fira’s body remembered Matthew Stone’s hand at her hip with considerably more enthusiasm than Fira intended to permit. 
She sent it down her legs and into the snow, though the water went reluctantly.
Fira crouched beside the hound’s severed shell. Black water soaked the knees of her clothing. Clear shards lay among deer bone, each piece reflecting a different angle of Matthew’s cave. None reflected Matthew.
That was deliberate.
The standing shard had shown him Harrow House because something inside the glass knew where to press. The broken pieces ignored him because the message had already been delivered.
Fira lifted a finger over the shell. She did not touch it. A clear thread rose from the wreckage, circled her nail, and darkened with the memory of the cut.
Matthew had found the command tether on instinct. He had cut it cleanly while half his mind stood in another century.
The first bearer had required four months to manage that precision.
He had also required thirty-seven attempts and had killed three men who had volunteered to help him learn.
Fira had buried the three volunteers. Cael had vanished before she could bring him home.
The Severing Flame had been conceived during a war in which command moved faster than plague. Dain’s servants could make a village open its gates, make a mother hand over her child, make the captured grateful for the hand around their throats. Fire had proposed an edge sharp enough to cut the command away.
Fira had proposed the witness.
They had made rules. Living lock. Bearer consent. Water witness. Named tether. Target recognition, its damaged memories once hiding the Flame from command. Five safeties. Return cost followed every use, but even pain could not guarantee that a free choice would be wise.
The first bearer had exposed the flaw in that certainty.
During his thirty-seventh attempt, he had named the attachment between power and flesh when he meant to name the command layered over it. The Flame obeyed the words, not his intention. Three volunteers fell empty of the magic that had kept their long-lived bodies alive.
The return cost began burning through him before he understood the difference.
Fira had carried the volunteers' ashes into three separate rivers because one of the dead had once said he disliked crowds. She still remembered which current had taken each of them.
The weapon had worked perfectly.
That was why she feared it.
“That was well done,” she said.
Matthew knelt beside Morrow and ignored her.
His staff lay within reach. His marked arm hung stiff at his side while he used the other hand to part the black fur over Morrow’s shoulder. The Cinder Cat objected with a rumble that loosened snow from the cave mouth.
“Yes,” Matthew told her. “I know.”
Morrow turned her head and showed him one white saber tooth.
“Hold still anyway.”
The line left by the glass hound had already shrunk from a band to a black thread. Matthew traced the fur beside it, never pressing the injury itself. Only when Morrow’s growl softened did his shoulders lower.
He had not looked at his own arm.
Fira found that more compelling than his precision with the Flame.
This was inconvenient. She had come prepared to examine a weapon, carry its return force, and leave when the danger passed. Weapons did not speak gently to irritated monsters. They did not offer an open hand after asking themselves whether touch was welcome.
They did not feel warm under wet clothing.
“Did you hear me?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“You declined the praise.”
“I declined the conversation.”
“It remains available.”
His mouth shifted at one corner. “I was afraid of that.”
Morrow’s torn ear flicked toward Fira. The cat looked pleased with herself, which suggested she had understood every word and approved of his difficulty.
“The injury will close,” Fira said. “Cinder Cats heal quickly when the weapon’s safeties remain seated.”
Matthew became still.
He had not frozen; he had arranged himself.
He placed his hand flat on Morrow’s back and looked at Fira across the cat’s shoulders.
“Cinder Cat.”
“That is one name.”
“Whose?”
Most people asked what Morrow was and moved quickly from classification to instruction. Matthew had asked whose word Fira was using.
“Mine,” she said. “She may call herself something else.”
“Morrow.”
The cat blinked once.
“Matthew calls her Morrow,” Fira amended.
“She answers when she wants.”
“Then your arrangement is unusually civilized.”
His gaze moved over her face, searching for ridicule. Finding none, it dropped briefly to the water darkening her clothes.
The blackwater had climbed no higher than her knees. The memory of it had.
His hand had caught her at the hip. His body had been hard against hers, his fire reaching through every layer between them. The cave had filled with steam and the clean, mineral scent of power forced awake.
Fira’s water warmed.
She pulled more of it into the snow.
Matthew noticed that too.
He returned his attention to Morrow.
“You know what she is.”
“Some of it.”
“You know what’s in me.”
“More of it.”
“Did you make the weapon?”
The question held no accusation. That made answering harder.
Fira looked at the black-gold branches beneath his skin. The newest line had passed his elbow. His fingers remained pale and motionless around the base of Morrow’s neck.
“Part of it,” she said.
Matthew waited.
Most people filled silence when offered enough of it. They denied, excused, explained the dead into abstractions. Matthew let the answer remain ugly.
Fira respected him for it.
She preferred when respect and desire occupied separate bodies. The world had once been better organized.
Morrow rose and stepped between them. Her hindquarters struck Matthew’s shoulder and nearly put him into the wall. He steadied himself with one palm against the stone.
The Cinder Cat planted a paw over the royal seal.
Fira held out her hand.
Morrow pressed harder.
“It belongs to Rose,” Fira said.
The cat’s yellow eyes narrowed.
“That was information. Not an argument.”
Morrow settled her weight over the seal and began washing blood from one paw.
Matthew glanced at Fira. “Unusually civilized.”
“Your arrangement has deteriorated.”
“It does that.”
Fira lowered her hand.
She could have lifted the seal with a thread of water. Morrow's deliberate weight over it made that feel less like retrieval than theft.
She crouched at a distance Morrow accepted.
Water slid from Fira’s hair and traveled across the cave floor. It stopped short of the cat’s paw, spread into a thin crescent, and touched only the exposed edge of dark metal and pale antler.
Memory opened.
Cold stone became a dining room at Stone Manor.
Rose stood beside the Book with one hand flat on a rewritten oath. Ben’s blood marked the page. Tess sat with a yellow scrap of knitting fallen beside her, her face pale with the effort of holding too many kinds of fear without dropping any of them.
The Book turned its own pages.
A road drew itself in black ink. Trees. A stream. The old fire ridge.
Matthew’s territory.
The memory shifted.
Far beneath another ridge, something black lifted its attention. No eyes. No face. Only the pressure of Dain noticing that an old edge had moved.
His attention traveled east.
Toward Matthew.
Fira released the first memory and reached deeper.
The seal carried a second trace. Thin. Oily. New.
It had not been present when Rose placed the rewritten oath beside the Book. Fira knew because she had felt the royal mark enter the water at the Western Door. She had carried it through snowmelt, culverts, buried springs, and the deep channels beneath four hundred miles of winter.
Somewhere between the manor and the cave, another will had entered the route.
The stain tasted of copper left in a dead mouth.
Fira drew her water back.
“Someone used the seal to find you.”
Matthew stood. “Dain?”
“He looked. This is smaller.”
“Venn.”
The name changed the pressure in the cave.
Matthew’s marked arm moved toward Morrow.
No. Toward the seal.
The Spark brightened beneath his skin, gold points driving along the black center. His hand opened. A short edge of absence pressed against the air over his knuckles.
Morrow stopped washing her paw.
Fira moved first.
Water rose in a perfect ring around the seal. It did not touch Morrow, Matthew, or the fire straining toward the command stain. The ring spun faster, lifting a wall no higher than Fira’s hand.
“The tether is not named,” she said.
Matthew’s jaw tightened. “I can see it.”
“You can see bait.”
His gaze struck hers.
Heat moved through the ring. Fira’s water shivered with the urge to meet it.
She kept both hands at her sides.
“If you want the ring lowered,” she said, “tell me.”
The edge above his hand lengthened.
Then stopped.
“Keep it.”
The fire pulled back beneath his skin.
Fira breathed. She had not realized she was waiting to.
The black stain struck the water ring.
A man spoke from inside it.
“Return the patient to Harrow.”
Matthew vanished without moving.
His eyes stayed open. The cave left them.
Telekinetic force broke from him in a soundless wave. The fire pit scattered. A crack tore up the wall behind Fira, splitting stone from floor to ceiling. Morrow sprang away from the seal and landed between Matthew and the cave entrance.
Fira held the water ring closed.
The voice came again, courteous and dry.
“Patient Stone, your resistance has been recorded.”
Matthew struck the wall with his unmarked hand.
The cave answered as if hit by a falling tree.
Fira did not tell him to stop.
“Snow at the entrance,” she said. “Wood under your left boot. Morrow in front of you.”
His chest rose without releasing the breath.
“Your staff is two feet to your right. The fire pit is broken. My water is around the seal.”
Black-gold light ran to his shoulder.
“There is blood on your palm,” Fira said. “The cave wall is gray.”
His eyes found the crack he had made.
“Door open,” Matthew said.
Air left him.
The force in the cave dropped hard enough to make Fira’s ears ring.
He bent, retrieved the staff, and placed its end against the floor. He did not apologize to the wall. Fira approved.
The water ring still spoke in Venn’s voice, but the words had blurred into a low mechanical murmur.
Matthew stared at it.
“Harrow burned.”
“Its east wing burned,” Fira said.
“He was in it.”
“His body was.”
The water ring turned hot.
For a heartbeat Fira stood inside Harrow’s pipes a century earlier. Fire roared beyond sweating iron. Dead-Fae glass screamed in every wall. Somewhere below her, a great cat roared and a patient she could not see struck the floor.
Dr. Venn’s human body had burned at a desk in the east wing.
His voice had continued speaking through the mirrors.
Fira had flooded the treatment rooms. The glass drank her water and carried his face from wall to wall. He ordered dead attendants to secure doors. He thanked screaming patients for their cooperation. Even after the roof collapsed, one unbroken speaking tube continued reciting intake numbers beneath the rubble.
Then black-gold fire burst through the lower pipes.
The water routes broke. The voice stopped. The Western Door called Fira back before she could search what remained.
She had found no surviving patient, no Cinder Cat, and no Severing Flame. She had accepted absence as death because death required mourning, while uncertainty required returning.
She had never returned.
Matthew’s face closed by degrees. “That distinction sounds important.”
“Some minds learned to live in glass because flesh had become inconvenient.”
“You knew.”
“I suspected.”
“That is an elegant word for knew.”
Fira accepted the blow. “I believed his glass was trapped inside Harrow.”
“Now it’s in my cave.”
“Yes.”
The water ring collapsed inward.
For one instant, Fira saw a man’s pale hand reflected in it. Long fingers. Clean nails. A physician’s hand in a black cuff.
The hand drew a line.
The stain beneath the royal seal moved.
It left Matthew’s cave, crossed the ridge, and ran west through the water memory. A road appeared. Then Stone Manor, its foundations bright with the Book’s old protections.
The first probe had found Matthew.
The second had watched where the Book pointed.
Fira seized the water and tore it free of the seal. The ring struck her palm as cold as deep burial. Venn’s reflection broke, but the line west remained burned through the memory.
Matthew looked from her hand to the seal.
“What’s at the end?”
“Your family.”
“Who?”
“All of them.”
That answer displeased him.
Fira could work with a threat that had edges. This one stretched across every way they might move.
She let the memory of Stone Manor form between them: the Book closed on its stand, Tess resting one hand over a child not yet large enough to show beneath her clothes, Collin’s light woven through the house. Layers of protection. Layers of attachment.
Every layer was something the Severing Flame could cut.
“If the Spark opens near the Book without a named tether,” Fira said, “it may sever the keeper from it.”
Matthew’s hand tightened around the staff.
“Or?”
“It may cut the house from the protection around the unborn child.”
The cave became quiet enough for the underground stream to be heard beneath the floor.
“Dain wants the child,” Matthew said.
“Dain wants what the child may become.”
“Same difference.”
“Not to the child.”
His eyes lifted to hers.
Matthew held her gaze rather than dismiss the distinction. He was thinking about the child, not just the weapon.
Fira wanted to touch him.
She did not lift her hand.
Matthew turned toward the black thread running east beneath the ridge.
“I’ll go to Harrow.”
“We will.”
“No.”
The word was flat. Final.
Fira let his refusal stand. Then she told him what Harrow would require.
“The weapon requires a water witness. Harrow’s pipes remember me, and Venn has already shown that he knows Morrow is the living lock.”
Morrow’s head rose at her name.
“You stay here,” Matthew told the cat.
Morrow picked up the royal seal.
She walked around him, stepped over the broken fire pit, and left the cave.
Snow hissed beneath her paws. She reached the descending trail, turned west, and waited.
Matthew watched her.
Fira watched Matthew.
Matthew glanced at the seal in the waiting cat’s mouth, then down the trail toward his family. The Spark pulled east, toward Harrow and the clean simplicity of a target.
Morrow waited west.
Matthew looked at Fira.
“Manor first.”
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Matthew knew every exit from Stone Manor. 
He had forgotten how to enter it.
The front doors opened inward and stuck in wet weather. The kitchen had three ground-level windows, one narrow servants’ stair, and a pantry passage Collin believed nobody else remembered. The old study connected to the west corridor through a door hidden behind shelves. The second-floor gallery offered a clean drop to the south lawn if the wings failed.
People had changed.
Doors were reliable.
Matthew followed Morrow down the ridge with his staff in his right hand and the Spark pulling east inside his left arm.
Morrow ranged fifty feet ahead, the royal seal held carefully between her teeth. The black line on her shoulder had faded beneath thick fur. She favored the leg anyway.
Fira moved beside the stream below the trail.
Sometimes she walked over the snow. Sometimes her feet became water and joined the current for several yards before forming again. Her blue clothing remained wet, blackened to the knees by Venn’s backlash. Morning light moved through the water in her hair.
Matthew looked at the trail.
“The pantry passage collapsed sixty-two years ago,” Fira said.
His next step struck too hard.
“I did not ask.”
“You have been listing exits under your breath.”
“You said you hadn’t been inside the manor.”
“Water has.”
He disliked that answer.
He disliked the fact that he had expected to.
Fira climbed from the stream to the trail without leaving a footprint. She kept four feet between them. Enough to respect. Close enough for his arm to know where she was.
The water at her throat warmed.
“Your fire is staring again,” she said.
“It doesn’t have eyes.”
“Then you should consider accepting responsibility.”
Morrow looked back at him with the seal still in her mouth.
Matthew lengthened his stride.
The old fire trail narrowed between pine trunks, then opened onto the eastern boundary of the Stone estate. A low wall crossed the slope. Snow lay untouched on its cap except where someone had cleared a place to sit.
Ben waited beside the wall.
His youngest brother wore a dark wool coat over an open-necked shirt. The right shoulder sat slightly lower than the left. Healing, not healed. A plain leather sheath rested against his hip with the silvered blade inside it.
The wolf-hunter insignia was gone.
Ben kept both hands visible.
“Hello, Matt.”
Matthew stopped ten feet from the boundary.
Ben’s gaze touched the black-red-gold branch above his elbow. It moved to the blood dried across Matthew’s palm, Morrow’s shoulder, Fira’s stained clothing, and the royal seal.
He asked no questions.
“May I approach her?” Ben said.
Morrow sat.
Matthew considered the cat.
“Ask her.”
Ben did.
He crouched without crossing the wall. “May I come closer?”
Morrow’s torn ear turned toward him. She placed one paw on the wall and waited.
Ben stepped across the boundary.
The estate ward moved over him in a faint gold sheet. It recognized his blood, caught briefly on the silvered blade, and released both. He stopped beyond Morrow’s reach and offered the back of his hand.
Morrow sniffed him.
Then the coat pocket beneath Ben’s hand.
Ben sighed. “That is not food.”
Morrow pushed her nose harder against the wool.
A new brass key pressed through the fabric. Cottage-sized. Polished along one edge from being touched too often.
Matthew looked at Ben’s unmarked sheath, his careful shoulder, and Rose’s key.
Four hundred miles west had removed an office and added a home.
Ben had carried the hunter’s mark for ninety-three years. He had worn it on his sheath, his papers, and the posture that put his blade between a problem and every answer the problem might give. Matthew remembered a younger brother who entered rooms already certain which creature would need killing.
The blade remained.
The certainty had not.
Ben had asked a cat for permission while armed with something made to kill wolves. He had allowed silence to stand without treating it as evidence. The brass key pulled one side of his coat lower than the other, a small domestic weight where the insignia had been.
Matthew knew how to recognize damage.
He was less practiced at recognizing repair.
Ben followed his attention. “I live nearby now.”
Matthew looked toward the manor roofs visible through the trees.
“Cottage,” Ben added.
“Rose?”
“Also nearby.”
A lean grey-brown wolf came over the wall behind him.
Ben did not turn. “Very nearby.”
The wolf landed without sound. Yellow-green eyes fixed on the royal seal in Morrow’s mouth. A knot of white fire burned at the base of her throat, tight enough to carry cloth and small objects through a shift.
Rose stepped forward.
The keeper-knot opened.
Wolf became woman in a quick folding of bone, fur, and white light. Dark trousers and a charcoal sweater settled over her as the fire closed. Her short brown hair stood untidily around her face.
She looked first at Morrow.
“You found it.”
Morrow held the seal higher.
Rose’s eyes narrowed. “It belongs to me.”
The cat’s jaw tightened.
“Poor beginning,” Fira said.
Rose glanced at her. Recognition passed through her face, followed by several questions she chose to postpone.
She crouched and opened one empty hand.
No demand. No reach.
Morrow crossed the remaining distance and placed the seal in her palm.
Rose rubbed a thumb over the dark metal. Her expression changed.
“This wasn’t here.”
A black crack ran from the crowned wolf to the broken line beneath it. Fine as hair, deep enough to catch a thread of morning light. The antler backing had not broken. The metal had.
Fira stopped beside Rose without touching the seal.
“Venn entered the water route after the mark left your hand.”
“Who is Venn?”
Matthew moved past them.
“Harrow.”
The word slowed Ben’s breathing.
Rose closed her fingers around the seal.
No one followed for three seconds.
Then all of them did.
The manor appeared in pieces through the winter trees. Slate roof. Gray stone darkened beneath the gutters. Long windows reflecting white sky. The porte cochere reached from the eastern side like a squared stone arm.
Collin waited beneath it in a gray shirt with one sleeve rolled.
No coat.
He had probably been there long enough to become cold and was too irritated to admit either fact.
Gold light moved once beneath his skin when he saw the mark on Matthew’s arm.
Collin’s face tightened.
Anger arrived easily for him. Relief had always required disguise.
“You were injured,” Collin said.
Matthew stopped at the edge of the covered drive.
“So I hear.”
“The Book drew a map to your cave.”
“It has poor boundaries.”
“You could have come here.”
Matthew looked at the open front doors behind his brother. Both leaves stood wide. No one waited on either side of them.
Collin stepped down.
He did not offer a hug. He put out his forearm instead, hand open and empty.
Matthew remembered grasping that same arm on a battlefield while arrows moved over them. He remembered Collin pulling him from a ravine. He remembered no one coming to Harrow.
He closed his hand around his brother’s forearm. The skin was cold; a pulse beat under his thumb.
Collin’s grip tightened once.
One second.
Matthew released him.
Five brothers had once held the valley’s seams.
Devan at the point. Markus with the law memorized. Collin in the broad center, taking every impact personally. Matthew one step beyond the formation, watching what approached from the dark. Ben youngest and fastest, still convinced speed could correct any bad decision.
People had called them brothers.
Matthew had understood them as geometry. Five positions around a weak place in the world. If one moved, the others adjusted. If one fell, the line narrowed and held.
Harrow had made him a different kind of number.
Patient. Intake. Bed. Dose.
Collin’s forearm beneath his hand had belonged to the first count. His body remembered before his anger allowed it.
Now Devan’s position remained unspoken, Markus stood somewhere behind law, and three Stones occupied the same covered drive while Ben carried a cottage key belonging to a wolf.
The formation had changed.
Matthew did not know whether it still had a place shaped like him.
“You look terrible,” Collin said.
“You waited outside without a coat.”
“That is unrelated.”
“Historical weather,” Rose murmured behind them.
Ben made a sound that might have been a laugh. Collin looked past Matthew to count everyone, exactly as he always had.
His gaze paused on Fira.
“You brought water.”
“It brought itself,” Fira said.
“Of course it did.”
Tess stood inside the entrance hall.
She wore the same green cardigan from the night before. Her red hair had been tied back badly, loose strands catching against her cheeks. The Book rested closed against her left hip. Her other hand held a chipped blue mug.
No visible change announced the child Dain wanted.
Tess looked tired, steady, and annoyed that anyone might mistake one condition for the other.
Her eyes went to Matthew’s face first.
Then his bleeding palm. Morrow’s shoulder. Fira’s stained knees. The mark came last.
A folded towel waited on the entrance table beside a bowl of hot water and a second blue mug. Tess had prepared for all of them, though she could not have known whose blood would need washing. Every door between the drive and the study stood open.
Matthew had expected questions.
Preparation was harder to defend against.
“Hello, Matthew.”
“Tess.”
She did not approach. She took one step to the side, clearing the path into the hall.
Matthew crossed the threshold.
His body noticed the front doors behind him. Open. Sixteen feet away.
Stone floor. North window. Staircase. Ben at his right. Rose behind Ben. Collin left. Tess ahead. Morrow entering with wet paws.
Fira remained outside.
Tess looked past Matthew. “Are you coming in?”
“Water does not knock,” Fira said.
“This house isn’t a riverbed.”
“It has been one twice.”
“That explains the cellar.”
Fira’s mouth almost curved.
Tess shifted the Book higher against her hip. “You were at the Western Door.”
“I held it.”
“The Book says you helped close it.”
“The Book observes from closed rooms.”
“And you observe through pipes.”
“Water is rarely given a chair.”
The two women regarded





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
. 0 7
N

p—=+ STONE VALLEY SERIES e——

F—+ BOOK THREE s










