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Episode 1: Morning at Greybell Keep
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The bell started before the sun did. It came down from the watchtower in a dull iron groan that rolled through the stone like a hand dragging over old scars. By the time the second strike hit, I was already awake, because men like me learned fast that getting woken by the bell was better than getting woken by a boot.

The straw in my bunk had gone flat weeks ago. Cold had settled into it anyway, sharp and dry, and when I pushed the blanket aside the air bit straight through my shirt. Around me, the barracks stirred in curses, yawns, and the wet sound of someone coughing up the night.

"Up, ash-rats," Sergeant Varo barked from the aisle. "Water first. Then the east yard. Then whatever else the gods forgot to punish you with."

A boot heel thudded against the frame beside my head. Not mine this time. Teren, two bunks over, jerked awake with a grunt and nearly tumbled onto the floor. The men who had rank enough to laugh did. The rest of us climbed down and kept our eyes low.

I pulled on my boots while the room still smelled of wool, damp leather, and sleep. The left sole had split again near the toe. I'd stitched it twice already with waxed cord from Bram's forge, and the next time it came apart, I would probably feel the road through it.

Outside, Greybell Keep stood in the half-dark like something carved out of winter and then abandoned halfway through. The walls were black stone, old stone, the sort that held the night long after dawn. Frost clung to the battlements. The wind that came off the ravine below had teeth.

Men said the keep had once looked noble. Men said a lot of things when they had enough ale in them. What I knew was the cracked cistern in the lower court, the leaning west stable, the north wall patched with timber where proper stone should have been, and the way the banners over the gate had faded so badly the royal crest looked more like an old stain than a lion.

I grabbed the bucket pole with Rook and Halen, and the three of us headed for the well. Water duty meant hauling enough for the barracks, the kitchens, the infirmary, and whatever knight decided his horse deserved better washing than the men who fed it.

Rook spat into the frost. "Hear they're bringing in tax wagons by noon."

"Good," Halen muttered. "Maybe they'll leave us a crust when they're done stripping the villages."

Rook snorted. "Maybe the king'll come mend your boots himself."

I said nothing. Morning was easier before words.

The well rope burned my palm through the callus. We hauled, poured, hauled again. By the third run my shoulders were warm, by the fifth my fingers had gone numb anyway. The eastern sky lightened little by little, not gold at first, but a hard grey-blue that made the mountains look like broken teeth.

Above them, for the space of one breath, a pale streak of blue fire moved across the clouds.

Halen crossed himself with two fingers. "Dragon light."

Rook looked up too, then looked away quickly. "Don't name it before breakfast."

Nobody did. In the border country, people still kept the old habits. When the sky flashed with that strange blue along the clouds, old women shut their doors, miners muttered prayers into their cups, and shepherds counted their lambs twice. The priests in the capital probably had neat explanations written in neat books. Out here, things in the sky that had no business being there felt personal.

We dumped the last buckets in the kitchen passage. Warmth hit me hard the moment I stepped through the doorway, thick with steam and onion and bread crust just starting to brown. It almost hurt.

Eudia stood over the largest pot with her sleeves rolled up and her hair twisted into a knot that was already coming loose. She had the kind of face that should have belonged in a bright house full of daughters and noise, but the keep had put lines at the corners of her mouth and silver in her hair years too early.

She looked up once, saw me, and jerked her chin toward the back table. "Drink."

"I'm on duty."

"You'll still be on duty with broth in your stomach."

That was Eudia. She treated rank like bad weather—annoying, sometimes dangerous, and not worth worshipping. I crossed to the table before the kitchen master noticed I was there, and she shoved a chipped cup into my hands.

It was thin barley broth with more steam than substance. It might as well have been feast food.

Mina was perched on the flour chest nearby, peeling turnips with twice the drama the job required. She was twelve and had recently decided every sentence spoken to her was an insult designed for her personal suffering. The knife flashed between her fingers fast enough to make me uneasy.

"You're late," she said.

"The bell disagrees."

"The bell isn't the one I'm waiting on to fix the latch on our door."

"I fixed it yesterday."

"You fixed it badly yesterday."

Eudia didn't turn from the pot. "He fixed it with frozen hands after hauling your wood, which you forgot to thank him for."

"I thanked him in my heart," Mina said.

"Use your mouth next time."

I drank the broth and let their voices settle somewhere in the part of me that only unclenched around them. Greybell had men who would fight beside you and men who would laugh while you bled, but the only place in the keep that ever felt truly mine was a corner of the kitchen where Eudia kept a cracked mug aside and Mina complained like it was a sacred duty.

Bram came in from the forge carrying a bundle of fire tongs over one shoulder. He filled doorways even when he wasn't trying. Soot smudged his jaw, and one of the leather ties on his apron had snapped and been knotted back together without care.

He stopped when he saw me with the cup and grunted once. Approval. Concern. A warning to drink faster. Bram could fit all three into one sound when he wanted to.

"East yard after this," I said.

He set the tongs down by the wall. "Marden?"

I nodded.

Bram's mouth flattened. "Keep your temper where he can't use it."

That got Mina's attention. "Sir Marden again?"

"Eat your complaints and peel faster," Eudia said.

Mina scowled at the turnips. "If he spits on Levin again, I'm pouring lamp oil in his boots."

"My name is Levan," I said.

"I know. It upsets you when I say it wrong."

Bram looked at me for a moment longer. "What I said."

I knew what he meant. He meant Sir Marden liked finding the edge of whatever hurt most and stepping there on purpose. He meant a nameless boy from the lower barracks had no good ending in a contest of pride with a knight's son. He meant I was seventeen now, old enough to know anger spent badly came back as bruises, extra duty, or worse.

I set the cup down and wiped my mouth on my sleeve. Eudia caught my wrist before I turned away.

"Tonight," she said quietly, "come back early if you can. Mina's been talking all week about honey cakes, and if I don't make them she'll become unbearable."

"I'm already unbearable," Mina said.

"Then imagine how much worse."

For a second, I smiled without meaning to. Eudia's thumb pressed once against my wrist bone, then let go. Small touch. Warm hand. Enough to make it harder to leave.

The east yard was already full when I got there. Squires and men-at-arms lined the fence, shifting from one foot to the other in the cold while Sir Marden walked the line with a polished cane tucked under his arm like he was inspecting royal guards instead of half-starved border boys with cracked knuckles.

His hair was too well kept for Greybell. That was the first thing people noticed. The second was the way he carried his disgust like a perfume he thought everyone else should admire.

He stopped in front of me and looked down at my gloves. "Kreis."

"Yes, sir."

"You've split the seam."

"I stitched it last night, sir."

"With what, your teeth?"

A few men laughed. Not many. Most of them had their own seams to worry about.

Marden reached out, pinched the glove between two fingers, then let it drop like it had stained him. "Do try not to embarrass the keep when the convoy arrives. We appear savage enough without your help."

"Yes, sir."

His eyes lingered on my face. Waiting, maybe. He liked when men flinched. He liked when they argued more. Both gave him something to play with. I gave him nothing I could not afford to lose.

"Wooden swords," he said. "Pairs."

Training in the east yard never pretended to be fair. The knights called it hardening. Most days it was just one more way to measure which boys were worth feeding and which could be spent first when the hills turned bloody.

I got paired with Joran, a stocky stable hand who had been promised a squire's place for nearly two years and still hadn't got it. He fought like a man arguing with the world. Quick shoulders. Heavy feet. No patience.

We circled once on the frost-marked ground. He came in hard from the right. I stepped off, caught his wrist, and tapped the side of his neck before he could turn.

"Again," Marden said sharply.

Joran flushed red. The second pass lasted longer. He pressed in low this time, aiming at my ribs. The impact rattled my arm. I let the pain go through, slid inside his guard, and drove the practice blade into his chest hard enough to make him grunt.

"Again."

By the fourth bout, I could feel the yard watching. Not because I was doing anything impossible. Just because I wasn't supposed to be this clean about it.

Joran backed away, chest heaving. "Damn you, Levan."

"Keep your guard up."

"I am."

"No, you're angry."

That was the wrong answer. I knew it the moment it left my mouth.

Marden's cane struck the back of my knee. I went down hard on one side. Frost soaked straight through my trousers.

"What an inspiring lecture," he said. "Perhaps next you'll instruct your betters."

Joran stared at the ground. Nobody moved.

Marden crouched slightly, enough to bring his face closer to mine without lowering himself in any real way. "You have one useful habit, Kreis. You survive long enough to make your arrogance visible."

Blood beat in my ears. Not loud. Worse than loud. Controlled. Dangerous.

He smiled a little, seeing it there. "On your feet."

I stood.

We trained until the sun finally reached the walls. By then my arms shook from the cold and the beatings that passed for correction. Marden made me run the yard twice more with sandbags tied over my shoulders, then sent me to the stable block for grain tally duty because he knew numbers bored him and because he liked making men bend after they'd stood straight.

The convoy came at noon.

You heard it before you saw it. Wheels grinding over frozen ruts. Harness chains knocking. Men shouting at teams that had already given up pretending to be fresh. When the gate opened, the first wagon rolled through with a broken board tied in place by rope, sacks piled high under a royal seal stamped in red wax.

Royal grain, on paper.

Village grain, in truth.

The farmers came with it because they had no choice. Some rode on the wagon edges, some trudged beside them, thin shoulders bowed under cloaks too light for the season. Two children sat atop a sack pile with their hands shoved under their arms, staring into the keep like they'd reached the mouth of some beast and weren't sure if climbing inside counted as safety.

A clerk from the convoy had a fur collar and soft hands. He snapped at the quartermaster about storage space while a woman with a split lip tried to explain that one of the sacks marked for tax had been promised to a burial supper in South Hollow.

He ignored her. Not cruelly at first. Just with the blank impatience of a man to whom hunger belonged to other people by habit.

I was carrying tally boards from the granary when the argument sharpened.

"My boy's sick," the woman said. "Take the dried peas, take the lamp oil, take the blankets if you must. Not that sack."

The clerk did not even look at her. "The count is the count."

"It's ours."

"It was," he said.

One of the escort soldiers laughed. The sound hit me harder than the words.

The woman reached for the wagon. A gaunt hand, red across the knuckles, desperate enough to forget where she stood. The soldier shoved her back with one arm. She stumbled into the mud and would have gone down if her son had not grabbed her sleeve.

He couldn't have been older than Mina.

Something in me tightened so fast my fingers hurt.

"Levan."

I hadn't heard Bram come up behind me. He was carrying a crate of horseshoes toward the forge passage, expression flat, voice low. "Keep moving."

The soldier had already turned away. The clerk was listing sacks by number. The boy was helping his mother up with both hands because one wasn't enough. Her face was white from the cold or shame or both.

I kept walking because Bram had spoken and because a man could lose far more than his dignity by choosing the wrong moment. My boots carried me three steps. Four.

Then the escort soldier kicked the sack anyway, just because she had touched it.

I set the tally boards down.

The mud sucked at my heels as I crossed the yard. By the time the soldier turned, I was already between him and the wagon.

He looked me over from split boot to cheap belt knife. "Move."

"No."

One word. Flat. Too late to soften.

The yard went quieter than it should have. Not silent—Greybell never gave anyone that gift—but enough that people noticed.

The soldier's face changed first. Surprise, then offense, then the mean little pleasure some men felt when the day finally offered them sport. "You with the convoy tally?"

"No."

"Then crawl off."

He reached for my shoulder. I caught his wrist before I could think better of it.

Not hard. Hard enough.

His eyes narrowed. "You forget what colors I wear?"

I knew exactly what colors he wore. Royal blue gone grimy at the hem. Lion crest on a faded surcoat. Authority borrowed from men who would never smell this yard.

Behind me, the woman whispered something to her son. The boy didn't move.

"Levan." Bram again, sharper.

The soldier twisted, trying to wrench free. I let his wrist go and he stumbled half a step backward, more from surprise than force. That made it worse. Men could forgive bruises. They hated witnesses.

"You border filth think you've got teeth because the capital is far," he said.

"Take the count," I said. "Leave the sack."

"On whose order?"

Good question. I had no answer I could live on.

"Mine," I said anyway.

He laughed, full and delighted now, and drew his baton. Not a blade. A baton. That insulted me more.

Sir Marden's voice cut across the yard. "What is this?"

There it was. The real end of it.

The convoy clerk rushed to explain. The soldier added details that made me sound like a mutinous dog with delusions. Marden listened with perfect patience, one gloved hand resting on the head of his cane.

When he looked at me, I already knew he would not ask why. Men like him never cared why if the answer threatened the line between one life and another.

"Did you lay hands on a royal escort?" he asked.

"He shoved her."

Marden's eyes cooled. "That was not the question."

I could have said no. Enough confusion lingered in the yard for it to work if luck leaned my way. But the soldier's wrist still held the shape of my grip, and lies told badly had teeth too.

"Yes, sir."

Marden exhaled through his nose as though I had made the day tedious for him on purpose. "Kneel."

The woman made a small noise. The boy clutched at her sleeve harder. Bram did not move. He knew I would not accept help if it made things worse for him.

I knelt in the mud.

Marden stepped close enough that only I could hear the first words. "This is why boys without fathers should learn silence before pride."

He brought the cane down across my shoulders.

Pain burst hot under the cold. I didn't cry out. That was not courage. Sometimes noise just wouldn't come. The second strike caught lower. The third almost took me sideways.

"Discipline," Marden said for the yard, "is the only gift this place can afford to waste on the unformed."

He wanted the sentence remembered. Men like him always did.

On the fourth strike the mud in front of me blurred. On the fifth I bit down hard enough to taste blood. Then he stopped, because punishments landed best when they ended one blow before begging.

"Back to work, Kreis."

I pushed up. My shoulders burned. My hands were filthy. The convoy soldier smiled at me with a mouth too small for his face and turned away to reclaim the sack.

The woman didn't thank me. Good. Thanks would have made it uglier. She only kept one hand on her son's head the whole time, fingers spread protectively through his hair, like she was afraid looking away would let someone measure him for taking too.

I went for the tally boards again.

Bram crossed my path without looking directly at me. "Forge."

"Assigned to the granary."

"I said forge."

No one stopped me. A boy carrying boards limped where men told him. That was all.

The forge was hotter than the kitchen and louder too. Hammer on metal. Bellows breathing. The iron smell dug into the back of my throat. Bram led me behind the rack where finished nails cooled in shallow trays.

"Shirt off," he said.

"It's nothing."

His look shut me up.

I peeled the shirt over my head. The cloth stuck once where the skin had risen. Bram swore under his breath. He did not do it often. Hearing it now made me feel younger than I liked.

He dipped a rag in cool water first. The shock of it bit deeper than the cane had. I locked my jaw and braced one hand against the wall.

"Idiot," he said.

"Yes."

"Stubborn idiot."

"Yes."

The rag moved more gently after that. Bram knew exactly how much force iron took, and he treated injuries with the same spare precision.

"You won't fix the kingdom in a yard fight," he said.

"I know."

"Then why?"

Because the boy had looked at the grain like it was the last solid thing left in the world. Because the soldier had smiled while his mother slipped in the mud. Because every time I swallowed one more scene like that and told myself I was being practical, something in me went colder.

I said none of it right away. The forge hissed. Someone at the front shouted for rivets. Bram waited.

"He didn't need to do it," I said at last.

"No."

"That's the part I can't stand."

Bram wrung out the rag and reached for a jar of salve. "Then stand more carefully."

I laughed once through my nose. It hurt my back. "That sounds like something Eudia says when she wants to sound wise."

"She says it better."

He spread the salve across the welts. The sting faded slowly into heat. I watched sparks jump from the anvil in the outer room and tried not to think about the yard.

Bram tied a strip of linen around my shoulder to keep the shirt from sticking again. His hands were scarred all over, pale lines crossing the knuckles, burns on the wrist, one finger set slightly crooked from an old break. I had known those hands half my life. Not by blood. By bread, repairs, steady presence, silence used correctly.

When he finished, he sat back on his heels and looked at me with the same expression he wore when judging flawed metal—nothing sentimental, nothing easy, but not indifferent either.

"Marden will remember today," he said.

"He remembers every day."

"This one he'll use."

I pulled the shirt back down carefully. "Let him."

Bram's eyes narrowed. "You think I mean your pride."

I held his gaze and said nothing.

He grunted once, annoyed because I understood. "There's talk in the upper court. Riders came in before dawn from the ridge watch. Old ruin east of the ravine collapsed inward. They want a survey party after dark."

I frowned. "After dark?"

"Which means either they found something worth hiding, or they need bodies they won't miss."

The forge suddenly felt close. "Why tell me?"

Bram stood. "Because Marden remembers every day. This one he'll use."

The kitchen smelled sweeter that evening. Eudia had somehow found a spoonful of honey and stretched it farther than seemed honest. Mina guarded a tray of small browned cakes with the fierce attention of a temple sentinel protecting holy relics.

"You're late," she said the moment I came in. "Also ugly. More than usual."

"Kind," I said.

She slid off the bench and came closer. The joke left her face when she saw the way I moved. "He hit you again."

Eudia turned from the stove with a cloth in her hand. Her eyes dropped once to my shoulder, and a silence passed across her features so brief I would have missed it if I hadn't been watching.

"Sit," she said.

"I'm fine."

"Sit before I hit you too."

I sat.

Mina hovered near my elbow like an angry little ghost. "I should've used the lamp oil."

"You should've peeled faster," Eudia said, though her voice had gone flatter than usual.

She set one of the honey cakes in front of me before the others. That was how I knew she was truly upset. On ordinary nights she made fairness a religion. Tonight she needed proof I was still in one piece where she could see me.

The first bite nearly undid me. It was mostly barley flour and not enough honey and a little burned on one side. It tasted like every good thing the keep ever managed in spite of itself.

Mina crossed her arms. "You're supposed to say it's the best thing you've ever eaten."

"It is."

"That fast?"

"I was raised honest."

"You were raised half-starved."

Eudia handed Bram a bowl and finally asked, "What happened after?"

"Nothing," I said. "That's the trouble with men like him. They don't need much to feel satisfied."

Bram sat heavily on the bench opposite me. "Survey party tonight."

Mina's eyes snapped to him. "What?"

Eudia stared at Bram, then at me. She had heard. Of course she had. Kitchens heard things before towers did.

"You were chosen," she said.

I wanted to lie. It was useless. She had already seen the answer in my face.

"Porter duty," I said. "Maybe nothing more."

Mina slapped both hands flat on the table. "That's a lie."

"Mina—"

"It is. They send you when they want the floor tested before boots that matter touch it."

"Enough," Eudia said sharply.

Mina's mouth trembled once. She looked away before it could do more. That hurt worse than if she had shouted.

Bram ate two spoonfuls in silence. "Who leads?"

"Lieutenant Soren. Marden attached."

"Wonderful," Mina muttered.

I reached across and nudged her wrist. "Hey."

She yanked it away, blinking hard. "Don't 'hey' me."

"I'll be back before you finish being angry."

"That'll take years."

"Then I've got time."

The laugh she gave me cracked in the middle. Eudia leaned over and straightened Mina's hair without comment. Bram kept eating, jaw working slowly, eyes lowered to the bowl because sometimes that was the only way he could be in a room with fear and not let it show.

When the meal was done, Mina followed me to the door of the lower passage. Her arms were folded so tightly I thought she might bruise herself.

"You don't have to do what they say every time," she said.

"I know."

"No, you don't."

I rested one hand on the door latch. The wood was worn smooth from years of use. "Sometimes I do."

She bit the inside of her cheek. "Then hate them for it properly."

I looked at her. "Properly?"

"Don't make that face where you pretend it doesn't matter." Her voice dropped. "I hate that face."

That landed cleanly. I did have a face for that. Bram said it looked like I had shut a door from the inside and swallowed the key. Eudia said it made her want to throw soup at me. Mina just hated it.

I touched her hair once, fast enough that she could have denied allowing it. "I'll come back."

"You'd better," she said, staring past my shoulder. "I haven't finished being unbearable."

The upper court was alive with torchlight by the time I reported. Six men-at-arms, two squires, Lieutenant Soren, Sir Marden, and me. One cart. Two mules. Rope, crowbars, a coil of survey chain, oil lamps, four shovels, one folding litter, which told me more about their hopes than anything else.

Lieutenant Soren was not a cruel man. That was both his best and worst quality. He had the face of someone who had once believed in proper order and then spent too many winters at Greybell watching order rot at the edges. He read off names from a slate and did not look at mine longer than the others, which was almost kindness.

"We go east through the lower ravine road," he said. "No loud talk past the split marker. Ridge watch reported fresh collapse, blue light seen from the southern face, and movement near the old stair. We assess, seal if needed, retrieve valuables if present."

"Valuables if present," Marden repeated. "How soberly put."

Soren ignored him. "No one breaks formation underground. No one pockets finds before tally. If I have to say either twice, I'll make you regret your mother's labor."

Rook stood two places down the line. He caught my eye briefly and looked away. Not out of shame. Out of practicality. Men didn't like being seen standing near the one most likely to get picked for the first dangerous task.

We rolled out under a moon thin enough to be useless.

The road east of Greybell was barely a road this late in the season. Frost had turned the ruts hard as iron. The mule cart rattled and jolted over stone, loud enough to wake old ghosts if the hills had kept any. On our right the ravine opened into darkness, deep and narrow, with the stream at the bottom catching starlight here and there like broken glass.

Nobody talked much. Torchlight painted faces in brief amber flashes and then took them back. Breath smoked from the mules. Leather creaked. Once, far off, something howled in the hills and another thing answered from farther still.

I walked beside the rear wheel at first, then got moved forward when Marden grew tired of looking at my back and preferred the idea of me in front of possible danger instead.

We passed the split marker close to midnight. It was an old stone carved with seven shallow notches no one in the keep could read anymore. Children from the villages tied bits of ribbon there in spring, asking the road spirits for safe return. Tonight the ribbons were frozen stiff, thin colors lifted by the wind.

The ruin sat beyond a collapsed section of cliff road where the mountain folded inward and exposed older stone beneath. Not natural stone. Cut stone. Archwork half buried in scree. Pillars broken at the waist. Steps descending into shadow with frost lining every edge.

Star marks had been carved into the side walls once. Erosion had chewed some smooth, but enough remained to make the shape clear.

Rook muttered, "I don't like it."

"No one asked you," Marden said.

The blue light ridge watch had reported was gone now. That made the entrance worse somehow. Strange things were easier when they kept announcing themselves. Silence left room for thought.

Lieutenant Soren dismounted and crouched near the broken stair. "Fresh fracture," he said. "Not from this season. See the edge? Too clean."

One of the squires lifted his lamp higher. The flame shook.

"Bandits?" Halen asked.

"Bandits don't carve lintels," Soren said.

Marden rested one hand on the pommel of his sword and peered down the stairwell. "Then perhaps tomb robbers with taste."

Nobody laughed.

We unloaded quickly. Lamps trimmed. Ropes checked. One mule balked at the steps and had to be left tied above. The other we led halfway down before the animal planted all four hooves and would go no farther. Its eyes rolled white in the lamplight.

"Leave it," Soren said.

That meant carrying the heavier tools by hand.

Guess who got the crowbar bundle and the chain.

The first stretch of stair was wide enough for two men abreast. The second narrowed. The cold changed as we descended. Surface cold was wind and season. This was deeper. Still. The kind that slept in stone and waited.

Our lamps found old walls fitted so tightly the blade of a knife would not have passed between them. Dust lay thick until the collapsed portion, then suddenly thinned where fresh debris had fallen inward.

I could smell damp rock, cold mineral water, old ash, and something else under it all—faint, metallic, almost sweet. Not rot. Not exactly.

"Tracks," Rook whispered.

He held the lamp lower. A few marks showed in the dust beyond the collapse. Boots, yes. At least three sets, maybe four. Then one sharp drag as though something heavy had been pulled.

Soren swore softly. "Recent."

Marden's face sharpened with interest. "Then we may not be too late."

Too late for what, he did not say. Treasure. Smugglers. Survivors. Bodies. Men like him didn't sort such things by value unless forced.

We moved on.

The corridor bent left after the collapsed stair and opened into a chamber where the ceiling had fallen away in one corner, spilling boulders across the floor. The lamps picked out carvings on the far wall, long lines of script around a circle filled with seven-pointed stars.

The hairs rose on my arms before I understood why.

I had seen shapes like that before.

Not here. Not in Greybell. Somewhere I could not put my hands on. Somewhere warm and red and loud and lost. The feeling came first, then the frustration of not catching what followed.

Marden noticed me slowing. "Kreis. If you intend to faint, do it where I don't have to step over you."

"I'm fine."

"Your face disagrees."

I tightened my grip on the chain bundle and kept moving.

One of the men-at-arms, Pel, crossed to the carved wall and ran his fingers across the grooves. "Pretty work."

"Don't touch—" Soren began.

Too late.

There was a click so soft I thought I'd imagined it. Then a section of floor three paces ahead of Pel dropped cleanly away.

He flung himself backward with a shout. The lamp in his hand flew, struck the far wall, and burst oil across the stone. Flame ran in thin lines before guttering low.

The hole was narrow but deep. When Rook threw a pebble in, we never heard it land.

Nobody breathed for a second.

Then Marden said, "Well. That answers the matter of touch."

Pel was shaking. "It just—it was there—"

"You are alive," Soren snapped. "Take the gift and learn from it."

We secured rope across the chamber and edged along the wall single file. The near fall left everyone tighter, quicker to anger, quicker to glance back over one shoulder. The ruin had gone from interesting to hungry.

At the next doorway the drag marks appeared again, clearer this time. Whatever had been pulled through here had left a shallow groove in the dust and one broken iron ring, bent open near the hinge.

Soren crouched and held the ring near his lamp. "Manacle."

The word passed through the group like a draft.

"Prisoners?" Halen whispered.

"Or cargo," Marden said.

"Does it improve either answer?" I asked before I could stop myself.

Marden turned his head slowly. Torchlight made his eyes look almost colorless. "You grow conversational underground."

Before I could answer, a sound came from deeper within the passage.

Three knocks.

Not random. Not stone settling. Three deliberate strikes of metal on stone, faint and far ahead.

Every man there went still.

Then silence.

Rook swallowed hard enough that I heard it. "That wasn't us."

"No," Soren said. "It wasn't."

He took the front from that point. Marden objected once, softly, and Soren said, "If there are living men ahead, they'll answer to command, not breeding." Marden's mouth thinned but he let it pass. Which told me even he felt the place pressing in.

The corridor sloped downward again and ended in a pair of doors standing half open on broken hinges. One had fallen inward. The other leaned stubbornly in place, carved all over with the same seven-pointed star and lines of script too worn for me to read. Frost feathered the lower edge.

Beyond lay a round chamber.

At first I thought the walls were wet. Then I saw what caught the light.

Crystals.

Not growing out of the stone, but threaded through it in thin blue veins, faintly luminous, like moonlight had sunk into the rock and got trapped there. They ran across the chamber wall in branching lines that converged at a raised platform in the center.

On that platform stood a stone coffin.

No. Not a coffin. Too upright. More like a standing bier set into a ring of carved pillars. The front slab bore the same star crest, only sharper than the others, preserved under dust and time as if the chamber had closed around it and refused decay.

My heart kicked once, hard.

I knew that crest.

I didn't know how. That was the first terror. Not that I recognized it. That some part of me had been waiting to.

The three metal knocks came again.

Closer.

This time from behind the platform.

Soren raised one hand. "Form."

Men shifted. Swords half drawn. Lamps lifted. I set down the chain bundle and reached for the short blade at my belt, aware of how small it felt.

"Who's there?" Soren called.

Nothing.

Then a ragged breath.

A shape moved in the narrow gap between two rear pillars. Human. Barely. It lurched once into the light and froze, one hand chained at the wrist, the other slick with blood up to the forearm.

A man. Thin. Bearded. Eyes wild.

He looked at us, then at the crest on the standing bier, then straight at me.

"Don't," he croaked.

Marden stepped forward. "Name yourself."

The man ignored him. He was still staring at me with a kind of horror I had never seen directed my way before—not fear of me, but fear tied to me, as if my face had opened some older wound.

"Don't touch it," he said again, voice breaking. "They all died when he touched the gate."

Soren moved first, cautious but quick. "Easy. We're from Greybell. Who else is down here?"

The prisoner laughed once. It came out like a cough. "Greybell." He sagged against the pillar. "Then you're late. Always late."

He had the look of someone who had been running on fear long after flesh should have failed. One side of his face was bruised black. One boot was missing. The chain at his wrist ended in another bent ring like the one in the corridor.

"Bandits?" Soren asked. "How many?"

The man dragged a breath into himself. "Not bandits."

"What then?"

He tried to answer. The sound that came from the corridor behind us beat him to it.

Steel. Fast. A shout cut short.

Everyone turned at once.

Two dark shapes came through the doorway at the far side of the chamber, moving low and fast under cloaks. One slammed into Pel before his sword cleared the sheath. Pel hit the wall with a crack and dropped. The second drove a hooked blade at Halen's throat. He jerked backward in time, not enough to save the front of his coat.

The chamber exploded.

Soren bellowed. Lamps swung wild. Someone crashed into the pillar ring. Blue light rippled faintly through the wall veins, so subtle I might have missed it if my eyes hadn't already been trapped by them.

I snatched up the chain bundle and hurled it at the nearest attacker because my knife would take too long. The iron links caught his shoulder and face together with a sharp clatter. He reeled. Rook slammed into him a second later.

Marden drew at last, clean and fast, but his first movement was backward, not forward—toward the platform, toward the carved bier, toward whatever he wanted from this place more than the men he'd brought into it.

That made something hot and ugly rise in my throat.

The second attacker drove Halen to one knee and slashed again. I moved without thinking. There wasn't room for a proper swing, so I went low, shoulder into ribs, and hit him hard enough to throw us both sideways across the dust.

His breath burst against my ear. The hooked blade scraped sparks off stone. We rolled once. I got a hand on his wrist and felt the strength in it—real strength, trained strength, not some starving scavenger's last gamble.

A gloved fist smashed into my mouth.

Light cracked white for a second. I tasted blood and old iron. He tore his arm free, blade coming up for my throat.

Then the prisoner's chain snapped taut across the attacker's neck.

I had not even seen the man move. One second he was collapsed by the pillar, the next he was behind my attacker with the broken manacle chain looped across his throat and both bloody hands pulling with everything left in him.

The attacker convulsed backward. I drove my knife under the edge of his ribs before he could turn.

He went heavy all at once.

For a heartbeat I stayed there, bent over him, hand locked around the knife hilt, chest sawing for air. Not from horror. Not yet. From the shock of how little space there was between being alive and being opened.

"Levan!"

Rook's shout snapped me around. The first attacker had Pel's dropped sword now and was cutting toward the raised platform where Marden and Soren were fighting over position as much as the enemy. The prisoner collapsed to one knee, chain slipping from his hands. Blood pattered from his forearm to the dust.

I ran.

The attacker saw me coming and changed direction with a speed that made my skin crawl. He wasn't here to kill whoever stood nearest. He wanted the platform too.

He slashed at my face. I ducked badly, felt the wind of the blade kiss my hair, and crashed into him chest to chest. We hit one of the carved pillars together. Pain jolted up my shoulder. He snarled something I didn't catch and drove his elbow toward my temple.

Soren reached us first. His sword took the man under the arm where the cloak lifted. The attacker folded with a raw gasp and slid down the pillar leaving a black smear in the dust.

Then, for one impossible moment, everything went quiet.

Not because the danger was gone. Because the chamber itself was listening.

The blue veins in the walls brightened.

Not blaze. Not flare. A slow, spreading pulse, dim enough to question, undeniable enough to freeze the marrow.

Pel groaned where he had fallen. Halen clutched the front of his neck, blood seeping through his fingers in a thin line. Rook backed toward the doorway with his sword up, breathing hard. The prisoner stared at the platform and whispered a word too low for me to hear.

Marden stepped onto the first rise of the dais.

"Don't," the prisoner rasped.

Marden turned on him with open contempt. "Who are you to give orders?"

The prisoner's eyes dragged toward me again. "Not him," he whispered. "The other one."

I should have said something. I should have moved. Instead I stood there with blood in my mouth and the knife still in my hand, caught between the living men in the room and the thing under my ribs that had begun to pound harder with every pulse of blue in the walls.

Marden mounted the dais.

The air changed.

I have no better way to say it. One moment the chamber was stone, blood, torch smoke, and winter damp. The next it held pressure. Memory. A weight too large for the room and too old for any man in it. My teeth hurt. My skin went cold under the sweat.

Marden touched the front slab of the standing bier.

Nothing happened.

His face twisted, first with surprise, then with fury.

He struck the stone with the heel of his palm. "Open."

The chamber answered him with silence.

Then the blue lines in the walls dimmed, and something inside me lurched with savage disappointment so sharp it made no sense. It wasn't my feeling. It came from somewhere older, deeper, buried under bone and hunger and seventeen years of a life that had never fit me cleanly no matter how hard I tried to wear it.

Soren grabbed Marden's arm. "Enough. We're withdrawing."

Marden jerked free. "There are markings here worth more than this entire keep."

"There are dead men here already."

"And there will be more if we leave this to others."

"Sir," I heard myself say.

Both of them turned.

I did not know why I had spoken until the word had already left me. My body knew before I did. The crest on the bier held my eyes with a force so complete it felt like drowning while standing upright.

I took one step toward it.

"Levan," Rook said, and there was fear in his voice now. Not for himself.

The prisoner made a broken sound. "No—"

I climbed the first rise of the dais.

My shoulder throbbed. Blood from the cut on my lip had gone sticky at the corner of my mouth. My right hand still held the knife, but loose now, forgotten. The crest in the stone was clearer up close. A crown held inside a seven-pointed star, branches or rays spreading outward. Dust lay in the grooves except where Marden's hand had smeared it away.

I had seen it before.

Firelight on polished metal.

A ring seal pressed into wax.

A banner falling through smoke.

I stopped breathing.

Something hit me then, not from outside. From within. Not a thought. A fracture opening.

A corridor full of white light that hummed without flame.

Hands slick on a steering wheel.

Rain smashing against glass.

A phone ringing somewhere it could not be reached.

A name I could not catch because I had been shouting something else, something useless, something too late.

Then impact.

Then red.

Then the sickening certainty that I had failed to arrive in time, failed to hold on, failed someone whose face was already slipping away from me even as I died.

The chamber tipped sideways.

I caught myself on the stone slab with my free hand.

Cold.

Not ordinary cold. Cold that recognized me.

Blue fire shot under the grooves of the crest.

Everyone shouted at once. I heard the sound from far away.

My palm burned.

The wall veins flared brighter, racing toward the dais in branching lines. Dust lifted from the platform. The standing bier gave a low, deep sound from inside the stone, like a door remembering how to open.

I tried to pull my hand away.

I couldn't.

More images slammed through me. Not the other life this time. This world. A woman running through corridors veiled in smoke, arms wrapped around a child. Heavy footsteps behind her. Men screaming. Stone shaking. A voice, low and fierce, saying something against my hair in words I should not have known and yet understood with the pain of it.

Live.

Not command. Plea.

Live.

I gasped like I had come up from under ice.

The blue light surged up my wrist.

Someone seized my shoulder from behind—Soren, maybe, or Rook—and the contact broke the spell enough for my hand to tear free. I fell backward off the dais and hit the floor hard enough to lose the knife.

The chamber went black for one terrifying instant.

Then the lamps returned. Not brighter. Just normal. Thin, mortal fire. The blue veins in the walls faded to faint lines again, almost shy after what they had been.

No one moved.

Marden looked at me with a face emptied of everything polite.

The prisoner had gone white as chalk. He stared at my hand.

So did I.

On the back of it, from knuckle to wrist, a mark shone faint blue through the grime and blood: the seven-pointed star, the crowned center, lines too precise to be cut or painted, alive for one pulse, two, and then dimming beneath the skin like an ember covered over.

Nobody spoke.

Somewhere deeper in the ruin, beyond the chamber walls, something vast answered with a single, echoing groan.

Not stone settling.

A gate opening.
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The mark on the back of my hand went dim, but it did not go away. It sank under the skin like banked fire, still there, still wrong, while the chamber held its breath around me. My palm stung where it had touched the carved stone, and somewhere beyond the walls that deep groan rolled on, iron dragged over ages, a weight moving where no weight should have remained.

No one came for me at first. Lieutenant Soren stood with his sword half raised, chest heaving, and stared at my hand as though he expected it to bite. Rook had backed so close to the doorway that his shoulders touched the stone. Sir Marden had gone white around the mouth, which frightened me more than if he had shouted.

The chained man made a sound like someone trying to swallow a scream. "It answered," he whispered.

Sir Marden stepped off the dais in two long strides. "Show me."

His hand came down toward my wrist. I jerked back before I knew I meant to. Pain flared across my shoulders where the cane had landed that morning, but I would have taken worse than that rather than let him touch me just then.

His eyes sharpened. "Did I ask your leave?"

"Sir," Soren said, and there was warning in it.

Marden ignored him. He held out his gloved hand again, not patient now, not elegant. "The mark."

I kept my own hand close to my chest. Blood from my lip had dried tacky against my mouth. The chamber still smelled of lamp smoke, dust, opened stone, and the copper edge of fresh death. One attacker lay crumpled by the pillar. The other lay near the rear wall with my knife under his ribs. I had never put steel into a man before. I did not have room in me yet to decide how I felt about that.

"Levan," Rook said quietly from the doorway. "Maybe just—"

The chained man laughed once, cracked and ugly. "You think you can order it?"

Marden's head turned. "You'll speak when addressed."

The prisoner bared his teeth through his beard. One was broken off at the gum. "That place doesn't know your voice."

Soren took a step between them before Marden's temper could choose the easiest target in reach. "Enough." He turned to me, and I saw the effort it cost him to keep his tone level. "Can you stand?"

I nodded.

"That's not what I asked."

"Yes." My voice came out rougher than I wanted. "I can stand."

"Good. Then stand over there." He pointed to the foot of the dais, away from Marden, away from the dead, nearer the wall. "Do not touch anything."

That almost made me laugh. The chamber itself had reached for me. As if my hands were the danger.

I moved where he indicated. Every eye in the room tracked me. Even Halen, who was crouched with one hand pressed to the slice at his throat, kept glancing over as if the next wound might come from my skin instead of the corridor. That hurt more than I liked. Men who would have ignored me at breakfast now looked at me and saw a problem with teeth.

Soren crouched by the dead attacker I had stabbed and tore back the man's cloak. Under it he wore leather dark enough to hide in a mine shaft and good enough to cost more than a border thief would risk underground. No clan marks. No badge. The belt knife was clean. The sword was serviceable, unadorned, sharpened recently.

"Not bandits," Soren muttered.

"Already established," Marden said.

Soren went through the corpse with quick, practiced hands. Pouch. Flint. Oilskin packet. A black cord wrapped twice around the wrist. No papers. No coin worth naming. Men sent to do ugly work in forgotten places often traveled like that.

At the other body, Pel had managed to sit up against the wall with one hand pressed to the back of his head. Blood ran through his fingers into his collar. He looked dazed, not dead. I was grateful and did not know what to do with it.

Rook crossed to Halen and forced his hand away from the neck wound. "Stop pressing like that. You'll only smear it."

"I'd rather smear it than leak."

"You are leaking."

Halen shot him a murderous look, which was probably a good sign.

While they worked, the chained man kept staring at me. I could feel it without turning. It prickled between my shoulder blades. When I finally looked back, he flinched—not from me, but from recognition attached to me, some shape in his mind settling into place.

"What is this place?" Soren asked him.

The man's tongue touched cracked lips. "You walked in and still need to ask?"

"Answer."

He shifted against the pillar and the chain at his wrist gave a weary clink. The iron ring bolted to the stone behind him had snapped halfway out of the masonry when he had yanked free. "Stargrave passage," he said. "That's what they called it."

"Who did?"

"The ones paying." His gaze slid to the dead man near the rear wall, then away again. "The ones who said the ridge ruin was empty and full at the same time."

Marden's mouth curled. "An impressive riddle from a very dirty source."

The chained man ignored him. I noticed that now. It wasn't simple defiance. He kept answering Soren and speaking to me, while Marden existed to him only when unavoidable. Either he had already judged who mattered here, or he knew something that made rank look thin.

Soren asked, "Who brought you down?"

"Three from the south road. One guide from the capital." He coughed, bent forward, spat dark onto the dust. "None of them said names. Didn't need to. Men paid to vanish don't waste good names."

"How many still alive?"

The prisoner raised his chin toward the passage behind the dais. "If the gate answered, more than enough."

I looked where he looked. Behind the standing bier, beyond the ring of pillars, a split had opened in the rear wall that absolutely had not been there before. It was narrow still, little more than a dark seam running from shoulder height to the floor, but blue light leaked from it in a faint line. Cold air came through too, older and drier than the air in the chamber.

My stomach dipped.

Marden saw it the same moment I did. Whatever disgust he felt toward me warred openly now with greed. Greed won fast. "Open it further."

Soren turned. "What?"

"He triggered the mechanism. Have him do it again."

"I said enough."

"You said enough before we found a royal chamber under a border ruin."

"Royal?" Soren snapped. "You know that for fact?"

The word hit the room and lodged there.

Marden's eyes flicked to the crest on the standing bier and then to the back of my hand. He was too careful to answer directly. "I know this is not a smuggler cache. I know two armed men died trying to keep us out. I know your porter there lit up old stone that did not answer my touch. If you mean to call all that accident, Lieutenant, speak louder."

No one did.

My hand had started throbbing in time with my pulse. Not pain exactly. Pressure. As if something under the skin wanted out and had not decided whether to burn or bloom.

The chained man pushed himself up straighter against the pillar. "He said not to touch the gate either."

"Who?" I asked before Soren could.

The man's eyes came back to me. "The first one who found the inner line. He put his hand on the carving and it took the strength out of both his legs. Then the blue came through the walls." He swallowed hard, face drawn tight around the memory. "They started arguing after that. About blood. About lineage. About whether that was a story meant to keep grave robbers poor."

Soren held his gaze. "And?"

"And two of them killed the guide. Then they chained me there because I said we should leave." He smiled without humor. "Turns out I was the coward in the room. Best judgment I've had in years."

Rook looked at the split in the rear wall and then back at me. "Lieutenant, with respect, maybe we report this and come back with proper men."

"Proper men," Marden said softly, and all the mockery in him sharpened. "From where? The capital? The duke's storehouses? Shall we send letters and hope winter waits?"

Soren did not answer at once. That silence told me too much. Greybell didn't have proper men. Greybell had whoever still breathed after last season and could still lift steel. If something valuable lay beyond that wall, whatever it truly was, the men above us would not be patient, and they would not be kind.

Marden took one step toward me. "You. Up."

I did not move.

Soren's voice cut in at once. "He's not bait."

Marden looked at him with cold disbelief. "And what, exactly, do you imagine he is?"

No one spoke. I hated the answer in my own chest before anyone else could shape it.

The prisoner laughed again, low and bitter. "There it is."

Marden rounded on him at last. "You enjoy this because your life has so little to spend."

The man shrugged one shoulder. "I enjoy watching you meet a door that doesn't care who your father was."

That one landed. Marden crossed the floor in two strides and backhanded him hard enough to bounce his head off the pillar. Blood ran fresh from the corner of the prisoner's mouth. Soren grabbed Marden's forearm before he could strike again.

"That's enough," Soren said, and this time steel edged every word.

For a long moment I thought Marden would turn that anger on him too. Then he straightened, smoothed his cuff with his free hand, and smiled the way men smile when they choose to postpone one cruelty in favor of another. "Very well. Since command insists on gentleness, I'll be gentle." He looked at me. "Kreis. Walk to the split."

Every muscle in my back tightened. "Sir—"

"That was not a discussion."

Soren said, "If he goes, I go with him."

"Of course," Marden said, too easily. "By all means. You can hold his hand if it helps."

He wanted us close together. I saw that much. If something beyond the wall killed us both, he would lose a lieutenant and a porter, not anything he could not explain away. That knowledge slid under my ribs colder than the chamber air.

Still, I walked.

The stone under my boots seemed firmer around the dais, smoother too, worn by hands and feet long before our keep had been raised from mud and hunger. As I stepped past the standing bier, the crest carved into the slab tugged at me like a half-remembered name spoken from another room. I did not look at it. I knew if I did, something in my face might betray me.

The split in the rear wall stood shoulder-high beside the dais and widened toward the floor, as if invisible hands had started pulling the stone apart and then paused. Blue light bled through the crack in a thread no thicker than a knife blade. It made the dust at my feet glow faintly. When I crouched, cold brushed my cheek from the other side.

Soren came up on my left. "Don't touch it yet," he said quietly.

"Wasn't planning to."

"Good." He kept his voice low enough that it would not carry clearly. "Listen to me. If this turns worse, you stay behind me."

I almost asked why. Instead I said, "You think he'll force it."

Soren's jaw tightened. "I think he has started deciding what story to tell when we get back."

That told me he saw it too. Somehow that helped less than I wanted.

Behind us, Marden said, "Any night now."

The chained man answered for us. "You might try begging."

Marden's temper cracked. "Kill him."

The order hit the room so suddenly that for one stunned second nobody obeyed.

Pel stared from where he sat against the wall, one hand still bloody in his hair. Rook looked from Marden to Soren and back, uncertain which man he was meant to fear more. Halen, pale from blood loss, muttered, "Sir?"

Marden didn't look at any of them. His gaze was fixed on the split in the wall, on me just beside it. "He is a thief taken in unlawful excavation of sealed ruins. He attacked armed men of the crown. He has served his usefulness."

The prisoner spat blood at the floor. "There. There's the voice."

"Stand down," Soren said, and the room went harder instead of quieter.

Marden finally turned from the wall. "Lieutenant, you presume a great deal for a man holding a border posting together with patched mortar and kitchen knives."

"I presume command until relieved."

"And I presume judgment until you remember where your wages come from."

Soren's sword did not come up, but his hand settled more firmly on the grip. "No one is killing a prisoner in front of me because you've grown impatient."

The dead man I had stabbed still lay at my feet. My knife was gone with him, trapped under ribs and leather. I had only my belt blade left, and that felt absurdly small in a room where men were starting to decide which lives counted.

The chained man made a choked sound and hauled something from under his torn coat. Every weapon in the room snapped toward him. It was not a blade. It was a small tin cylinder, dented along one side and capped with wax.

He looked straight at me. "Take it."

Marden moved first. "Stop him!"

I lunged because everyone else did. The prisoner threw the cylinder underhand. It hit my chest, bounced, and I caught it against instinct more than skill. The wax seal dug into my palm.

Rook swore. Pel pushed himself up despite his injury. Marden's face changed when he saw what had passed between us. No disgust now. Something hotter. Possessive.

The prisoner sagged as if that one motion had spent the last of him. "Don't let him—"

A dark line appeared under his chin.

For a stupid half second I did not understand what I was seeing. Then blood poured over his collar in a sudden sheet.

A knife jutted from the side of his neck. Not thrown from the room. Fired. A short bolt with a narrow blade head had punched clean through from the rear.

"Down!" Soren roared.

We dropped a blink before the second bolt hit stone where my face had been.

The split in the wall wasn't merely open. Someone had been waiting on the far side.

Marden hit the floor cursing. Rook dragged Pel behind the nearest pillar. Halen collapsed to one knee and pressed himself against the base of the dais. Soren grabbed the back of my collar and hauled me down hard enough to wrench my shoulder.

Another bolt hissed through the chamber and buried itself in the standing bier with a dry thunk.

"Shields!" Soren shouted.

"We don't have shields," Rook yelled back, furious and right.

Marden was already moving, low and fast, not toward the wounded, not toward the doorway, but toward the dais. He wanted height. He wanted the split. If he could have climbed through the wall and left us all there, I believed he would have.

Soren yanked me behind a pillar and pressed me flat to the stone. The blue veins inside the wall glimmered against my cheek. The wax-sealed cylinder was still in my fist, cutting into my skin.

"Can you run?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Good. When I say, you go for the side wall and stay low."

I stared at him. "What about—"

"Do what I said."

Before I could answer, the rear wall boomed.

Not from outside. From inside the split.

The seam widened by a handspan all at once. Stone grated, dust sprayed, and cold blue light burst through the gap hard enough to stain every face in the chamber. The force of it knocked Marden sideways off his feet and sent one of the bolts skittering from the bier to the floor with a sharp ring.

Something on the other side screamed.

Not a man taking a wound. Not a beast either. A sound stretched between both and happy in neither.

Every part of me wanted out.

Soren saw the same thing in my face because he snapped, "Now!"

We ran.

Not away from the split. Along the chamber wall toward the fallen door slab where the passage widened. Rook shoved Pel ahead of him with one hand on the back of his coat. Halen stumbled after, one hand to his neck. The chamber filled with dust and blue shadow. Whoever waited beyond the wall fired once more blindly. The bolt smashed into a pillar and sent stone chips into my cheek.

I almost made the doorway.

Marden caught my collar from behind.

The jerk nearly snapped me backward. I hit the wall with one shoulder and spun. He had one hand in my coat and the other on his sword, eyes wide with rage and calculation and something close to triumph.

"You're not leaving," he hissed.

He dragged me toward the dais.

I drove my elbow into his ribs. He grunted but did not let go. I kicked for his knee. He turned just enough to take it on the thigh and slammed me hard into the carved stone edge of the platform. Light flashed behind my eyes.

"Stop fighting, you witless stray," he snapped. "Do you think this is about you?"

That answered too much and not enough.

Soren hit him from the side like a battering ram. All three of us went down in a knot of limbs and cursing. Marden's sword clanged free across the floor. My head cracked against stone. For a moment sound thinned into a high, distant whine.

Then the blue light surged again.

This time the split in the wall blew fully open.

Stone slabs folded inward on hidden pivots, one, then another, revealing a passage beyond lined with the same faint blue crystal veins. At its threshold lay two bodies in dark leather, twisted at unnatural angles as if they had been thrown backward by the opening. One still twitched.

The air pouring from inside smelled dry and ancient, old ash and cold metal and something sweeter underneath, the scent from before but stronger now, enough to sit strange at the back of the tongue. Not decay. Ceremony, maybe. Dust that had once known incense.

The chamber went still in the wrong way, every living person turning toward the new dark.

The man still twitching beyond the threshold dragged himself once toward us. His face came into the blue light. Young. Not much older than me. Blood bubbled at one corner of his mouth.

He looked past everyone else and fixed on the mark beneath the skin of my hand.

Then he smiled.

Not kindly. Not madly either. Recognizing. Victorious in some small terrible way.

"There you are," he whispered.

Marden lunged for him, but the man bit down hard. His body arched once. Foam touched his lips. By the time Marden reached him, he was dead.

Soren swore. "Poison."

"Of course poison," Marden snapped. "They came prepared."

He crouched over the body only long enough to confirm it, then turned to the open passage with naked hunger. It sat there beyond the threshold, descending at a shallow angle into blue dark, wide enough for two men to walk abreast. The walls were carved in repeating bands of stars and branching lines. A corridor made to be found by the wrong century.

Rook had gotten Pel to the doorway. Halen leaned there too, trembling but upright. The chained man lay where the bolt had taken him, eyes half open, blood pooling black around the pillar base. I had not known his name. I still didn't.

The wax-sealed cylinder in my hand felt suddenly important enough to burn.

Soren came to his feet breathing hard. "We're done. Wounded out first. This goes to the captain by dawn."

Marden laughed at him. Not loudly. With pity. "And by dawn every noble within three counties has heard before we can even agree on whether to mention the boy's skin."

"He's not a thing to mention."

"No? Then why is there a corridor answering him?"

Soren stepped into his space. "Because I said so."

For one sharp second I thought they might actually draw on each other with the dead still warm around us. Marden's face settled into something smoother. That was worse. Men like him did their cleanest damage when they looked calm.

"Very well," he said. "Wounded out first." He glanced toward the open passage. "With one brief look ahead."

"No."

"I am not asking."

Soren looked toward the doorway where Rook stood trying to brace Pel and Halen at once. He looked toward the dead guide in the blue-lit hall. He looked at me. Calculation moved behind his eyes and made him older.

Then he said, "Three men. Five minutes. No farther than line of sight."

Marden smiled. "Sensibly done."

My stomach dropped. "Who?"

He didn't even bother to answer immediately. He looked around the room, measuring worth. Pel hurt. Halen hurt. Rook steady but needed for the wounded. Soren armed and necessary witness. That left only one man no one needed safe.

He looked at me.

"Of course not," Soren said.

Marden spread one hand. "The passage already answered him. I hardly think that's coincidence."

"Then all the more reason not to send him in blind."

"On the contrary."

The blue veins in the wall pulsed once beneath my palm where I steadied myself. I shoved away from the pillar. "I'm standing right here."

Marden's gaze flicked over me. "Then try sounding less surprised about it."

Soren swore under his breath, but the argument had already moved past me and somehow closed around me too. I understood that. Men with rank would decide and explain later. The trick was not to stand meekly enough that they forgot you could still choose badly and make their decision costlier.

"I go," I said, "Rook goes."

Rook stared. "What?"

I didn't look at him. I kept my eyes on Soren because he was the one I had a chance of moving. "Pel can walk if someone drags him. Halen too. If this is a quick look, you need a man who can keep his footing and another who isn't trying to cut my throat."

Marden's mouth twitched. "A dramatic request."

"It's a sensible one," Soren said before he could mock further. He looked at Rook. "Can you do it?"

Rook swallowed once. "I can."

"Fine." Soren turned to Marden. "You, me, and them. Five minutes."

"Agreed," Marden said.

That frightened me more than if he had resisted. Easy agreement from a man like him usually meant he already believed the ending belonged to him.

We left Pel with Halen at the chamber door and crossed the threshold into the newly opened passage. The moment my boots touched the floor beyond, the blue light in the wall brightened just enough for Rook to hiss through his teeth.

"Oh, I don't like that," he muttered.

"None of us care," Marden said.

The corridor sloped gently downward. It was not narrow. That was the first thing that made it uncanny. Whoever built it expected men to process through here, not crawl. The ceiling arched overhead in clean stone ribs with silver traces running between them, tarnished now but still catching blue from the walls. Dust lay thick except for fresh tracks—booted feet, dragged chain, the scuffs of the dead men we
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