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Episode 1: The Father of Ash and Silver
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Blood dries fast in mountain air. It had already gone tacky across my fingers by the time I climbed the last black ridge above our den, a skinned snow hare hanging from one hand and a brace of rock grouse slung over my shoulder. The wind was clean, sharp enough to bite the back of my throat, but something underneath it made me slow down before I saw anything at all.

Granzel should have been there first. He always was when I came back from the lower gullies, even on the mornings when fog swallowed the cliffs and the world shrank to ten paces of white. Sometimes he waited on the shelf of stone above our cave like a heap of fallen winter clouds with eyes. Sometimes he pretended not to wait at all and rumbled from deeper inside the den that I was late, useless, and probably half-starved because I chased weak prey instead of the largest thing foolish enough to stand still.

That morning the shelf stood empty.

I stopped with one boot on the familiar crack in the stone and listened. Meltwater ticked down a narrow seam in the cliff. Far below, a raven barked once and then thought better of it. No grinding breath from the cave mouth. No heavy shift of scales against rock. No tail striking the ground in irritation because I had taken longer than he liked.

The silence was wrong in a way that scraped bone.

I let the hare drop. It hit the rock with a wet little slap that sounded indecently loud. For a moment I told myself he had gone higher, maybe toward the western overlook where the sun touched first, maybe to chase off one of the lesser drakes that sometimes strayed too close to our range. I told myself a lot of things in the space of three breaths. None of them made the back of my neck stop tightening.

“Granzel.”

My voice vanished into the mouth of the wind and came back smaller.

I went to the cave first because that was what he had drilled into me when I was small enough to fit inside the crook of one foreleg. Check shelter. Check water. Check fire-stone. Panic later, if panic remained necessary. He used to say it with a contemptuous snort, as though panic were a chore for animals too stupid to survive their own hearts.

Inside, our den smelled of old smoke, cold iron, and the faint resin of the pine roots I burned when the storms came down hard enough to freeze the cave mouth. The bedding pit at the back was disturbed. Deep grooves marked the stone where his claws had dragged, not from sleep but from strain. One of the storage jars near the entrance had tipped over. Dried meat lay scattered like broken bark across the floor.

My pulse kicked once, hard enough to make the edges of my sight go thin.

He had left in pain. Not slowly. Not by choice.

I crouched beside the claw marks and touched the stone. The grooves were fresh, their edges still powdered white. A thread of dark red sat in one of them, already turned syrup-thick by the cold. It stuck to my thumb when I smeared it. Dragon blood is darker than a man’s, almost black in shadow, with a sheen in it that catches light like oil on water.

The smell under the mountain wind sharpened. Blood, yes. Not mine. Not a goat’s. Not any cat or bear from the lower slopes. His.

I was moving before the thought finished forming. The cave, the birds, the hare, the little neat things of morning all fell away. I ran past the stone shelf, down the cut between two leaning pillars of basalt, and dropped into the narrow deer path that wound toward the eastern escarpment. He would not have gone lower while wounded unless something had driven him, or unless he had been trying to drag the danger away from me.

That was a thought I refused to look straight at.

The path bent through dwarf pine bent flat by a thousand winters. Needles hissed under my boots. Every few strides I saw another sign. A broken branch too high for any antlered beast. A scale lodged in a trunk, gray-silver and broad as my palm. A smear of blood on snow crust where no snow should have been broken. The trail pulled me downslope and east, toward the hunting ledges above the ravine.

Toward the place he had forbidden me to use as a den if he ever died.

He had said it half a hundred times over the years, always in the same rough voice, usually when the weather turned ugly and memory rode him harder than his joints. If I died, he had once told me while a blizzard hammered the mountain flat, do not stay where my bones lie. Mountains make poor mothers. They teach you how to endure and nothing about how to leave.

At the time I had thrown a rib bone at his muzzle and told him he was too mean to die. He had laughed, low and ugly and warm enough to shake frost from the cave walls.

I hit the ravine edge and nearly went over.

The wind there ran vicious, trapped between the basalt walls and thrown back on itself. It tore tears from my eyes and flattened my breath. Below, on a wide shelf of dark stone half hidden beneath the overhang, something silver lay too still against the black.

“No.”

The word ripped out of me raw and useless.

I scrambled down without the path, sliding, cutting my palm open on ice-crusted rock, barely feeling it. Pebbles clattered past me and vanished into the ravine’s throat. By the time I dropped the last body-length to the shelf my shins were bloodied and my breath came hard enough to hurt, but none of that mattered because he was there and he was looking at me and he was not getting up.

Granzel filled most of the shelf even collapsed. His wings were half spread, one torn where the membrane had snagged and split against stone. Frost clung to the edges of the wound, bright against blood. A spear as long as a pine sapling jutted from beneath the fold of his left foreleg and disappeared deep between scales at the chest. The shaft had snapped off short, leaving only a length of dark wood and the cruel geometry of the iron head driven where hearts lay in lesser beasts.

I had seen him bleed before. Never like this.

He watched me come with one eye half clouded and the other burning faint gold under a film of pain. “You took too long,” he said.

His voice was thinner than I had ever heard it. It made the world tilt.

I dropped to my knees so hard the impact shot pain through both legs. “Who did this?”

The question broke on the way out. It sounded like an animal’s noise, not a man’s. My hands hovered uselessly over the wound because every place I could touch looked like a place that would hurt him more.

Granzel’s nostrils flared. Even now he was taking my measure first, pain second, death third. “You smell like hare.”

“Who did this?” I shouted.

The ravine threw it back at us until it turned strange.

He shut his eye for a moment, then opened it again. “Human iron. Three men on foot. One stayed high. One died. One ran.”

It took me a second to understand the middle part. I looked then, really looked, and saw the body crumpled near the shelf wall under the drift of fallen scree. Human. Mostly. One arm bent the wrong way, chest crushed inward as neatly as if a giant hand had closed around him. Snow had gathered on his back and shoulder. His face was turned toward the rock, hidden.

The sight sent heat through me so fast I nearly retched.

“One ran,” I echoed.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Down.”

I was on my feet before he finished.

His talons clamped around my ankle.

I had forgotten how fast he could still move.

The claws did not pierce. They held. Even wounded, even dying, the weight behind that grip stopped me like a wall. I twisted toward him, already reaching for the knife at my belt without knowing why, not to use on him, not on the corpse, not on anything that made sense. My chest had gone tight and stupid. The ravine seemed too small to contain the noise in my head.

“Let go.”

“No.”

“Let go!”

“Look at me, hatchling.”

I hated that he could still make me obey. I hated myself more because I did.

I turned. He was breathing hard now. Each pull of air shuddered through the broken lines of his body and made the spear shaft tremble. Blood ran in slow dark sheets down the scales of his chest and pooled in the grooves of the rock beneath him. The smell of it had thickened until it coated the inside of my mouth.

“If you run like this,” he said, “you will die before noon.”

“I don’t care.”

“That,” he said, baring one side of his teeth in something too tired to be a smile, “is because you are young.”

My vision blurred. I wiped at my face angrily and found tears there, hot and humiliating in the cold. I did not remember the last time I had cried. Maybe when I was very small and he had left me alone in the cave for an entire night to force me to keep a fire alive until dawn. Maybe before that, on the day he found me wrapped in rotten cloth beneath a frost-killed birch and decided not to eat me.

“I’ll kill him,” I said. “I’ll find the man who ran and I’ll tear his throat out and I’ll—”

“You’ll do exactly what the men who made that weapon hoped you would do.”

His grip tightened when I jerked again. Not enough to break, enough to anchor. “Listen.”

I could not. I wanted to, and I could not. My head was full of blood and noise. I stared at the spear jutting from his chest and imagined human hands on it, human breath, human fear, human courage, human stink. Somewhere inside all that chaos a smaller thought banged like a trapped thing against bone: if I had come sooner.

He read that off me the way he always did.

“This is not your failure.”

The words should have helped. They didn’t.

“I should have been here.”

“You were hunting because I sent you.”

“I should have refused.”

“At last,” he murmured, “you learn a worthwhile habit.”

A laugh broke out of me by accident and turned into something uglier halfway through. I bent over and braced both hands on the stone because standing upright had become impossible. My breath came in short, stupid pulls. I could not get enough air. I could not get the sight of him out of me.

He had always been too large to imagine gone. Mountains do not vanish. Rivers do not simply stop. Granzel had been the fixed shape of my whole life, the sound that filled winter nights, the thing that made the world make sense because whatever else happened he would be there to call me a fool and then show me the better way with a cuff of his tail or the lash of his tongue.

Now there was iron in him.

Now his blood was under my hands.

I forced myself to crawl closer. “Can I pull it out?”

“No.”

“Can I bind it?”

“No.”

“Can I do anything?”

“Yes.” His eye sharpened a little. “Stop wasting the time that remains.”

That landed. Not gently. Nothing about him was gentle, not even mercy.

I swallowed hard enough to hurt and dragged the back of my wrist across my face. My glove left a dark streak over my cheek. “Tell me.”

He released my ankle. The warmth of his grip vanished all at once. I hated that more than I hated the cold.

“First,” he said, and there was command in the word still, bright and hard as winter sun on ice, “breathe like something with a spine. You sound like a rabbit in a trap.”

I did because he told me to. In through the nose. Hold. Out slow. Again. Again until the shaking in my hands eased enough that I could curl my fingers. The mountain did not steady with me, but it stopped spinning.

“Good,” he said. “Now listen.”

So I listened. He told me the men had come at dawn from the southern traverse, using the goat path that only stayed clear in late thaw. They knew where to find him. That mattered more than the attack itself. A lucky hunter with iron and nerve can wound even a great beast if the mountains favor him. Men who know the exact shelf to climb and the exact hour to wait for light on a dragon’s blind side are not lucky. They are informed.

“Someone told them,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Who?”

His tail twitched once across the rock. The movement lacked force but not contempt. “If I knew, I would have buried that one beneath the ridge before sunrise.”

I glanced toward the dead man against the wall and then away. His boot sole was visible under the scree, thick leather with hobnails and a strip of dark fur at the cuff. Better made than the trappers who sometimes skirted the lower valleys. Not mountain poor. Not desperate.

The realization slid into me cold. These were not starving men from the edges of the world. These were people equipped for the climb. People sent with purpose.

Granzel watched me understand it. “Second,” he said, “name what you are feeling.”

I stared at him. “What?”

“Do not make me repeat myself because you have misplaced your wits.”

I almost barked back that this was not the time. Then I saw that for him it was exactly the time. He would die teaching if he could. He probably would prefer it.

I clenched my jaw until pain shot into my temples. “I want to kill someone.”

“That is desire, not feeling.”

“I’m angry.”

“Yes.”

“I’m afraid.”

His eyelid lowered once in approval.

“I...” The next word would not come. My throat shut around it like a fist.

He waited. “I can’t lose you.”

There it was. The truth. Small, childish, unbearable.

His breathing roughened. For a second I thought the admission had hurt him somehow. Then the long ridge of his neck shifted, and he lowered his head until the horned brow rested against my shoulder. Even dying, he was heavy enough to drive me a little sideways on the rock.

“You were always going to,” he said. “That is the tax for loving anything mortal.”

“You’re not mortal.”

He made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had not ended in blood. Dark drops flecked the stone between us. “Today, I am.”

I pressed one hand to the scales along his jaw because I did not know what else to do with it. They were colder than they should have been. Fear surged again, wild and stupid and immediate. “Stop talking.”

“No.”

“You’re bleeding more.”

“Yes.”

“Then stop.”

He opened his eye wider. Even dimmed by pain it carried enough force to pin me where I knelt. “Listen.” I listened.

He spoke first of practical things because that was his way. Water caches in the west crevice if the freeze lingered into next month. The sheltered route down from the north spur if I needed to leave during storm season. The location of two old hoards left by a bronze drake he had killed long before I was born, one worthless except for copper, one containing coins and a chain he said I should keep because it would buy information from men better than raw gold. The way to smoke meat properly in a lower-elevation forest where the pines carried different resin.

I wanted to scream at him for talking about food and money and weather while iron sat inside him. Instead I memorized every word because that was the only thing my body knew how to do when he gave instruction. Then his voice shifted.

“Do you remember what I told you about names?”

I nodded, then realized he might not see the motion and forced myself to speak. “Don’t lie with them.”

“Mm.”

“They matter.”

“They are the first promise.”

He fell quiet for long enough that panic started to claw back up my throat. Then he drew another shallow breath and continued.

“Men use promises cheaply. Some do it because they are weak. Some because they are stupid. Some because it profits them. You are not to become like that.”

I swallowed. “You’re the one who told me I might need to use another name if I ever left the mountain.”

“Yes.”

“That’s a lie.”

“That,” he said, “depends on how much of yourself you are hiding inside it.”

The ravine wind knifed through the overhang and blew loose snow across the shelf. It gathered in the hollows of his scales and melted against the heat still trapped there. Beyond the lip of the overhang, the sky was a hard empty blue. The morning had gone on without asking what I needed from it.

He shifted again, a smaller movement this time. “Men will smell difference on you even when they cannot name it. They fear what they cannot sort. When fear gathers, it looks for a story simple enough to live with. Beast. Threat. Curse. Enemy. You understand?”

I did. I hated that I did.

“I can kill anyone who tries.”

“Perhaps.” A faint growl threaded through the word. “And then what?”

I said nothing. “Then more come,” he said. “And more. Men breed faster than wisdom. If you answer every frightened fool with claws, you will spend your life knee-deep in corpses and die having protected nothing.”

The anger in me flared again because some part of me knew he was right and did not care. “They killed you.”

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me not to hate them.”

“I am telling you hatred is a poor leash for a long hunt.”

That landed deeper. I looked at the dead human by the wall, then at the broken shaft in Granzel’s chest. “I don’t know how to go after them without it.”

“Learn.”

His head remained against my shoulder, heavier with every breath. I remembered, absurdly, another day years earlier when I had come back to the cave with my first decent stag across my shoulders, swaying under the weight and too proud to admit I needed help. He had looked at me for a long, insulting moment, then lowered his head in front of me exactly like this so I could drop the carcass across the bridge of his neck and let him carry it the rest of the way.

Pride and care had always looked similar on him if you did not know where to look.

I closed my eyes for a heartbeat and saw a hundred pieces of him all at once. Granzel at the cave mouth in snowlight, making me repeat the names of stars until my teeth chattered. Granzel knocking me into a meltwater pool because I had become lazy with my footing. Granzel tearing half a mountain goat in two and dropping the better portion in front of me without comment after I had failed a hunt and gone to sleep hungry out of shame. Granzel listening, utterly still, the one night I asked if he had known my mother. He had said no. Then he had said I was alive, and that mattered more than any unanswered question.

I opened my eyes because if I stayed in memory I would drown.

“What about the dead?” I asked, because he had taught me to ask the question whenever killing touched a place.

At that his eye brightened faintly. There was approval there, and grief, and something close to relief. “You remember.”

“Always.”

“Say it.”

I inhaled through the copper stink of blood. “The dead are not tools.”

“And?”

“We do not mock them.”

“And?”

“We do not leave our own for scavengers.”

His breath rattled. “Good.” The human corpse against the wall had not been left by chance. Granzel could have flung it into the ravine. He had kept it near because lesson and mercy both outlived anger if you were stubborn enough.

“He came to kill me,” Granzel said. “He failed. He is still dead. See him buried before you leave.”

The thought made my stomach knot. “He doesn’t deserve your mountain.”

“Mountain is not a reward.”

I had no answer to that. He was right again, which only made me want to break something.

He sensed it and huffed the ghost of amusement. “There. That is your real face. Better than the weeping one.”

I made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a choke. “I hate you.”

“I know.”

“Liar.”

“Ungrateful hatchling.”

The exchange was old enough to have worn grooves in both of us. For a few seconds it made the impossible almost bearable. Then his body shuddered around the spear and the illusion tore open.

I slid closer until my knee pressed against the armored curve of his foreleg. “Tell me about the man who ran.”

“He smelled of oil and city smoke. Not mountain-born. His left boot dragged. I broke the knee or the ankle before he fled.”

Something cold and clean cut through the heat in my head. A limp. City smoke. Useful. Small, but useful.

“What else?”

He was quiet so long I thought he had slipped away. Then he said, “He called the one who died ‘Captain.’”

“Captain?”

“Mm.”

“Soldier?”

“Perhaps. Or hired steel pretending at discipline.”

That matched the gear. Better leather. Better iron. Not trappers.

I looked at the spear. “Can I see the head?”

“Later.”

“When?”

“When I am no longer using it.”

The answer knocked breath out of me because of how dry it was, how ordinary, how exactly like him. My face twisted. I pressed my knuckles hard against my mouth and for a few seconds all that came out of me was shaking air.

His head slid a fraction lower on my shoulder. “Enough,” he murmured. “You waste strength.”

“I’m not the one dying.”

“No,” he said. “You are the one who must keep going.”

The ravine brightened as the sun climbed high enough to spill a line of white light under the overhang. It ran across the stone until it touched the edge of one torn wing. The silver there flashed once, beautiful and terrible. I remembered being six or seven, maybe younger, asking him why his scales changed color in different weather. He had told me they did not. Light changed, and fools mistook that for transformation.

I had argued. He had made me spend a week observing glacier melt under five skies and report the differences before he would let the argument go. That was the sort of father he had been.

“When you go down from this mountain,” he said, “men will try to sort you. Into blood. Into class. Into use. Into threat. Let them waste their time. A mind busy naming cages often forgets to notice the door is open.”

I frowned at him through tears I was too tired to wipe away. “That sounds almost wise.”

“It is old. I stole it from a better dragon.”

“Who?”

“Dead.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It is the most complete answer.”

Even now, he would not give me things straight unless I bled a little for them. I should have found that infuriating. Instead it felt dear enough to hurt.

He drew a breath that scraped. “Men in cities do not live alone as we do. They knot themselves together. Family. Trade. Service. Debt. If you mean to hunt the ones behind this, you cannot stand outside every knot and bite. Learn which threads pull which hands.”

“I don’t know how.”

“You learn by failing smaller first.”

A gust of wind shoved through the ravine and set the broken shaft humming very softly where it jutted from his chest. My skin crawled. He noticed the direction of my gaze.

“Do not let that thing define my ending,” he said.

“It already did.”

His eye narrowed. “No.” The force in that single syllable startled me. Some of the old mountain was back in it. Reflex straightened my spine.

“I hunted forty-eight winters in these peaks before you ever drew breath,” he said. “I buried three rivals. I watched avalanches erase forests. I have eaten kings of smaller mountains and taught you not to chew with your mouth open. My ending is not a weapon made by frightened men. It is mine.”

The tears came back harder at that, not because the words were kind but because they were proud and furious and so stubbornly alive that my chest could not hold them.

I bowed my head until my forehead touched the cool scale of his jaw. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No.”

“You skin prey cleanly. You mend leather badly but well enough. You read weather from rock. You can lie with your face when required, though not with your eyes. You know where to strike and when to wait. You know the taste of hunger and have not let it make you cruel. That is enough to begin.”

Begin. Not survive. Not endure. Begin.

The word lodged somewhere inside me I would only understand much later.

His breath shortened again. Talking cost him now. I could hear it in the gaps between words. Panic twitched at the edges of me each time he paused too long. I wanted to shake him, to demand more time, to command the blood back into him as if stubbornness could replace life.

“Stay,” I said, and hated how thin it sounded.

He did not pretend not to understand. “I cannot.”

The simplicity of it gutted me.

“I need you.”

A very old sadness moved through his eye then. Not surprise. Recognition. He had probably known for years that this was the hardest lesson and that I would not learn it in pieces.

“Yes,” he said. “That is why this hurts.”

I dug my fingers into the stone until they numbed. “Tell me what to do now.”

“Good.” His head shifted, not lifting from my shoulder, only angling so the horn above his eye brushed the side of my neck. “Listen carefully.”

I listened to every word like a starving thing.

When he died, I was to remove the spear only after his breath stopped. I was to cut kindling from the resin pines west of the second ridge, not the damp dwarf roots nearby. I was to carry him, drag him if I had to, to the old crater above the den where the earth vented warmth even under deep snow. Fire there would take properly. Ash would settle deep. Nothing scavenged would reach him. I was to gather the black stones with red veins from the crater lip because they held heat longest and mark the place in a ring, not because graves needed decoration but because the living needed a place to stand when words became too heavy to keep inside.

“And the human?” I asked.

“Below the shelf. Cairn over him. Far enough the smell does not trouble mine.”

“You’re serious.”

“Do not look so insulted. Death has already made him harmless.”

I almost argued. Instead I nodded. He had spent years beating better instincts into me than vengeance alone.

He fell silent after that. The line of sunlight across his wing had widened. The cold on the shelf felt sharper. I knew enough of dying animals to know what I was seeing. Heat leaving in stages. Breath lengthening between itself. The strange stillness that comes not from peace but from the body choosing where to spend what remains.

I did not ask any more questions for a while. I sat there with my hand against his jaw and watched the ravine walls hold shadows like old bruises. Once a pair of mountain crows circled overhead, curious and careful. They never came under the overhang. Something in the air told them this was not meat for them.

My own thoughts moved badly. They skidded. One second I was remembering the first time he made me climb the north face in sleet. The next I was staring at the dead human’s boot and wondering if the man had a child somewhere who would never know where he lay. The next I was trying and failing not to imagine Granzel’s voice absent from the cave forever.

At some point he spoke again, so softly I nearly missed it.

“When you were small, you bit me.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“You had three teeth and the courage of a disease.”

Despite everything, a choked laugh escaped me. “You dropped me in a nest of ice lizards.”

“You stole from my plate.”

“I was hungry.”

“You were greedy.”

“You ate six times what I did.”

“I was larger.”

The old, absurd argument opened between us like a crack that had never closed. I clung to it shamelessly.

“You said if I could keep the meat, I earned it.”

“And you drew blood. A memorable day.”

“You deserved it.”

“Probably.”

He let out another long breath. “I decided then that you might live.”

I turned my face enough to look at him properly. “You never told me that.”

“You never asked the correct question.”

I nearly told him to go to hell. The words reached my tongue and died there because there was too much love in me for anger to find good footing.

“What was the correct question?” I asked.

His eye half shut. “Why did I keep you?”

My throat thickened again. “Why did you keep me?” The answer took time.

“Because you were loud,” he said at last. “And because you were angry enough to survive. And because when I lifted you by the back of your ridiculous little tunic, you looked at me as though death were an inconvenience rather than a certainty.”

I stared. “That offended me,” he said. “I wished to see what kind of creature grows from such impertinence.”

A sound broke out of me and became open weeping without permission. It bent me double. Shame tried to rise and failed under the weight of everything else. I cried against the side of his face like a child, ugly and wet and helpless, and he endured it with the weary dignity of an ancient beast tolerating weather.

When I could breathe again, he was still there.

“Good,” he murmured. “Now you will not need to do it while carrying me uphill.”

“I hate you.”

“Yes.”

“You already said that.”

“Then stop repeating yourself.”

The rebuke was automatic enough that I almost smiled. My face would not quite manage it.

The next quiet stretched longer. His breaths had become shallower still, each one barely moving the blood-dark scales along his ribs. I could see pain in the set of his eye now even when he tried to hide it. My own body had gone beyond trembling into a hard numbness that felt like being carved out from the inside.

“Granzel.”

He made a low sound of acknowledgement.

“What was my mother’s name?”

I had asked once before, years ago. Then he had said he did not know. I do not know what made me ask again. Maybe because endings strip away the little cowardices we keep to avoid hearing the truth twice.

This time he answered the same way. “I do not know.” I believed him.

“What about my father?”

“No.”

“Do you know why I was there?”

“In cloth. In snow. Alive.” The gold eye fixed on me with tired patience. “No.”

The ache that opened in me at that was old and familiar, almost gentle beside the rest. Strange. I had expected those absences to matter most on a day like this. They didn’t. The thing I was losing had a face, a voice, a temper, and blood on the stone.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The apology hit harder than any certainty could have. He had never once apologized for not knowing before.

I shook my head sharply because if I spoke then I would splinter.

He drew another ragged breath. “Do not spend too long chasing ghosts of blood. The ones who raise you leave the deeper marks.”

I looked at him through burning eyes. “You’re one to talk about marks.”

A corner of his mouth pulled. “Indeed.”

The sun climbed higher. Light reached the dead human’s hand where it stuck half out from under the stones. Pale fingers, cracked from cold, callused across the palm. Not soft. Not noble either. Hands like a working fighter’s. One carried a plain iron ring.

It was suddenly important that I remember that. A ring. Right hand. Middle finger.

“Granzel.”

“Mm.”

“If I go down among them...” I stopped because the shape of it still felt impossible. Down among them. Men. Cities. Roads. Names. Roofs. Lies. Heat that came from ovens instead of vents in the earth. Crowded rooms. Thin walls. Too many voices. “If I go down, what am I?”

He did not answer immediately. The wind hissed over the ravine lip. Somewhere above us, loosened gravel ticked down a slope.

Then he said, “Hungry. Angry. Unfinished.”

I let out a short, startled breath.

“And?” I asked.

“And mine,” he said.

That undid me in a different way.

His eye slid half shut again. “But not for much longer. After that, you are your own burden.”

I bowed over the hand pressed to his jaw and shut my eyes until blackness steadied. When I opened them, the world had sharpened strangely, edges too clear, every grain in the rock visible, every thread in the broken spear shaft cruelly distinct.

His next breath almost did not come.

I felt my whole body lock.

Then it did, thin and ragged.

He was slipping. I could hear the gap opening under the words, the place where speech would not reach.

“Stay with me,” I said, trying to make it an order and failing.

“Still here.”

“Good.”

“Bossy.”

“You taught me.”

“One of my greater mistakes.”

“Liar.”

“Ungrateful hatchling.”

The old words again. Smaller this time. Frayed.

My hand on his jaw felt the weakening tremor pass through him. I had seen beasts die after clean arrow shots, after winter took them, after falls, after fangs. Dying always stripped them. Not him. Even with blood under him and iron through him, he remained infuriatingly himself to the last inch. That should have comforted me. It made losing him feel more monstrous.

“Tell me to do something,” I whispered.

He gathered himself. I saw the effort before I heard the words.

“Live.”

I shut my eyes. “Something harder.”

“Very well.” A long pause. “Live well.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“That’s worse.”

“Mm.”

His head suddenly felt heavier against my shoulder. Not because he had moved. Because something in him had let go.

Fear spiked so hard my vision flashed white. “Granzel.”

His eye opened one last time, fully now, all the dimness burned out of it for an instant. The old mountain looked at me from there. Pride, command, impatience, affection so fierce it had always worn the wrong face.

“Go where I could not,” he said. “Learn men without becoming small enough to fit their fears. Choose your ground. Keep your name where it matters. When love comes, do not hide behind pride. It is a poor shield and a worse bedfellow. And if you find the one who ran—”

He coughed blood across the stone. The effort tore a sound out of me I did not recognize.

“—do not kill the wrong man because pain makes haste feel righteous.”

I nodded too fast. “I won’t. I swear.”

“Good.”

His gaze drifted once toward the slice of sky beyond the overhang, then came back to me. “You smell terrible.”

I stared at him through tears. “You say that every thaw.”

“It remains true.”

“I brought hare.”

“A poor apology.”

“I know.”

His mouth shifted. Not enough to bare teeth. Enough. “Noil.”

It was the first time he had used my name in what felt like hours. It struck like a hand to the chest.

“I’m here.”

“For what it is worth...” Another breath, thinner than paper. “You were worth keeping.”

The ravine went absolutely silent inside me. He exhaled once.

And did not inhale again.

At first I waited, because the body lies and hope is stupid and there had already been pauses. I sat there bent toward him with my hand on his jaw and counted without meaning to. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Ten. Twenty. Wind. Blood. Cold. Nothing.

“Granzel.”

The name touched the stone and died there.

I shook him then. Once, hard enough that the broken shaft quivered. I hated myself the moment I did it, but not enough to stop. “Granzel.” Nothing.

I pressed both hands against the scales of his neck as if I could force life up through them from the mountain under us. Nothing. I leaned my ear to the bloody armor of his chest and heard only the ravine wind and, very far beneath it, the cooling tick of his body settling into stillness.

Something in me tore open so completely that for a few moments I stopped being able to think in words.

I remember the sound I made because it did not sound like me. Low at first, then rising until it scraped raw. It hit the ravine walls, climbed them, and came back broken. Birds took flight from somewhere high above. Snow dust trickled from the overhang. I screamed again anyway because there was nowhere for the force of it to go except out.

When it finished, I was on both hands and one knee, choking on air that would not fill me. My face was wet. My nose ran. My chest hurt like I had swallowed fire. None of it touched the fact of him lying still beneath the spear.

The world after death is grotesquely practical.

He had told me what to do. So I did it.

Not immediately. I knelt there longer than I should have, forehead against his neck, while the sun shifted and cold seeped up through the stone into my bones. But eventually the part of me he had raised hard enough to survive dragged the rest upright.

I began with the human.

The dead man weighed less than the grouse on my shoulder had felt that morning, though maybe that was fury helping. He was broad through the chest, bearded, older than I first guessed. One side of his face had been crushed nearly flat when Granzel struck him. Up close his gear told the same story the boot had: hired discipline, not mountain desperation. Quilted leather under a traveling cloak lined with wolf fur. Good stitching. Knife at the hip. A badge torn off the shoulder, threads still marking where it had been. The iron ring on his right middle finger. A scar under the beard, old and puckered.

I searched him because dead men keep answers badly but sometimes enough remains. A purse with more silver than any trapper would carry into the high ranges. A flint case. A folded scrap of oiled parchment gone half-bloody and unreadable except for one thing: the faint outline of a stamped seal in blue wax that had broken away. Not the mark itself. Only the ghost of a shape, like the memory of a crown over a tower.

I stared at that for a long moment.

Granzel had shown me such marks before on trade bars dragged up from old caravan wrecks in the south valleys. City forge signs. Merchant seals. He had taught me them the same way he taught stars and spoor: because not knowing a thing that might one day feed or kill you was laziness. Crown over tower. Royal foundry of Astrea, capital forge of the lowland king. I knew the mark. I hated knowing it.

I closed the dead man’s one good eye because leaving it open felt uglier than I could bear. Then I hauled him downslope from the shelf, found a hollow between two rocks below the overhang, and built the cairn Granzel had ordered. Three stones, then four, then seven, each one heavier than it needed to be because anger made me choose the largest. When I finished, the pile looked ugly and insufficient. I left it anyway.

“Stay,” I told the stones, and immediately despised myself for speaking to them.

Back on the shelf, I stood over Granzel and the spear.

Removing it was worse than I imagined and not as bad as I feared, which somehow made it crueler. Death had already taken the pain from him. That should have been mercy. Instead it felt like being robbed of a final debt. I braced one foot against the rock, wrapped both hands around the broken shaft, and pulled.

The iron head came free with a wet grinding sound that vibrated in my teeth. Blood, black and thick and shining dark red where sunlight caught it, poured once from the wound and then slowed. I almost dropped the spear from revulsion. Instead I set it down carefully beside the wall and forced myself to look at it.

The head was leaf-shaped but narrow, built to drive deep between scale plates. Grooves ran along both sides for blood. Near the socket, half obscured by gore, the metal bore a hammered stamp. Crown over tower. Astrea.

The mark burned in my eyes.

For a few heartbeats the ravine vanished and there was only that sigil. Not some starving man’s weapon, then. Not chance. Not a poacher’s lucky strike. City iron. Royal forge pattern or someone rich enough to copy it well. Men from the lowlands had climbed to my father with purpose.

I wrapped the spearhead in the dead captain’s cloak. If I kept looking at the mark bare, I would lose my mind before sunset. Then came the labor.

Dragging a dragon uphill is a task fit for fools, penitents, and sons who have no other choice. Granzel had never let me test myself against impossible work when he could avoid it. He preferred difficulty that built something useful, not empty damage for pride’s sake. That day he got neither preference nor vote.

I rigged lines from the dead man’s cloak, my own hunting rope, and the leather traces from an old sled frame we kept near the cave for hauling winter kills. I went back for the sled in a blur of motion and numbness, barely remembering the path, only the violent relief of moving because stillness meant thinking. By the time I returned, sweat had soaked the back of my shirt despite the cold.

I could not lift him. I knew I could not. So I did what he had always taught me when force failed: change angles, shorten weight, make the mountain work for you. I levered stones under one shoulder. Shifted the wing with the sled frame. Braced rope around a basalt spur and used my own body as counterweight while gravity grudgingly gave me inches. Then another inch. Then a handspan. Again. Again. Hours broke and scattered into effort.

I talked to him while I worked because silence had become unbearable. Not coherent things. Curses when a rope bit my palm raw. Old arguments about the right way to gut stag. Half-remembered lines from the stories he hated and told anyway in deep winter when the snow sealed us into the cave for days. Once I asked if this was heavy enough to count as revenge on me for every time I tracked mud into the den. When the mountain gave no answer, I nearly laughed and nearly vomited at once.

By the time I got him to the crater rim, the sun had started down.

The old crater lay above our den like a wound the mountain had forgotten to heal. Its bowl held black glassy stone, twisted vents, and patches of stubborn snow that never fully covered the places where heat breathed up from beneath the earth. Sulfur ghosted faint in the air there. Granzel liked it in late winter because the ground stayed warm enough to sleep on without setting the cave on fire.

I had always hated the place a little. Too open. Too much sky. That day it became sacred by brute fact.

I laid him in the center where the old warmth rose. Not neatly. Not beautifully. I was shaking too badly and too spent for either. But I got his wings folded as best I could and set his head facing east because he liked first light and would have mocked any other choice. Then I cut wood.

The resin pines he had named stood west of the second ridge exactly where he said they would, half-twisted by wind, bleeding sap where frost had split them. I hacked branches until my shoulders burned and my hands blistered under the gloves. The smell of pine pitch and green heartwood filled the air and kept the blood scent from swallowing everything. I built the pyre the way he had shown me for winter carcasses too large to butcher quickly: broad foundation, cross-lay for breathing, smaller resin-rich kindling under the joints and breastbone, stone wedges to guide the collapse inward rather than out.

Night came down while I worked, blue first and then black at the edges. Stars opened hard and cold over the crater. I lit the pyre with cave-fire carried in a covered brazier from our den because flint felt too ordinary for this. The resin took almost at once, hungry and bright. Flame crawled under his folded wing, found the pitch-rich wood, and rose.

Heat hit my face. Smoke rolled upward in a thick dark column that smelled of pine, sulfur, blood, and something deeper I refused to name. I did not turn away.

I stood through the first fierce burn and the slower settling after. I fed the fire when it dipped. Shifted collapsed wood with a hooked pole. Once sparks leaped high enough to sting my cheek. Once I thought I heard his voice in the crack of sap and nearly answered. The mountain kept all such humiliations to itself.

At some point the moon climbed over the crater lip. It silvered the smoke and turned the black stones red at their veins. I remembered his instruction then and went around the crater gathering them one by one. Warm, heavy, rough against my cut hands. I laid them in a ring around the pyre while the fire sank lower and the night deepened.

When words finally came, they came badly.

“I don’t know the right prayer,” I said to the flames.

Granzel had never taught prayers. He trusted weather, instinct, memory, and violence more than gods. Maybe because gods had done nothing for him worth mentioning. Maybe because dragons older than men do not kneel easily.

So I gave him what I had.

“You hated soft meat and wet wood. You hated cowards. You hated anyone who bragged before a finished kill. You hated when I sang off-key. You pretended not to care when I was sick, but you stayed awake anyway.” My throat tightened, but I kept going because stopping felt worse. “You said names were the first promise. So hear yours. Granzel, gray king of no kingdom, meanest beast in these mountains, my father. I remember.”

The last two words came out ragged. They were enough.

The fire burned low near dawn.

When it had fallen to coals and the crater’s own heat breathed up red through the ash, I used the long hooked pole to settle what remained. Then I knelt outside the ring of stones because my legs had finally decided they were done. Ash floated in the wind and settled on my sleeves. My whole body smelled of smoke and blood. My eyes stung from both.

There in the gray hour before sunrise, I let myself think the word I had been refusing since the ravine. Father.

Not because he had sired me. Not because blood said so. I knew nothing about my blood and cared less just then. Father because he had taught me how to walk a scree slope without breaking my neck. Because he had forced me to learn the names of clouds and bones and lies. Because he had fed me when I was too proud to ask. Because he had given me a world with rules and then, at the end, shoved me hard enough toward the next one that I might survive entering it.

The sky paled over the eastern ridge. First light found the smoke-stained stones around the crater and made their red veins glow.

I rose because grief had not exempted me from the work that remained.

In the cave, I packed like a man preparing for a hunt and a burial and a war and not knowing which mattered most. Knives. Flint. Cord. Dried meat. The coin chain from the bronze drake’s hoard after prying open the cache under a slab I had never touched before that day. Spare tunic. Fur cloak. Water skins. The wrapped spearhead. The scrap of blood-stiff parchment with the half-mark of Astrea’s seal. I left things too, because carrying a whole life on your back is a fool’s fantasy and Granzel had not raised a fool unless I worked hard at it.

I paused longest over the bedding pit.

His shape remained there in impressions worn deep by years of weight. One silver scale lay caught in a crack near the wall, broad and unbroken, probably shed weeks ago and overlooked because such things had always seemed endless. I picked it up and stood holding it while the cave swallowed the sound of my breathing.

Then I tucked it inside my shirt against my skin.

Outside, the mountain looked offensively unchanged. Sun touched the high ridges. Meltwater ran in thin bright lines. A fox moved across a distant shelf, red against snow. Somewhere on the western face a rockfall muttered briefly and stopped. The world had no decency about loss.

I walked first to the ravine because I needed to see the path with clear eyes. Men had come from the southern traverse, he said. One had fled down. In morning light the trail revealed more than panic had let me read the day before.

There, below the shelf, boot marks crossed a patch of lingering crust. Three sets indeed, though wind and struggle had mangled them. One heavier, deep at heel, perhaps the dead captain. One narrow and quick. One on the left side dragging slightly on the outbound path, exactly as Granzel said. Blood dotted that line where the runner had stumbled among jagged stones. Not much. Enough.

I followed it as far as the lower goat path before the ground turned to broken gravel and old snowmelt mud. There I found where someone had paused against a boulder, bracing one hand. The print remained in dried blood dark on the stone. Five fingers.

No surprise there, but the hand was gloved and the little finger splayed oddly, perhaps broken long before. Another small thing to keep.

Beyond that point the trail descended toward the southern gap where lowland roads began days later. I stood there a long while, staring at the vast fold of mountains below ours. Valleys layered one after another in blue and gray until distance swallowed detail. Somewhere down there was the man who ran. Somewhere beyond him was the hand that sent them. Somewhere farther still stood Astrea, the city Granzel had spoken of only in practical terms and with open dislike.

I had never been below the third ridge.

Fear rose then, clean and cold and finally honest. Not of fighting. Not of hunger. Of leaving. Of crowds. Of failing to read men the way I read weather and stone. Of becoming exactly what they would decide I was before I had a chance to prove otherwise. Beast. Threat. Mountain bastard. Something fit for a cage or a chain or a pyre.

My hand went to the scale tucked under my shirt.

“Live well,” he had said.

Bastard command. I turned back up the path and returned to the crater one last time before leaving. Ash lay quiet inside the ring of warm black stones. Wind moved over it and lifted nothing. I stood there without kneeling because grief had changed shape overnight. Not gone. Never that. But sharpened.

“I found the mark,” I said to the ash, to the stones, to the place where his body had become absence and memory and something the mountain could keep better than I could. “Astrea. Royal forge sign or close enough to spit. One limps. One wore a ring. One died afraid.” I took a breath. “I’ll go down.”

The promise hung there in the cold air.

Not revenge. Not yet. That would have been too simple for what he asked of me. Something harder. Hunt with clear eyes. Learn men. Keep my name where it mattered. Do not kill the wrong one because pain made haste feel righteous.

I hated every part of that.

I meant to do it anyway.

The path out of our range began north and curved west before turning south. He had shown it to me years earlier and made me walk it three times in rain, twice at night, once with a sprained ankle he gave me himself by sweeping my feet out from under me on scree. “Because leaving poorly kills as well as entering poorly,” he had said while I swore at him from the dirt.

That morning I took that path with a pack on my back and the wrapped spearhead tied under the flap where I could reach it quickly. I did not look back at first because I knew if I did I might stay until weather or hunger made the choice for me. At the third marker stone I stopped anyway and turned.

From there I could see the upper ridge, the cave mouth only as a darker notch in the basalt, and above it the distant lip of the crater catching new sun. Smoke no longer rose. The mountain kept its dead with indecent composure.

I raised two fingers to my brow in the old mocking gesture he used whenever I said something especially foolish. It was the closest thing either of us had to tenderness in public places. Then I started down.

By noon the air had changed. It smelled less of ice and more of wet earth. By afternoon I saw my first proper track of men since winter, wagon ruts hardened in old mud where the lower pass widened enough for trade in the warmer months. I crouched by them and touched the wheel grooves, absurdly unsettled by the regularity. So straight. So deliberate. Mountains leave no marks that symmetrical unless something has gone badly wrong.

Toward evening I found a place to camp under an overhanging shelf of red rock above the tree line. The pines there grew taller and closer together than the twisted dwarfs near our den. Their branches sighed against one another in the wind, a softer sound than the high ridge ever made. I built a small fire, chewed dried meat without tasting it, and sat with the wrapped spearhead in my lap until the stars came out.

When I finally unwrapped it again, the forge mark glinted in the firelight. Crown over tower. Astrea.

I traced the stamp with one thumb and tried to imagine a city that marked its iron like a lord branding cattle. Towers. Forges. Men packed together tightly enough to need signs telling them who owned what. Smoke that clung to clothes. Fear with architecture around it.

The limping man had come from there, or from someone who served it. Granzel’s blood had dried on its iron.

My grip tightened until the edge bit skin.

“I’m coming,” I said to the mark, to the runner, to the city I had never seen.

The fire snapped once. A pinecone split in the heat and threw sparks.

I wrapped the spearhead again and slid it beside me before lying down on my cloak. Sleep did not come quickly. Every time I shut my eyes I saw the ravine shelf or the line of sunlight across his torn wing. When I did drift, I woke at once to silence and reached for a breath too large for the little camp, expecting to hear his from the dark. Each time nothing answered.

Just before dawn, in that thin hour when cold gets under every seam no matter how well you cover yourself, I realized something I had missed inside the violence of the day before. I was alone.

Not in the mountain way, the ordinary way, the useful way. Alone in the sense that no other living thing on earth knew the exact sound of Granzel’s laugh when he was too tired to be cruel about it. Alone in the sense that memory had suddenly become a duty and not just a private comfort. Alone in the way a dropped blade is alone after leaving the forge: still itself, but already falling toward use.

I lay staring at the paling sky through the black ribs of pine branches and let that settle.

Then I got up, stamped life back into numb feet, packed my camp, and turned my face toward the lowlands and the city whose iron had climbed my mountain.

I did not know then what men would call me once I stepped into their roads.

I knew only what I would call the man who ran when I found him.

Not captain. Not hunter. Not slayer. Witness.

And eventually, if I was patient enough, the first door.

***
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Episode 2: The Day I Left the Mountain
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The mountain did not try to stop me.

That offended me more than wind or hunger could have. I came down from the upper ridges with Granzel’s scale under my shirt, the wrapped spearhead in my pack, and a silence at my back so complete it felt deliberate.

The first part of the descent I knew by muscle and bruise. Loose shale slid under my boots, dwarf pines clawed at my sleeves, and meltwater threaded over black rock in thin silver lines. The path Granzel had forced into me cut across ledges, ducked beneath leaning basalt, then broke away from the harsher slopes and angled toward a lower world I had only seen from the height of hawk-flight.

Cold still clung to the upper stone, but the air changed by degrees. It carried wet earth long before I reached soil deep enough to hold it. Resin thickened. Birdsong multiplied into an irritating amount of confidence. Somewhere below, water moved broad and lazy instead of knifing through ravines.

I hated all of it for not being him.

By midmorning the ridges behind me had turned from walls into shapes. I stopped once on a shelf where the southern view opened and looked back. The upper line of the mountain stood hard and pale under the sun. Somewhere beyond those folds lay the crater, the cave, the ravine shelf, the cairn over the man Granzel killed, and a life that had narrowed so quickly I could still feel the edges scraping.

I put two fingers to my brow again without meaning to.

Then I turned away before grief found enough breath to make me useless.

Lower down, the trees grew taller and closer together. Needles softened the ground. The smell of sap and damp bark pressed in around me, too rich after the clean bite of high stone. I kept catching myself listening for the drag of huge scales behind me, for the dry rumble of a voice asking why I had slowed down. Every time the forest answered with only woodpeckers or dripping branches, my teeth clenched tighter.

I did not cry again.

The tears had burned themselves out on the mountain. What came after was narrower. Harder. It sat behind my ribs like a hooked piece of metal.

The first true sign of men was not sight. It was smell.

Smoke, but not pine smoke. Grease. Tanned leather. Horse sweat. Old iron. A sweetness I did not know at first, later understood to be cheap ale spilled and dried in cloth. The scents braided together and moved through the trees ahead in a line so foreign that I froze with one hand on the knife at my hip.

Then I heard the wheels.

They grated over packed earth somewhere beyond the tree line, followed by the clop of hooves and a man’s voice raised in complaint. I crouched behind a split cedar and waited, pulse steadying into something cold and useful.

When I eased forward enough to see through the brush, I found the road.

Calling it a road felt wrong. In the mountain, paths belonged to the ground. They bent because stone or weather demanded it. This thing had been cut through the world by repetition and will. Two deep ruts crossed a strip of flattened brown earth wide enough for three wagons abreast, edged by churned mud and new grass trying foolishly to reclaim it. Hoofprints overlapped boot marks. Wheel grooves held yesterday’s rain.

A wagon rolled past from west to east while I watched. Four mules pulled it, dull-coated and patient. The driver sat slouched in front with a hat pulled low and a whip across his lap. Beside him, a woman in a blue shawl held a child asleep against her shoulder. The wagon bed was piled with sacks and split firewood.

Nothing about them looked dangerous.

Nothing about them looked safe either.

The driver spat over the side, scratched his chin, and passed out of sight. The little procession left behind the smell of animal heat and flour dust. I waited until the sound thinned away. Then I stepped onto the road and felt instantly exposed, as though standing on open ice over deep water. Tracks went both ways.

Down toward the lowlands lay a string of settlements Granzel had named only when necessity required it: hunting outposts, river markets, shrines built by men who thought prayer could bargain with weather, and farther still the roads leading to Astrea. Upward, behind me, the ruts dwindled toward the pass and the line where mountains stopped being known to people soft enough to require wagons. I looked south. That was all.

No sign appeared in the sky. No hidden force pointed. Only the simple fact that the man who fled had run that way, and the spearhead in my pack carried a forge mark from the city beyond. So I started walking.

Road travel is a stupidity the lower world accepts because too many people have agreed to suffer it together. By noon I had learned that dust finds every seam, wagon drivers shout as though distance has deafened all living things, and horses relieve themselves with a confidence that would make any self-respecting predator reconsider civilization on principle.

Twice I stepped off the road into brush when wagons approached because I could not yet bear their eyes on me. Once a pair of riders passed close enough that I heard one say, “Another mountain brat,” before both laughed. I did not know if they meant me exactly or simply anything dirty and alone, but my fingers flexed toward my knife anyway.

Granzel’s words kept pace at the back of my skull. Men will smell difference on you even when they cannot name it. He had not exaggerated.

By early afternoon the road bent along a broad slope where the trees broke enough to show fields cut into the hills below. I stopped without meaning to. Green, actual green, spread in blocks and strips across land too tame to seem real. Fences divided it. Smoke rose from low stone houses with thatched roofs. Tiny figures moved between rows, bending, lifting, straightening.

I had seen farms from mountain height before, but distance makes odd things acceptable. Up close they looked unnatural. Whole stretches of land forced into obedience. Trees gone. Stones lifted. Water diverted. Animals penned rather than hunted. Men making the earth repeat itself until it fed them.

An old saying of Granzel’s rose to meet the sight. Humans do not merely live in the world. They ask it for receipts. I almost laughed.

The thought hurt and helped in the same moment.

I reached the first stream shortly after and drank kneeling at the bank. The water tasted rounder than the high meltwater I knew, carrying mud and root and sunlight. While I was there, I cleaned the last of the dried blood from under my nails and off the back of my hands. I had missed some around the knuckles. When the pink clouded away downstream, my chest tightened so sharply I nearly stood up too fast.

Not mine. Not his. Just what remained after labor, battle, fire, burial, and the obscene habit of skin to remember stains better than love.

I splashed my face and moved on.

Toward late afternoon the road widened again, and traffic thickened enough that hiding became more effort than it was worth. Carts full of hay. A man driving goats with more swearing than skill. Two women with baskets of onions balanced against their hips. A priest or something like one in gray robes stained with travel, head bent against the wind. Nobody stopped me. Some glanced. Some didn’t. A few looked longer than I liked.

I kept my shoulders level and my hand away from my knife. Then hunger hit hard.

I had eaten dried meat on the road, but the smell that found me next came warm and immediate and cruel. Fresh bread. Roasting fat. Onion. Pepper. The scents drifted around a turn in the road along with more voices than I had heard all day. The road dipped, the trees opened, and the first proper settlement rose ahead.

It was not a city. Not even close. Still, compared to the lonely huts in the fields below, it looked crowded enough to make my pulse misstep.

A roadside town sat in a shallow bowl between hills, built around a broad inn-yard and a square of beaten earth where merchants had thrown up awnings and stalls. Wooden buildings pressed shoulder to shoulder along the main road, some stone-faced at the ground floor, most leaning just enough to suggest they survived on habit rather than structure. Signs swung from iron hooks. A painted boar. A pair of shears. A river fish. A boot. Children ran under cart shafts while dogs barked and were ignored. Somewhere metal rang on metal in quick competent blows.

The place smelled alive in a way the mountain never did. Not clean life. Dense life. Cookfires, horse dung, rain-wet timber, beer, wool, frying dough, sweat, lamp oil, wet wool, soap, tallow, mud. It hit me all at once and made me stop dead at the edge of town like an idiot.

A carter behind me nearly clipped my shoulder with a wheel.

“Move or die, boy,” he snapped.

I moved because being crushed flat by a flour wagon would have insulted Granzel past forgiveness.

Inside the town, noise became a living thing.

Men bargained loud enough to count as fighting. Women called over them anyway. A smith cursed a horse that did not deserve it. A baby shrieked from somewhere above a weaver’s shop. Chickens scattered underfoot and then, with extraordinary lack of shame, came immediately back in hope of grain.

I took two steps in and understood, with sudden cold clarity, that I had no idea how anything worked.

Not hunting. Not killing. Not survival in storm or darkness. I knew those. But this? Where to stand. How to pass without colliding. Which stalls sold food, which sold tools, which would take coin before goods, which expected barter, which would see a stranger and choose to cheat him before he opened his mouth. Every rule here had been shaped by repetition among people who assumed the next person knew the same song. I did not.

The realization made my temper rise faster than fear.

I wanted meat. That at least was simple.

Smoke and fat drew me
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