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Chapter1: The Summoning with Untied Laces
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The first thing I do on the morning the White Horn Chapel comes to judge our branch is step in something warm.

It gives under my boot with a soft, wet squelch.

I stop.

The dung heap steams politely beside the stable wall, as if it has done nothing wrong.

I look down at my boot. Brown sludge clings to the cracked leather, creeps into the seam, and settles there like it has signed a long-term rental agreement.

“Excellent,” I mutter. “Perfect. Exactly the polish a man needs before meeting holy people.”

A mudhen in the next stall lifts her feathered head, blinks one round yellow eye at me, and lets out a low, offended cluck.

Don’t blame me. Floor bad. Floor shame.

I freeze with the shovel in both hands.

The words are not words exactly. Not spoken through a beak, not carried in the air. They nudge against the inside of my skull, damp and grumpy, smelling faintly of stale grain.

I stare at the mudhen.

She stares back.

Then she lowers her head and resumes pecking at the latch of her feed box because she is, in every possible way, more focused than I am.

“Right,” I say. “Floor shame. I’ll put that in the complaint ledger, shall I?”

The mudhen snaps the latch open with her beak.

“Oi. That was not permission.”

She ignores me.

The stable behind the Eldermark Beastbond Registry’s rural branch is awake in all the worst ways. Hooves thump against wooden doors. A fire-mane fox kit coughs sparks into a damp rag. Two soilhorn calves argue by trying to lick the same patch of salt off the wall. Somewhere overhead, a postal rook screams like someone has insulted its ancestry, which is possible, because old Holt is in the loft.

“Bram!” Holt Merrin’s voice cracks down through the rafters. “If that rook bites me again, I’m feeding it your breakfast.”

“You already fed my breakfast to the silver-nose mole,” I call back.

“It looked hungry.”

“So did I.”

“The mole works harder.”

I lean on the shovel and look toward the ladder. Holt’s boots hang over the edge of the loft for a moment before the rest of him appears. He is a narrow old man with one good arm, one bad arm, a face like weathered bark, and the talent of making every silence feel like a personal failure. His left sleeve is pinned near the elbow where the arm never quite healed right. He never talks about it. Everyone else has learned not to ask unless they enjoy being assigned gutter duty.

The postal rook lunges at him from behind a sack of feed.

Holt smacks it away with his rolled cap.

“Ungrateful feathered ink spill,” he growls.

The rook clicks its beak.

Hat ugly. Man loud.

“That one I agree with,” I say.

Holt squints at me. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You talking to beasts again?”

“I’m talking near beasts. There’s a legal difference.”

“There’s a legal difference between a tamer and a stable nuisance too, but here you are.”

“Apprentice tamer,” I say automatically.

Holt looks around at the mountain of straw, the leaking bucket, the dung on my boot, and the shovel in my hands.

“Course you are.”

I would like to argue with dignity, but dignity is hard to summon when your coat has three different stains and your right boot is trying to become part of the floor.

Outside the stable, bells ring from the front yard.

Not the normal cracked iron bell that calls us to lunch or disaster. These are bright silver handbells, chiming in careful rhythm. Chapel bells. White Horn Chapel bells.

Every beast in the stable goes still.

Then they all make noise at once.

The mudhen shoves her head under her wing. The soilhorn calves press against each other. The fire-mane kit hisses smoke. The postal rook flaps into the rafters and drops a pellet of yesterday’s seed husks directly onto Holt’s shoulder.

Holt does not move. His eyes flick toward the front yard.

“They’re early,” he says.

“Holy people can do that?”

“Holy people do whatever makes regular folk sweat.”

The handbells ring again.

I wipe the shovel handle on my trousers, which does not improve either object.

Today is the Summoning Rite.

Not my rite. I am very clear on that. The branch has polished the front hall for three days, borrowed white cloth from the mayor’s wife, and set up the summoning circle in the yard where all the important people can see it and none of the visiting nobles have to smell the stables. Our best apprentices are dressed in clean Registry blue. Their contract cords are brushed smooth and looped at their belts. Their grooming combs shine. Their bells are tied with new ribbon.

I am in the stable because someone has to remove dung before holy shoes find it.

That someone is me.

I am nineteen years old, technically listed as a registered apprentice under The Beastbond Registry, and practically listed as “Bram, fetch that,” “Bram, clean that,” or “Bram, don’t let that bite the mayor’s child.”

My own contract cord is somewhere in my tool pouch.

Probably.

I pat the pouch at my hip. Something damp squishes under my fingers.

I open it.

A clump of wilted marshmint sticks to the inside flap. My roll of bandage is loose, my little tin of salve has leaked, and three lengths of cord have braided themselves together like a nest of angry snakes. A calming bell sits at the bottom under a crust of dried poultice.

“That,” Holt says, leaning over my shoulder, “is a tragedy.”

“It’s a working pouch.”

“It’s a swamp with aspirations.”

“I know where everything is.”

“Find your binding cord.”

I stick two fingers into the mess.

The marshmint comes up first.

Then the bandage.

Then a wooden spoon I do not remember owning.

Holt’s eyebrows climb.

“I found a spoon,” I offer.

“Try not to summon a soup spirit.”

Before I can defend the spoon, Ivy Penrose appears in the side doorway with a basket of fresh herbs hugged against her chest. Ivy is small, sharp-eyed, and somehow always clean even when elbow-deep in poultice. Her dark brown hair is wrapped in a scarf, and there is a sprig of silverleaf tucked behind her ear for no reason I understand except that it makes her look like the sort of person who knows where her tools are.

She takes one look at my pouch.

“No.”

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I say.

“It smells worse than it looks.”

“That’s the marshmint.”

“That’s not marshmint anymore. That’s a wet funeral.”

She sets her basket down and snatches the pouch from my hands before I can stop her.

“Ivy, I am a grown man.”

“You are a grown hazard.”

Holt makes a noise that might be a laugh if laughs had gravel in them.

Ivy pulls out the cord tangle and holds it up between two fingers. Three cords dangle from one knot, wrapped around a feather, two bits of straw, and a brass hook.

“These are your contract cords?”

“They were separate this morning.”

“Bram.”

“Probably.”

She shuts her eyes for one breath.

I look away and notice my left bootlace has come undone.

I crouch to fix it, but the silver bells ring again from the yard, nearer now. Voices gather at the front of the branch: crisp, expensive voices; nervous local voices; one thin voice chanting something about purity and moonlit grace. The smell of incense rolls under the stable door and mixes with dung, warm straw, beast sweat, and damp wood.

The fire-mane kit sneezes. A tiny flame pops from its nose and dies in the bedding.

Smoke bad. Nose bad. Men white bad.

I glance at the kit. Its ears are flat. Its tail flame flickers green at the edges.

That is not right.

“Hold on,” I say.

Ivy is still working the cords apart. “Hold on to what? Your dignity already bolted.”

“No, the kit.”

The fire-mane fox kit belongs to old Widow Pell, who brought it in three days ago because its sparks kept scorching her curtains. It is not dangerous unless frightened, hungry, or offered dried apple, which makes it behave like a drunk candle. Its fur should glow copper along the spine. Today the glow is dull. Not dead. Not sick enough for most people to notice.

But the tail flame is wrong.

I put the shovel down and step closer.

The kit backs into the corner.

Don’t touch. Smoke bad. Neck bad. Bad bad bad.

“Easy,” I murmur. “I’m not touching. I’m just looking.”

Holt’s gaze sharpens. “What is it?”

“Tail flame’s green.”

“It ate pond moss?”

“Not that green.”

I crouch by the stall door. My undone lace drags through the muck. The kit’s little chest heaves too fast. Around its throat is a training collar, black leather with a brass clasp. It looks loose enough from here, but the fur beneath it sticks oddly.

“Ivy, did anyone change this collar?”

She comes to my side, cords forgotten. “Cedric’s assistant inspected all rite beasts before sunrise. He wanted the ‘unclean’ ones separated.”

My fingers tighten on the stall latch.

The fire-mane kit is one of the small beasts chosen to test the summoning circle. Not a sacrifice, not officially. The Chapel uses little magical creatures to measure the circle’s response. If the magic accepts them, the rite proceeds. If the magic rejects them, everyone says solemn things about impurities and old curses and nobody asks whether the creature was terrified, hungry, or wearing a collar too tight.

I know this because I have cleaned up after enough rites to see what gets swept behind the stable.

The kit trembles.

Neck bad. Neck bad. Hot hot hot.

“I need the little shears,” I say.

Ivy’s mouth tightens. “Bram.”

“I’m only going to loosen it.”

“You can’t touch a prepared rite beast after inspection.”

“Good thing I’m just the dung man.”

Holt steps closer but does not stop me. That is the thing about Holt. He complains like a cracked gate in the wind, but when a beast is hurting, his silence can be permission.

I open the stall.

The kit bares tiny glassy teeth. Heat prickles across my knuckles.

“Right,” I say softly. “I see the teeth. Lovely teeth. Very convincing. I am absolutely terrified. Ask anyone.”

The kit growls.

I slide one hand along the floor, palm down, slow enough for it to smell me. The old salve on my wrist has bitterroot in it. Most beasts hate bitterroot. The kit sniffs, sneezes, and looks offended.

Hand smells wrong.

“Everyone’s a critic.”

I inch closer.

The chapel bells stop.

That silence reaches the stable like a hand around the throat.

Then the front doors of the branch open, and the important people come in through the yard.

I cannot see them from inside the stall, but I hear the shift at once. Boots on packed earth. Robes whispering. Metal ornaments chiming. Someone gives a little gasp at the smell. Someone else mutters that rural branches are always like this.

A clean male voice carries through the open stable doors.

“Where is the final vessel?”

Vessel.

My jaw locks.

The kit presses itself harder into the corner.

“I said,” the same voice continues, sharper now, “where is the final vessel for the rite?”

Ivy turns toward the door. “High Priest Greybell, it is being tended.”

“That creature was inspected.”

Cedric Greybell steps into view.

He is tall, pale, and arranged. That is the only word I have for him. Arranged. His white robes fall in perfect layers, his silver hair is bound at the nape with a moon-shaped clasp, and the horn sigil of the White Horn Chapel rests on his chest in polished ivory. He looks too clean for our branch. Too clean for morning. Too clean for a world where animals eat, shed, bite, bleed, and occasionally explode into feathers.

Behind him stand two chapel attendants, a narrow-faced noblewoman with a veil over her nose, and a young nobleman who has clearly never been this close to a dung fork. At the back, three of our dressed-up apprentices hover like they want to vanish into their collars.

Cedric’s pale eyes find me inside the stall.

“Why is he touching it?”

He says he like I am a stain.

I give him a little wave because my mouth moves before my sense catches up. “Morning.”

Ivy makes a faint strangled sound.

Holt mutters, “Boy.”

Cedric does not blink. “Remove him.”

“Gladly,” I say, “as soon as I check the collar.”

“The collar was placed by Chapel hands.”

“Was it placed by someone with eyes?”

The noblewoman gasps.

Holt closes his eyes.

Ivy whispers, “Bram.”

Cedric’s face remains calm, which is worse than anger. “The creature shows signs of soot-taint. We will not allow contamination to spread through the circle.”

The word hits the stable harder than the bells.

Soot-taint.

Every person in Eldermark knows what that means now. Black lines at the roots of fur or horn. Clouded eyes. Refusal to drink. Scratching at night. Walking the same circle until hooves bleed. A contracted beast turning on its keeper. A pet becoming a disaster. A disaster becoming a report. A report becoming a sealed order. The order usually ends with a blade, a pit, and someone like me washing the floor.

The kit whimpers.

Not black. Neck bad. Bad neck. Help? No. Men white. Hurt.

The inside of my chest goes tight.

“There’s no black at the roots,” I say.

Cedric looks at the attendants. “The symptoms are present. Agitation. Flame distortion. Rejection of handling.”

“It’s scared because you strapped brass into its skin.”

“The rite cannot be delayed for a stable boy’s guess.”

“Apprentice,” I say.

He pauses.

I wish I had not said it. My ears get hot.

One of the dressed-up apprentices snickers.

Cedric’s gaze drops to my boots, my stained trousers, my open pouch, the loose bandage trailing from it, the marshmint slime on my sleeve, and the lace dragging in the filth.

“Of course,” he says. “An apprentice.”

The nobleman coughs into his glove.

I should shut up.

I know I should.

I can feel Holt’s stare on the back of my head, not warning exactly, but heavy. The sort of stare that says pick which hill you want to be buried under, lad.

I look at the kit.

Its eyes are bright with panic. Too bright. Its little paws knead the straw, claws catching. The collar buckle sits just beneath the jaw. If I tilt my head, I can see wetness in the fur there.

“Give me half a minute,” I say.

Cedric lifts one hand.

The attendants move.

They are not carrying knives. Not openly. One has a white cloth. The other has a small silver rod capped with a moonstone, used to stun low-grade magical beasts before handling. Very clean. Very merciful, if one says it in a room where the beast cannot answer.

The kit sees the rod.

Hot fear slams into my head.

No no no no no no no—

My vision sparks.

For a blink, I am not in the stall. I smell burning straw, sharper and thicker than the kit’s little flames. Keys rattle. Metal doors bang. Something small shrieks behind bars.

My hand jerks.

Then I am back, crouched in dirty straw, breathing through my teeth.

The attendant reaches for the stall door.

I stand in his way.

“Don’t.”

He stops, surprised. He is bigger than me. Most people are bigger than me when they have authority behind them.

Cedric’s voice turns cold. “Move.”

“No.”

Holt swears under his breath.

Ivy’s basket creaks in her grip.

The stable goes very quiet except for the kit’s thin panting.

I am not brave. This is an important detail, and anyone who says otherwise has not seen me near a tax clerk. My knees feel loose. My palms sweat. My tongue wants to make a joke, trip on it, and die.

But the kit is looking at me like I am the last open door in a burning room.

I hate that look.

I hate knowing it.

I hate how often I have seen it and done nothing useful except bring extra feed before the end.

“The collar is cutting into its throat,” I say. “That’s all.”

Cedric sighs, as if I have tracked mud across a prayer. “You are unqualified to make that judgment.”

“Fine. Holt is qualified.”

All eyes shift to Holt.

Holt’s jaw tightens. His bad sleeve hangs still at his side. For a heartbeat I think he will step forward, tell Cedric to let us look, crack the whole clean morning open with that old Registry authority he keeps buried under hay dust and insults.

Then he glances at the chapel guards outside.

The moment stretches.

Holt says, “The boy has sharp eyes with small beasts.”

It is not enough.

It is also more than I expected.

Cedric turns back to me. “A sharp eye does not overrule Chapel inspection.”

“No, apparently a shiny robe does.”

The noblewoman makes a noise like a kettle.

Ivy’s face says she is deciding whether to save me or kill me first.

Cedric lowers his raised hand.

“Remove the creature,” he says. “If the taint has taken root, it will be put down before it touches the circle.”

The attendant opens the stall.

The kit screams.

Not with its mouth. Not only. The sound punches through me. Pain, heat, panic, the scrape of metal against raw skin.

My wrist burns.

I drop my gaze.

A thin mark glows under the grime at the inside of my left wrist. I scrub at it, thinking a spark landed there, but the glow stays. A line. No, half a line, pale and curved like a strand of moonlit hair under the skin.

“What in the—”

The kit lunges.

The attendant jerks back. The silver rod flashes. Ivy shouts. The mudhen explodes into clucking fury from the next stall. Holt grabs for the rod with his good hand but misses.

I move.

Not well. Not gracefully. My boot slips in the mess from earlier, my loose lace snags, and I slam shoulder-first into the attendant’s ribs instead of heroically disarming him. We go down together. The rod skitters across the straw.

The kit bolts.

Flame bursts from its tail, green and wild.

“Catch it!” someone shouts.

“No, don’t chase—”

Too late.

The young nobleman lunges. The kit veers, crashes into a bucket, and scrambles under the half-open partition toward the yard. The bucket rolls. Water spills. The soilhorn calves bellow. One kicks the wall hard enough to knock a grooming brush from its peg.

The kit streaks through the stable door.

Straight toward the summoning circle.

For one terrible second, everyone runs.

Chapel attendants. Apprentices. Holt. Ivy. Me, limping because my lace is still trying to murder me.

The yard is bright with white cloth and polished faces.

The summoning circle has been drawn in powdered moonstone across the packed earth, a wide ring threaded with smaller rings, old runes, and seven silver bowls filled with clear water. Ribboned poles mark the outer edge. Villagers crowd behind a rope barrier. Three minor nobles stand beneath a canopy, looking offended by the sun, the smell, or both.

The kit races into the open.

Gasps rise.

Cedric strides after it, robe hem untouched by mud because the world has favorites.

“Contain it!” he commands.

A chapel guard moves to block the kit with a net.

The kit sees the net and twists hard. Its paws skid across the outer circle. Green flame spits from its tail.

The moonstone powder flares.

The crowd cries out.

“Don’t step on the line!” one of our apprentices yells.

This is good advice. The guard immediately steps on the line.

The circle flashes brighter.

The guard yelps and stumbles back. Silver light races around the rune marks, wrong-way, too fast. The seven water bowls tremble. Ripples climb upward instead of outward.

Cedric’s expression finally cracks.

I do not have time to enjoy it.

The kit is in the middle of the circle now, trapped by light that rises like a low fence. It runs one way, then the other, panting. Its collar smokes where the brass clasp touches its skin.

Neck bad! Help help help—

The words scrape through my skull.

My wrist burns hotter.

I push through two stunned apprentices and drop to my knees at the edge of the circle.

“Bram!” Ivy grabs my sleeve. “The line—”

“I know.”

I do not know.

The light hums. My teeth ache from it.

The kit stares at me from the center, ears flat, sides heaving. A black wet line seeps from beneath the collar, but not soot. Blood mixed with singed fur.

“Look at it,” I say.

Cedric comes up beside me. “Do not interfere further.”

“It’s bleeding.”

“The taint is manifesting.”

“That is not taint. That is a wound.”

“The circle has reacted to impurity.”

“The circle reacted because everyone panicked and your guard stomped on the line.”

The guard stiffens. “I did not stomp.”

“You absolutely stomped.”

The circle hums louder.

The crowd presses back. The noblewoman under the canopy lifts a lace handkerchief to her nose. One of the villagers whispers my name, not kindly.

Cedric steps toward the circle with the silver rod now in his own hand.

My stomach drops.

“No,” I say.

“It is suffering,” he says. “I will end it cleanly.”

The kit whimpers.

Cleanly.

I know clean endings. I have scrubbed them out of floor cracks. I have carried little bodies wrapped in sacks. I have listened to people say it was kinder while they stand far enough away not to smell the fear.

My hands shake.

A memory presses at the edge of my sight: smoke, iron bars, a ledger page curling black at the corner. I taste ash.

Not now.

I crawl over the line.

The light snaps up my arms like cold fire.

Someone screams my name. Maybe Ivy. Maybe Holt. Maybe me.

The circle does not throw me back. It grips. The mark on my wrist burns white, and for a breath the ring under my knees feels less like stone powder and more like a living thing that has noticed I am there and is deciding whether I count.

I half fall into the center.

The kit backs away.

“Easy,” I gasp. “I know. I know I look awful. That’s been covered.”

Cedric’s voice cuts across the yard. “Seize him!”

Hands reach from outside the ring but the light flares and drives them back.

The kit trembles so hard its legs nearly fold.

I sit on my heels and force my hands open.

“Look,” I say. “No rod. No net. No holy cloth. Just me, and I am very bitten on average, so if you want to keep tradition alive, now is your chance.”

The kit stares.

Its thoughts come in hot broken pieces.

Neck. Fire. Men. Pain. Run. Neck. Help. Bad. Bad. Bad.

“I know.” My voice comes out rough. “The collar. I see it.”

I reach slowly into my pouch.

For once, luck takes pity on me. My fingers close around the little shears Ivy uses for dressing bandage. They are sticky with salve, but they are sharp enough.

The kit growls.

“I am going to cut the strap, not you. If I cut you, you may set my trousers on fire. Fair?”

The kit’s growl wobbles.

Outside the ring, Cedric says something about sacrilege. Holt snaps something back. Ivy’s voice rises over both of them, fierce and bright, but I cannot make out the words. The circle’s hum fills my ears.

I inch forward.

The kit lets me touch the collar.

The heat is terrible. The brass clasp has twisted inward, one hooked edge buried beneath the fur. Whoever placed it did not check the understrap. Or did not care. The skin is swollen around it, angry and wet.

My throat tightens.

“No soot,” I whisper. “You poor little spark. No soot at all.”

The shears slide under the leather.

The kit flinches.

“Sorry. Sorry. I know. Hold still for one blink and you can bite me after.”

Snip.

The strap gives.

The collar drops away.

The kit inhales like it has been underwater.

The green in its tail flame shivers, fades, and blooms into warm copper.

The whole yard goes silent.

For half a breath, there is only the kit’s breathing and mine.

Then the summoning circle changes.

The light under me sinks into the ground.

No, not sinks. Draws inward.

Every line of moonstone powder begins to glow, each rune filling from the edges as if the earth beneath has opened one silver eye after another. The seven bowls of water rise in thin twisting columns. They do not spill. They hang there, bright and trembling.

I look toward Cedric.

His face is white. Actually white. Not robe white. Bone white.

“That should not happen,” he whispers.

A very unhelpful laugh gets stuck in my throat. “Good. For a moment I was worried this was routine.”

The mark on my wrist burns again.

This time, the pain is sharp enough to knock me forward on one hand. A second line appears beside the first, curving around my wrist like a cord beginning to form.

The kit crawls into my lap.

This is touching until its claws dig directly into my thigh.

“Ow,” I whisper. “Yes, gratitude received.”

The water columns burst into mist.

Moonlight falls.

That is the only way I know how to think it. The sun is up. The sky is pale blue over the branch yard. But moonlight drops through it anyway, thick and silver, pouring down into the center of the circle as if night has been cut open above us.

The villagers fall back.

The nobles drop to their knees.

The apprentices stare.

Holt’s mouth parts slightly. I have never seen Holt look like that. Not afraid. Not exactly. More like someone has heard a voice from a locked room he spent years pretending was empty.

Cedric lowers himself first, one knee touching the earth.

“Moon above,” he breathes.

The mist gathers.

Hooves strike the ground.

Not loud. Not like a horse clattering onto packed dirt. The sound is deep and clean, as if something has stepped onto a bell and woken it.

The silver light folds back.

A beast stands in the summoning circle.

For one stupid moment, my mind tries to call it a horse because my mind is simple and afraid. Then the rest of it arrives.

Tall. Taller than any horse I have groomed, with the long proud neck of a stag and the broad chest of a lion in winter fur. Its coat is white silver, not flat white but alive with shifting light, like moonlit water over muscle. Its mane falls in pale blue-silver waves, and tiny sparks glimmer through it like stars caught in combed silk. One horn rises from its brow, long and smooth, holding a glow that makes every shadow in the yard look ashamed of itself.

A Moonhorn.

A real Moonhorn.

The Moonhorn.

Every story I was told as a child stands up inside my head and trips over my actual life, which is still damp, dirty, and sitting in the middle of a ruined rite with a fire-mane kit in my lap.

The beast’s hooves touch the earth.

Where they stand, the dark stains in the packed mud fade. Not vanish in a pretty sweep. Fade slowly, like dirt being reminded it does not have to cling.

The kit presses its face into my coat.

Warm safe? Big light scary. Man lap dirty.

“Yes,” I whisper, unable to look away. “I am aware.”

The Moonhorn turns its head.

Its eyes are pale, luminous, and utterly unimpressed.

The crowd bows lower. Someone sobs. One of the chapel attendants drops flat on his face. Cedric bends until his forehead nearly touches the ground.

“Blessed Moonhorn,” he says, voice shaking with reverence. “Sacred guardian of Eldermark. Purest servant of the white light. We welcome your return.”

The Moonhorn does not look at him.

It looks at me.

My mouth goes dry.

I should bow. I should probably put my face in the mud like everyone else. I should say something respectful, assuming my brain can find anything more polished than please do not step on me.

The Moonhorn steps closer.

The kit squeaks and climbs higher up my chest.

I do not move.

The Moonhorn lowers its head until that glowing horn hangs above me, close enough that silver light washes over my filthy coat, my salve-stained fingers, the dung on my boot, and the lace still trailing loose beside my heel.

Its nostrils flare.

It sniffs once.

I feel judged down to the marrow.

Then the legendary sacred beast of the Kingdom of Eldermark speaks, clear as winter water and sharp as a broom handle across the back of the knees.

“Your shoelace is untied.”
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Chapter2: The Unqualified Keeper
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For several breaths after the sacred beast tells me my shoelace is untied, nobody moves.

Not Cedric Greybell.

Not Holt.

Not Ivy.

Not the villagers behind the rope.

Not the nobles under the canopy, though one of them is half-bowed with his forehead hovering above the grass, trapped between reverence and disbelief.

Even the fire-mane kit in my lap stops trembling long enough to glance down at my boot.

Lace bad.

“Yes,” I whisper. “Thank you. Everyone’s noticed.”

The Moonhorn’s pale eyes narrow.

That feels unfair. I have been awake since before dawn. I have cleaned three stalls, dragged two sacks of damp straw, saved a fox kit from a collar designed by someone with the compassion of a nail, and somehow called down a legendary sacred beast while covered in stable filth. If my shoelace has chosen this moment to seek independence, I think the matter can wait.

The Moonhorn does not seem to share this opinion.

It lowers its head another inch.

“Tie it.”

The voice is not loud, but it cuts through the yard cleanly. Clear, cold, female. Not gentle. Not soft. If moonlight learned to scold, it would sound like her.

I stare up at her.

A thousand things crowd my mouth.

You are real.

You have a horn.

You just appeared from a broken summoning circle.

Are you talking to me?

All of them trip over the one stupid thing that actually comes out.

“Now?”

The Moonhorn’s ears tilt back.

I have seen that expression on Holt’s face when I forget to latch the beetle-goat pen. I have seen it on Ivy when I tell her mold is a kind of seasoning. I did not expect to see it on a creature painted across temple ceilings and royal banners.

“Yes,” she says. “Now.”

The noblewoman under the canopy makes a faint sound like a dying flute.

Cedric lifts his head at last. His eyes shine with something too hungry to be simple joy. “Blessed one,” he says, voice trembling around the edges. “Allow us to cleanse the ground before you. The boy is unworthy to sit in your presence.”

The Moonhorn does not look away from me.

“His lace,” she says, “is unworthy.”

Someone chokes.

It might be Othry, one of the apprentices in the front row. It might be me.

I look down.

My left bootlace lies in the dirt, streaked with mud and moonstone powder. It is worse than untied. It has dragged through dung, crossed a sacred line, and wrapped itself around a broken bit of collar leather like it is proud of its choices.

The kit presses its paws into my thigh.

Warm lap moving? No moving. Neck hurts.

“I know,” I murmur. “I’m working on it.”

I try to set the kit down.

It digs in harder.

“Ah. Right. Claws. Lovely.”

Caelune—no, the Moonhorn. I do not know why her name presses at the back of my skull like a word overheard through a wall, but it does. Caelune. The shape of it fits the silver in her mane. It feels old. It feels annoyed.

She watches me fumble with one hand under the kit and the other at my boot.

The whole yard watches too.

There are moments in life when a man dreams of glory. A clean coat. A straight back. A noble creature choosing him in front of all who doubted him. I get one hand full of fox claws and a knot slick with dung.

The lace refuses to cooperate.

I tug.

The knot tightens.

The Moonhorn exhales through her nose.

“Do not yank.”

“I wasn’t yanking.”

“You were yanking.”

“I was negotiating.”

“With mud?”

“With circumstance.”

“Circumstance is winning.”

A sound runs through the crowd. Not quite laughter. Not quite horror. The sort of sound people make when they are afraid to laugh at something holy but their bodies are traitors.

Cedric rises slowly. His mouth is flat. “This is no time for—”

The Moonhorn turns her head toward him.

Cedric stops.

The air changes.

It is not a flash of power. Not a roar. Nothing so kind. It is the feeling of every beast in the yard going still at once. The soilhorn calves. The postal rook on the stable roof. The mudhen peering from the door. Even the little insects in the grass seem to hold their legs close.

The Moonhorn’s horn glows faintly.

Cedric bows again, lower than before. “Forgive me.”

She turns back to me. “Tie it properly.”

My fingers finally work the knot loose. I wrap the lace tight and double it. My hands are shaking, which makes the knot ugly, but it holds.

“There,” I say. “The kingdom is saved.”

The Moonhorn looks at the knot.

“It will last six minutes.”

“That’s wildly generous.”

Her gaze moves to my coat. Then my pouch. Then the damp bandage hanging from it. Then the marshmint slime on my sleeve.

Her expression does not change, but somehow it gets worse.

“Stand.”

I stand, slowly, because the kit refuses to leave my arms. My knees wobble. The pale lines around my wrist keep glowing under the dirt. Two curved strands now, thin as hair, running beneath the skin.

I tuck my wrist against my side.

Too late.

Cedric sees it.

So does Holt.

Ivy steps closer, eyes sharp and worried.

The Moonhorn’s gaze lands on the mark.

The light under my skin answers her horn.

A hum moves through my bones.

The kit lifts its head. Its torn throat looks awful, but the breath comes easier now. Without the collar pressing into its skin, the tail flame has settled into a copper glow. It still trembles. It still smells of fear and singed leather.

Pain. Thirsty. Neck bad. Lap warm. Man loud.

The words come clearer this time.

Not a bump inside my skull. Not a damp nudge like the mudhen. These are little flashes, each carrying feeling with it. Pain tight beneath the jaw. Dry tongue. The sour taste of bad water. My own voice, apparently loud enough to offend the injured.

I stare at the kit.

It blinks back.

“What?” Ivy whispers.

“It’s thirsty,” I say.

“Of course it’s thirsty. It was panicking.”

“No, the water was bad.”

The kit’s ears twitch.

Water bad. Bitter. Bowl shiny. Men white.

I turn toward the silver bowls in the circle. The water columns have fallen back into them, though half the bowls are cracked and the powder lines are scorched. The nearest bowl smells faintly of incense and metal.

Ivy follows my eyes. Her face tightens. “They put moonwash in the rite water.”

Cedric hears her. “It purifies.”

“It burns fire-mane throats if mixed too strong,” Ivy says.

A murmur passes through our branch apprentices. The nobles remain kneeling, but several glance at the bowls.

Cedric’s voice hardens. “Herbal workers do not instruct the White Horn Chapel on sacred preparation.”

Ivy’s cheeks flush. “Herbal workers keep your sacred preparation from killing small beasts.”

I almost smile.

Almost.

Then Cedric looks at me again, and the smile dies before it gets comfortable.

“You heard nothing,” he says.

The statement is clean and sharp. A pin through a moth.

I hold the kit tighter. “Beg your pardon?”

“You heard nothing from that creature. You guessed. Or you performed a trick. Or the summoning fever has unsettled your mind.”

“Summoning fever?”

I look at Holt.

Holt gives the smallest shake of his head.

Apparently I do not have summoning fever. Good. One less thing.

Cedric steps to the edge of the broken circle. He is careful not to cross the line now. “The Moonhorn cannot be bound by a stable servant. Whatever mark has appeared on your skin is an uncontrolled reaction caused by your interference with the rite.”

The Moonhorn’s tail flicks once.

Behind Cedric, one of the chapel attendants lifts the white cloth again, then thinks better of it.

“Stable servant,” I say.

My mouth moves lightly because that is what it does when my stomach folds in on itself. “That’s new. Usually I’m stable nuisance before noon and stable disaster by supper.”

“Be silent,” Cedric says.

I should be.

The sensible part of me curls up behind my ribs with a blanket over its head.

But the kit thinks neck bad neck bad water bad, and my wrist burns, and the Moonhorn is standing close enough that silver light catches every loose thread on my coat.

I do not feel chosen.

I feel dirty. Exposed. Like someone opened a stall door and found me sleeping in the straw.

Cedric turns to the crowd. “This rite has been disrupted by improper handling. The sacred beast has answered the call of the White Horn, but the summoning vessel was contaminated by a low apprentice’s reckless interference. The Moonhorn must be placed under Chapel protection until the circle is cleansed and the bond verified.”

There it is.

Clean words.

Polished enough to see your face in.

Low apprentice. Reckless interference. Chapel protection. Bond verified.

The villagers whisper. The nobles nod because the shape of Cedric’s sentence is comfortable. It gives them somewhere to put the mess. Not on the collar. Not on the bad water. Not on the guard who stepped where he should not. Not on a system that calls a living creature a vessel.

On me.

That is easy.

I am already dirty.

Holt limps forward, planting himself between Cedric and the circle. “Careful, Greybell.”

Cedric’s mouth curves without warmth. “Master Merrin. I wondered how long your branch would permit this.”

“Long enough to see a beast breathe after the Chapel nearly choked it.”

The yard goes colder than the Moonhorn’s light.

Ivy shifts beside me. “Holt.”

Holt does not look at her. His good hand hangs loose, but his fingers curl once, as if remembering reins.

Cedric’s eyes narrow. “Your old bitterness does not concern this rite.”

“Everything old concerns this rite when you keep dragging it in white robes.”

A few villagers mutter. The younger apprentices look like they are about to faint. Nobody speaks to a high priest like that. Not in public. Not unless they have protection, rank, or no interest in waking up free tomorrow.

Holt has none of those things.

Cedric’s face settles into something smooth. “The Moonhorn will be escorted to the Chapel carriage.”

The Moonhorn looks at him.

“No.”

The word lands softer than a hoofstep.

It cracks the yard anyway.

Cedric freezes.

I stop breathing.

The Moonhorn takes one step toward me. The grass beneath her hoof bends silver and springs back clean.

“I will not be escorted.”

Cedric bows his head. “Blessed one, this branch is unfit. The boy is unfit. He has no proper record, no qualifying contract, no ceremonial standing, no purity examination—”

“He has two hands,” the Moonhorn says.

Cedric falters. “I do not understand.”

“I noticed.”

My mouth twitches before terror can stop it.

The Moonhorn turns her head toward the kit in my arms. “One hand cut a collar. One hand held the beast still.”

The kit noses weakly at my sleeve.

Hand smells wrong. Good hand.

I swallow.

Cedric’s jaw tightens. “Compassion without qualification is chaos.”

“Qualification without attention is cruelty.”

No one breathes loudly after that.

I feel Ivy look at me, but I cannot look back. My throat has gone narrow.

The Moonhorn steps closer until her shoulder nearly brushes mine. She is enormous. Warm, but not like a horse. There is a coolness beneath the warmth, like night air over stone after rain. The scent of her is clean grass, cold water, and something bright I have no name for.

She lowers her head toward the kit.

The kit goes still.

Big light. Big. Big. Hide?

“You may hide,” the Moonhorn says.

My fingers jerk. “You heard that?”

The Moonhorn’s eye shifts to me. “Of course.”

“Right. Of course. Silly question. Legendary sacred beast. Hears frightened fox kits. Probably hears my knees knocking too.”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful.”

Ivy gives a tiny, helpless laugh and clamps a hand over her mouth.

The Moonhorn’s horn glows. A thin strand of silver light slides down and touches the torn skin beneath the kit’s jaw. The kit shivers. The wound does not vanish. No easy miracle wipes it clean. The swelling softens a little. The bleeding stops. The burned fur relaxes around the edges.

The kit sighs.

Less bad. Still bad. Hungry?

“That tracks,” I say.

The Moonhorn lifts her head. “You will clean the wound properly.”

I blink. “Me?”

“You caused mud to enter it.”

“I also removed the collar.”

“And then allowed mud.”

“I was in a summoning circle.”

“An untidy one.”

“I did not draw it.”

“You fell in it.”

“That feels like a separate charge.”

Her ears tilt back again.

I shut my mouth.

Cedric steps in before I can collect a worse answer. “Blessed one, forgive this confusion. The Chapel will appoint proper keepers. This young man may be questioned later.”

The Moonhorn’s gaze rests on him for one long, cold beat.

“No.”

Cedric’s hands close inside his sleeves. “You cannot mean to remain with him.”

The Moonhorn looks me up and down.

I become painfully aware of my hair sticking to my forehead, my stained coat, my crooked belt, my torn sleeve, my pouch hanging open like a dead animal, and the fox kit licking salve off my cuff.

“No,” she says. “I do not mean that.”

My chest loosens.

It hurts more than I expect.

Right. Of course she does not. Sacred creatures do not attach themselves to muddy apprentices because the apprentice got bitten dramatically. That is not how the world works. The world works by putting people like Cedric in white robes and people like me behind stables.

The Moonhorn continues, “I mean to supervise him.”

My head snaps up. “Pardon?”

She looks at my pouch. “He is unfit to be left unsupervised.”

The kit agrees immediately.

Man pouch swamp.

“Stop calling it a swamp,” I mutter.

Cedric stares. “Supervise?”

“He is a failed keeper.”

“That is not a recognized title,” I say.

“It is an accurate one.”

“That’s worse.”

The Moonhorn steps around me, circling once. It is the most humiliating inspection of my life, and I once had to explain to the mayor why his prize glow-goose had eaten his wedding sash. She sniffs at my shoulder, my pouch, the back of my collar, then lowers her head to my boots.

“Old straw in the sole. Dung in the seam. Lace poorly tied. Left ankle weak from favoring the right leg. Sleeps little. Eats worse. Carries medicine damp. Lets binding cords knot. Allows salve tins to leak. Posture poor.”

I stare at her.

The yard stares at her.

Holt’s mouth twitches.

Ivy looks both delighted and vindicated.

The Moonhorn lifts her head. “And yet.”

The words settle strangely.

Not praise.

Not kindness.

Something heavier.

She looks at the kit tucked against me. “He did not hand over a frightened beast to clean hands that had hurt it.”

Cedric’s face tightens. “Blessed one, that is an accusation against the Chapel.”

“Yes.”

A chapel attendant actually takes one step back.

Cedric’s eyes flash. “This branch has no authority to challenge Chapel judgment.”

The Moonhorn’s mane stirs though no wind crosses the yard. “I did not ask for authority.”

“You answered our rite.”

“I answered a cry.”

The mark on my wrist pulses.

A cry.

The kit’s scream. The pain. The panic. The raw little thought pushing through me so hard I crossed a glowing line without thinking.

Cedric follows the Moonhorn’s gaze to my wrist.

His expression changes again. This time I cannot read it.

“Show your hand,” he says.

“No.”

The answer leaves me before fear can dress it politely.

Cedric turns his head. “Guards.”

Holt moves first.

Not fast, not like Oren Pike in the tavern stories who can supposedly swing an axe before a candle flickers. Holt is old and half-lame and one-armed. But he steps in front of me with such practiced weight that the guards pause.

“You lay hands on him,” Holt says, “and this branch files formal protest through the Registry.”

Cedric’s brows lift. “The rural branch?”

“The rural branch with seventeen active beast contracts, six pending infestation complaints, and one Moonhorn standing in the yard.”

The Moonhorn looks at him.

Holt adds, “Temporarily standing in the yard.”

Her tail flicks again.

Cedric’s smile thins. “You overestimate your ink.”

“My ink’s ugly, but it sticks.”

The silence after that is tight and brittle.

I have never heard Holt speak to anyone in the Chapel like an equal. I do not know whether to be grateful or terrified. My ribs feel too small for my lungs.

The kit noses my sleeve again.

Water?

“Water,” I say.

Ivy is already moving. “Not the rite bowls. I’ll get clean well water.”

She hurries toward the side pump.

Cedric watches her go as if every step offends him. “This is disorder.”

“It’s a stable,” I say. “Order lasts about three minutes in good weather.”

“No one addressed you.”

“I noticed. It was pleasant.”

“Bram,” Holt warns.

The Moonhorn glances down at me. “Your tongue is quicker than your grooming.”

“I get more practice with one.”

“That will change.”

“I was afraid of that.”

Cedric turns fully toward her. “Blessed Moonhorn, I must insist—”

“No,” she says.

The word comes with a flare of hornlight.

Cedric stops again, but this time anger breaks through the reverence. His cheeks color. “Then we shall proceed according to sacred law.”

The Moonhorn lowers her head slightly. “You may try.”

A shiver passes over the yard.

Ivy returns with a wooden bowl of water and a bundle of clean cloth. Her hands are steady, but her eyes keep flicking between Cedric and the Moonhorn. She kneels beside me.

“Let me see the kit.”

The kit thinks bitter? no bitter? thirsty thirsty thirsty.

“It thinks you’re going to poison it,” I say.

Ivy pauses. “What?”

“The water. It’s asking if it’s bitter.”

Ivy’s eyes go wide for one breath. Then she lifts the bowl and sips from it herself.

“See?” she says softly to the kit. “Plain well water. No moonwash. No tincture.”

The kit sniffs. Its tongue flicks out. Then it drinks greedily, little throat working around the torn skin.

The feeling that comes through my wrist is so simple it almost knocks me sideways.

Water good.

My eyes sting.

Ridiculous. It is water. A fox kit drinking water in a ruined rite circle while half the branch watches and a legendary beast judges my posture. Nothing to get choked up about.

Ivy looks at my face and says nothing.

Good friend.

The thought is not mine.

I glance at the kit.

It drinks again.

Good hand. Good water. Loud man. Good friend.

I let out a shaky breath.

“Ivy,” I whisper.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

She looks at me.

“It called you good friend.”

Ivy’s lips part. Her eyes shine before she blinks hard and gets practical because that is what Ivy does when the world tilts. “Then tell it good friends need to clean wounds.”

The kit recoils.

No clean. Clean hurts.

“Clean hurts less than infection,” Ivy says, and I realize I have said it out loud.

The Moonhorn watches closely.

“Tell it,” she says.

“Tell it what?”

“The truth.”

I look down at the kit. “She needs to clean your neck. It’ll sting. Probably a lot. I am sorry. But if she doesn’t, it gets worse.”

The kit’s thoughts flicker. Fear. Tired. Pain. Then one small, bitter image: the collar, the rod, the white sleeves.

No hold?

“No rod,” I say. “No collar. I’ll hold you, but I won’t squeeze.”

The kit presses its face into my coat.

Bad. Do.

Ivy’s mouth trembles once.

Then she works.

She is gentle, but the kit still shakes. It hisses smoke into my sleeve. It bites my thumb once, not deep, more warning than damage. I keep talking because silence makes the kit’s fear louder and because talking is the only useful thing my body remembers how to do.

“You have excellent teeth. Terrible manners, but excellent teeth. Ivy, if I pass out from sacred fox bite, tell Holt I died qualified.”

Holt snorts. “You’ll die shoveling if you’re lucky.”

“I feel supported.”

The Moonhorn says, “You talk too much.”

“I’ve been told it distracts from my other flaws.”

“It does not.”

“I walked into that.”

“You trip into most things.”

The kit drinks again.

Less bad. Loud man silly.

“See?” I say. “It appreciates me.”

The Moonhorn gives me a look.

I decide not to translate silly.

As Ivy wraps the kit’s neck in soft cloth, the pale lines around my wrist settle. They do not vanish. A faint mark remains, like two strands of white cord beneath the skin.

Cedric has not stopped watching it.

His attendants whisper behind him. The nobles under the canopy have risen halfway, confused about whether kneeling is still required. The villagers are packed shoulder to shoulder, hungry for a clear answer. I can feel their eyes on my wrist, on the Moonhorn, on my dirty boots.

The branch yard smells of scorched moonstone, trampled grass, incense, dung, and clean water.

Cedric lifts his hand.

One attendant brings him a roll of parchment sealed in white wax.

My stomach sinks before he breaks the seal.

I know parchment. I know that little pause people take before words become walls.

Cedric unrolls it and reads silently. His mouth firms.

Holt mutters, “Here it comes.”

“What?” I ask.

“The part where ink tries to bite.”

Cedric looks at me, then at the Moonhorn.

“By the authority of the White Horn Chapel and the royal covenant of Eldermark, any unverified manifestation involving a sacred beast must be placed under immediate review in the capital.”

Ivy goes still.

Holt’s face darkens.

Cedric’s voice carries across the yard. He wants the crowd to hear. “The young apprentice Bram Alder is to be escorted to the capital for inquiry. The Moonhorn will travel under Chapel observation. The creature used in the disrupted rite will be confiscated for examination.”

The kit stiffens in my arms.

No. No men white. No.

I hold it tighter.

“No,” I say.

Cedric’s eyes sharpen. “You are not being asked.”

“That kit isn’t evidence.”

“It is part of the rite.”

“It is a patient.”

“It is property of the Registry pending transfer.”

“Then the Registry says no,” Holt snaps.

Cedric turns toward him. “You do not have that authority.”

“On branch grounds, for branch beasts, until the capital confirms transfer, I do.”

Cedric’s gaze hardens. “Master Merrin, your history of insubordination is not forgotten.”

Holt smiles without humor. “Good. Saves me repeating myself.”

The parchment crackles in Cedric’s fist.

The Moonhorn steps forward, placing herself between Cedric and me. The movement is quiet, but every person in the yard leans back.

“The small one remains with the herb worker until it heals,” she says.

Cedric’s jaw works. “Blessed one—”

“Until it heals.”

The kit’s fear loosens by one small thread.

Ivy takes the bundle from me carefully. The kit hesitates, then lets her. Good friend water. Bad neck. Sleep?

“Yes,” Ivy says, though I have not translated that part. “Sleep if you can.”

The Moonhorn’s gaze returns to me.

“You will go to the capital.”

My mouth opens.

Nothing comes out.

For one bright moment, I think of running.

Not far. I am not an idiot. Well, not always. But there are back roads behind the branch, drainage ditches, the old mill path. I know where the alder trees thicken near the stream. I know which fence has a loose board. I know how to disappear for an afternoon when Holt starts looking for someone to clean the leech trough.

The capital is different.

White courts. Noble hands. Chapel records. People who can turn a dirty apprentice into a cautionary tale before supper.

My wrist prickles.

I press my thumb over the mark.

“I don’t belong in the capital,” I say.

The Moonhorn looks at me for a long moment.

“No,” she says. “You barely belong in clean trousers.”

“Strangely, that doesn’t help.”

“You will go because the rot is there.”

The word rot makes Cedric inhale through his nose.

I glance at him, then back at her. “You mean soot-taint?”

“I mean what humans call soot-taint when they wish to blame beasts.”

A stir runs through the yard.

Cedric cuts in. “That is a dangerous claim.”

The Moonhorn’s eyes do not leave mine. “Danger has not waited for permission.”

My throat feels dry.

The kit’s voice lingers in my bones. Neck bad. Water bad. Men white.

And underneath it, smaller but steady, another feeling. My own, maybe. Maybe something old with smoke in it.

Again?

The word is not spoken. It rises like a bubble from dark water.

Again, with parchment. Again, with chains. Again, with someone clean saying the hurting thing must be removed before anyone smells blame.

I rub my wrist harder.

Ivy notices. “Bram?”

“I’m fine.”

The Moonhorn’s eyes narrow.

I straighten before she can comment on my posture.

Cedric rolls the parchment tight. “We depart at first light.”

“No,” the Moonhorn says.

His patience cracks. “Blessed one, the summons—”

“We depart when the kit’s wound is bound, the boy’s pouch is emptied, dried, sorted, and repacked, his boots are cleaned, his laces replaced, his coat brushed, and his sleep debt reduced by no less than six hours.”

I stare at her.

The entire branch stares at her.

Holt makes a choking sound and turns it into a cough.

Ivy’s shoulders begin to shake.

Cedric looks as if the Moonhorn has just bitten him.

“Sacred law does not require—”

“I do.”

The Moonhorn lowers her head until her horn points directly at Cedric’s chest.

“Bring your carriage tomorrow afternoon.”

“Afternoon?” Cedric echoes.

“The boy is useless if he falls asleep into a ditch.”

“I have never fallen asleep into a ditch,” I say.

Holt coughs again.

Ivy looks away.

I add, “Not a deep one.”

The Moonhorn closes her eyes.

For a legendary beast, she has a remarkable gift for looking tired.

Cedric’s fingers tighten around the parchment. He wants to refuse. I can see it. The whole yard can see it. But he is standing before the sacred creature his own temple has prayed toward for generations, and she has just made travel arrangements around my laundry.

At last he bows.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” he says, each syllable scraped thin. “The Chapel will expect obedience.”

The Moonhorn says nothing.

Cedric turns sharply. His robes whisper over the grass. The attendants follow. The nobles hesitate, bow toward the Moonhorn, then hurry after him with pale faces and muddy hems. The chapel guards retreat last, their eyes flicking to my wrist.

The villagers remain a moment longer.

No one knows what to do with me.

Yesterday, I was Bram who cleaned stalls.

This morning, I am Bram who ruined the summoning rite.

Now I am Bram who has a Moonhorn standing beside him and an order to go to the capital.

I do not know which version gets fed to gossip first.

The Moonhorn turns toward the villagers.

They bow in a wave, clumsy and frightened. She does not preen. She does not bless them. She looks past them toward the stable.

“The mudhen’s floor is damp,” she says.

Every head turns to me.

I lift both hands. “I was getting to it.”

“You were not.”

“I was spiritually approaching it.”

“You stepped in dung and began arguing with authority.”

“Both were unavoidable.”

“Neither was well executed.”

Holt barks a laugh before he can stop himself.

The tension breaks wrong and sudden. A few villagers laugh too, then clap hands over their mouths. Ivy lets out the sound she has been holding in, half laugh, half sob. The kit in her arms startles, then settles again.

I stand in the middle of the ruined circle with grass stains on my knees, moonstone powder on my hands, a glowing mark under my skin, and a sacred beast criticizing my work pace.

My legs begin to shake.

Not fear exactly.

Not relief.

Something after both, when the body realizes it has been pretending to be a fence post during a storm.

Holt sees it first. He steps in, grips the back of my coat with his good hand, and hauls me toward the stable before I can fold in front of half the town.

“Inside,” he mutters.

“I can walk.”

“You’re walking like a newborn foal on a tavern floor.”

“I have natural elegance.”

“You have dung on your ankle.”

The Moonhorn follows.

The entire yard shifts back to let her pass. She moves like a royal procession without needing banners. Every hoof lands cleanly. Every stain on the ground fades beneath her. The mud does not cling to her legs. Of course it does not. Even mud knows rank.

At the stable door, she stops.

Her ears tilt.

The smell rolls out: straw, beast sweat, old wood, medicine, damp feed, dung, smoke, and a dozen lived-in complaints.

I brace for disgust.

The Moonhorn steps inside.

The beasts go silent.

Then the mudhen lifts her head.

Big clean. Floor still bad.

The Moonhorn looks at me.

I sigh. “Yes, yes. I know.”

Ivy carries the kit to her workbench near the back, where the light is good and the shelves are crowded with jars. Holt pushes me onto an overturned feed crate. I sit because my knees approve the decision before my pride can object.

The Moonhorn stands in the center aisle, too large for our shabby stable and somehow making it look even shabbier. Her mane glimmers near the low rafters. The postal rook peers down, then wisely tucks its beak under one wing.

Holt folds his arms. “Name?”

The Moonhorn looks at him.

He holds her gaze. “You’ve got one. I’m old, not stupid.”

For a moment, the stable breathes around us.

Then she says, “Caelune.”

The name slides through the air like moonlight over water.

I feel it in my wrist.

Caelune.

I repeat it silently, and the mark warms.

Caelune’s eyes flick to me. “Do not mumble it like a charm you stole.”

“I did not say it out loud.”

“You thought it loudly.”

“That is not a crime.”

“It may become one if you continue.”

Holt studies my wrist. “Show me.”

I hesitate.

His voice softens in the smallest possible way. “Bram.”

I hold out my left arm.

The mark sits just beneath the skin, two pale lines curving around the inside of my wrist, not complete, not decorative. It looks like the start of a cord, or a question.

Holt does not touch it. Ivy comes over, still holding a roll of clean cloth, and leans close.

“A beastbond mark,” she whispers.

“Can’t be,” Holt says. “Not formed proper.”

Caelune snorts. “Because nothing about him is formed proper.”

“Helpful,” I say.

Holt’s gaze remains on the mark. “What did you hear?”

I flex my fingers. “The kit. Clearer than before. Pain. Thirst. It hated the moonwash. It likes Ivy.”

Ivy’s eyes soften.

“The mudhen complained about the floor,” I add.

Holt looks at the mudhen.

The mudhen looks back.

Floor bad.

“And now it’s doing it again,” I say.

Holt rubs a hand over his face.

Ivy kneels in front of me. “Did it hurt?”

“The mudhen’s opinion? Deeply.”

“Bram.”

I look at my wrist. “When the kit screamed, yes. Like a hook inside the bone. After that, it was... not words. Not all words. Feelings with teeth.”

Caelune stands very still.

Holt notices. “You know what this is.”

“I know what humans forgot to notice,” she says.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the answer you have earned.”

Holt’s jaw tightens, but he lets it go.

Ivy wraps a strip of clean cloth around my bitten thumb. “You need food.”

Caelune’s head snaps toward me. “He has not eaten?”

I glare at Ivy.

Ivy does not look sorry. “He gave his breakfast away.”

“The silver-nose mole was starving,” I say.

Holt grunts. “It was peckish.”

“It looked at me with tragic eyes.”

“It always looks like that. Its face is built wrong.”

Caelune steps closer.

I suddenly understand how a mouse feels when a barn cat takes interest.

“You skipped food,” she says.

“I intended to eat later.”

“When?”

“After the rite.”

“After cleaning stalls, interfering with a sacred rite, cutting a collar, falling into a summoning circle, and arguing with a high priest?”

“When you list it like that, it sounds busy.”

“It sounds stupid.”

Ivy nods.

Holt nods.

The mudhen clucks.

Traitor bird.

Caelune lowers her head until her pale eye is level with mine. “A keeper who neglects his own body will neglect a beast when exhaustion takes his hands.”

The words land harder than I want them to.

I look away first.

“I don’t neglect beasts.”

“No,” she says. “You neglect preparation. Then you call desperation kindness.”

I have an answer. Several. They press against my teeth.

We are understaffed.

The branch has no money.

Holt gives me twice the work because the others get assigned public duties.

I was doing my best.

They are all true.

None of them get past my mouth.

My pouch lies open beside me, damp and pathetic. Ivy’s fingers have sorted half the mess without being asked: marshmint gone in a discard bowl, bandages hung over a peg to dry, salve tin wiped, cords separated. My spoon sits on the crate like evidence from a trial.

The kit sleeps on Ivy’s workbench, bundled in cloth, its tail flame low and warm.

If the shears had not been there, if they had been buried deeper, if Ivy had not slipped them into the outer pocket yesterday after I forgot them in the goat pen—

My stomach turns.

Caelune watches my face.

“Good,” she says.

I look up. “What?”

“You noticed.”

It is not praise. It is not gentle.

It keeps me from arguing anyway.

Holt picks up the old calming bell from my pouch. It is brass, dented on one side, with a worn handle dark from years of hands. He gave it to me months ago and called it a loan. I have used it mostly to stop beetle-goats headbutting doors and once to get a drunk lantern-cat out of a chimney.

He turns it in his fingers. “Capital’s no place for you.”

“I gathered that from the number of clean floors.”

“The Chapel will try to take her.”

Caelune’s ears move. “They may try.”

Holt ignores the edge in her voice. “They’ll try to prove your bond false. If they can’t, they’ll prove you unfit. That won’t be hard.”

“Thank you,” I say.

He points the bell at me. “Your records are thin. Your contract attempts are a mess. You talk too much when nervous. You look guilty when standing still. You’ve got the posture of a sack and the impulse control of a spark weasel.”

I turn to Ivy. “Is this the part where someone says I have hidden strengths?”

“You do notice small symptoms,” she says.

“Lovely. Put that on my gravestone.”

Holt leans closer. “Listen to me. Cedric will not come at you like a bitten fox. He’ll come with parchment, witnesses, law, and pretty words. Don’t give him easy rope.”

I glance at my wrist. “I don’t know what happened out there.”

“No. But you know what you saw. Collar too tight. Water wrong. Kit hurt. Stick to that.”

Caelune says, “And fix the pouch.”

Holt sighs. “Yes. And fix the damned pouch.”

Ivy moves back to the kit, checking the bandage. “The wound is cleaner now. It should sleep.”

The kit shifts.

Hungry later. Good friend.

I smile despite myself.

Caelune sees it.

“What did it say?”

“That Ivy is good friend.”

“And?”

I look at the kit.

A small warm thought curls around my wrist.

Loud man stayed.

I clear my throat. “Nothing else.”

Caelune’s gaze sharpens.

I stand too fast. My knees protest. “Right. Pouch. Food. Sleep. Boots. Probably not in that order because my boots are still an ecological concern.”

Holt grabs my shoulder before I can escape. “One more thing.”

His voice has changed.

I do not like it.

He looks toward the stable door, where the broken summoning circle is visible through the yard beyond. Villagers still linger at the rope. Chapel servants scrape up scorched moonstone powder with silver tools. Cedric stands near the carriage road, speaking to a guard, white robes bright against the mud.

Holt’s hand tightens.

“When you get to the capital, don’t let them separate you from Caelune.”

I glance at her.

She looks down at me, unreadable.

“I thought I was the unfit one,” I say.

“You are,” Holt says. “But she chose the mess anyway. That means something, whether the Chapel likes it or not.”

Caelune’s tail flicks.

“I have not chosen him as owner,” she says.

The word owner comes out colder than winter iron.

Holt nods once. “Good.”

I look between them. “Do I get a say in what I am?”

Caelune turns her pale eyes on me. “At present? A failed keeper under correction.”

“That is going to look terrible on official forms.”

“Improve, then.”

I want to snap back.

Something about her voice stops me. Not magic. Worse. She means it.

Improve.

Not be chosen. Not be pure. Not be noble. Not stand in a perfect circle with a clean coat and a speech ready.

Improve.

The word sits in my chest like a stone I have to decide whether to carry or throw.

Outside, carriage wheels creak.

Cedric’s voice rises just enough to reach the stable.

“By tomorrow afternoon, Bram Alder will present himself for transfer to the capital. Refusal will be treated as contempt of sacred authority.”

The yard quiets again.

I look at the kit.

At Ivy’s hands, careful on the bandage.

At Holt’s old bell.

At Caelune, too bright for our dim stable, standing where dung steam still curls near the door.

My wristmark pulses once.

The kit sleeps.

For once, I do not have a joke ready.

Caelune steps closer until her shadow falls over my boots.

“Eat,” she says.

I blink. “That’s your command after a sacred summons to the capital?”

“Yes.”

“I may be arrested tomorrow.”

“Then be arrested after breakfast.”

Holt grunts. “Best advice you’ll get.”

Ivy picks up my spoon from the crate and holds it out to me. “Since you packed it.”

I take it.

The spoon is sticky with marshmint.

Caelune looks at it.

Then at me.

“Wash that first.”

I look at Holt. “Is it too late to let Cedric have me?”

“Yes,” Holt says.

Caelune’s horn glows faintly as she turns toward the damp mudhen stall. “After food, you will fix that floor.”

The mudhen clucks in triumph.

Floor. Floor. Floor.

I point the spoon at it. “Do not start.”

Caelune looks back over her shoulder.

“Keeper,” she says.

The word hits differently from boy, servant, apprentice, nuisance.

Not soft.

Not kind.

Not earned, either.

But not nothing.

I close my fingers around the filthy spoon, feel the mark warm under my sleeve, and hear the carriage outside roll away over the road to the capital.
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Chapter3: Moonhorn and Muddy Provisions
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By sunrise, I learn that being chosen by a legendary sacred beast does not save a man from packing.

It makes packing worse.

Much worse.

The stable yard smells of wet straw, old ashes from the kitchen hearth, and the sharp clean bite of Ivy’s boiled bandages. Mist hangs low over the branch grounds, turning fence rails silver at the edges. The broken summoning circle has been scraped away, though pale dust still clings in the cracks of the packed earth. Every time I look at that patch of yard, my wrist warms under my sleeve.

So I try not to look.

I stand beside the feed shed with my travel sack open at my feet and my tool pouch in both hands.

Caelune stands in front of me.

No one has told her she is too large for the yard. No one has told the morning mist not to glow faintly around her legs either, so apparently everyone is giving up on reasonable boundaries. Her white-silver coat looks untouched by stable dust. Her mane falls in pale blue waves over her neck, bright even before the sun reaches the roof. She watches me with the calm patience of someone waiting for a house to collapse so she can say she warned it about its foundation.

I clear my throat.

“I have packed.”

Caelune looks at the pouch.

The pouch sags in my grip. One side bulges. The flap will not close. A strip of bandage hangs from it
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