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​THE IRON TITHE

​Book Three of the Broken Vow Mysteries

By J.H. Hawthorn

​PROLOGUE: THE CONDUCTOR

Winter, 1351. The Borders.

The mud of the village street was frozen hard as iron. It crunched under the hooves of the destriers, a sound like bones snapping in the cold morning air.

There were six riders. They did not wear the surcoats of the local lords, nor the liveries of the English or Scottish crowns. They wore plate armor that gleamed with an impossible, liquid brilliance. Even under the leaden grey sky, the metal seemed to hold its own light.

Silver.

The villagers of Blacklaw had gathered in the square, herded there by men-at-arms who moved with the efficiency of butchers. The people shivered, their breath pluming in white clouds that vanished instantly in the biting wind.

Preceptor Kaelen sat atop his white stallion. He removed his gauntlet—a masterpiece of articulated silver—and held up a device. It looked like a tuning fork, but larger, split into three tines that vibrated with a low, nauseating hum.

"We do not seek your coin," Kaelen announced. His voice was soft, cultured, carrying effortlessly over the wind. "The King is dead. The law of gold has failed. We bring the law of purity."

He swept the tuning fork over the crowd. The hum remained steady.

"Bring out the refugee," Kaelen commanded.

Two men-at-arms dragged a man from the back of the crowd. He was ragged, terrified, clutching a bundle of blankets to his chest. He was a dyer from York, fled north when the factories burned.

As the man was dragged closer, the tuning fork in Kaelen’s hand began to shriek. The sound pitched up, sharp and painful. The silver tines sparked with blue static.

"There," Kaelen whispered, smiling. "Resonance."

"I have done nothing!" the dyer screamed, falling to his knees. "I only worked the vats! I ran when the fires started!"

"You breathed the fumes of the Rubedo," Kaelen said, dismounting. He walked toward the man, his silver greaves unblemished by the mud. "You carry the spark of the Gold King in your lungs. You are an anomaly. A flaw in the metal."

"Please," the dyer begged. "I am clean! Look!" He held out his hands. They were stained with indigo, but they were flesh.

"Flesh lies," Kaelen said. "Only the current speaks the truth."

He reached out. He did not draw a sword. He simply placed his silver-gauntleted hand on the dyer’s head.

Kaelen closed his eyes and focused. The armor he wore was not just protection; it was a circuit. It gathered the static from the dry winter air, the friction of the wind, the latent energy of the storm clouds gathering above.

Discharge.

There was a crack like a whip snapping, deafeningly loud. A bolt of blue-white light arced from the gauntlet into the man’s skull.

The dyer went rigid. He did not scream; the electricity seized his throat. His eyes boiled in their sockets. For a second, he was illuminated from the inside, a grotesque lantern of bone and blood. Then, he collapsed, smoke rising from his ears.

The silence that followed was absolute.

Kaelen wiped his gauntlet on the dead man’s tunic. He turned back to the villagers.

"The corruption is purged," he said. "The Iron Tithe is paid."

He remounted his horse. He looked north, toward the jagged line of the Cheviot Hills. The tuning fork was still humming, faint but persistent. It was pulling him. Not to a dyer, or a minor spill of alchemy.

It was pulling him toward a void. A silence so loud it deafened the sensors.

"North," Kaelen ordered. "We have found the anomaly."
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE WALL THAT BREATHES
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Cyprian ran his hand over the stone. It was cold, rough, and reassuringly solid.

Granite. Greywacke. Sandstone.

He had pulled these stones from the scree slopes of the Cheviots himself. He had mixed the mortar with lime burned in his own kiln. He had set every block with a level and a plumb line, obsessing over the geometry until his hands bled.

"It will hold," he muttered to himself.

"It held the snow out," a voice said. "That should be enough."

Cyprian turned. Rowan was standing in the doorway of the tower, wrapped in a heavy wool shawl dyed the color of heather. Her copper hair was braided back, streaked with the premature grey that had appeared after Lindisfarne.

She looked tired, but she no longer looked hunted.

"Snow is heavy," Cyprian said, patting the wall. "But it doesn't carry battering rams."

"You promised no more wars, Cyprian," she said, though there was no accusation in her tone. Only a weary pragmatism. "You said we were builders now."

"A builder must know the load," he replied. "And the wind is changing."

He climbed down from the scaffolding. He was thicker now, the lean desperation of their flight replaced by the muscle of hard labor. But the mace still hung at his belt. It was pitted with rust, the leather grip worn smooth, but he never worked without it.

They walked inside. The ground floor of the peel tower was vaulted, the ceiling a series of stone ribs that Cyprian had engineered to support the living quarters above. It smelled of woodsmoke, dried herbs, and the iron tang of the smithy corner where Cyprian repaired tools.

Rowan went to the hearth. A cauldron of stew was bubbling.

She reached for the ladle. She didn't use her left hand. She used her right.

Cyprian watched, as he always did, with a mixture of awe and guilt.

The arm emerged from the folds of her shawl. It was no longer the bright, terrifying white of the Albedo, nor the violet-pulsing conduit that had unmade a wizard.

It was dark grey. Iron.

The surface was pitted and rough, looking more like the bark of an ancient oak tree than metal. It moved stiffly, the heavy joints grinding with a sound like stones rubbing together underwater.

She gripped the ladle. The iron fingers didn't possess fine dexterity, but they possessed crushing power. She stirred the pot, the metal of her arm clinking against the rim.

"The ache?" Cyprian asked, taking a bowl from the table.

"Dull," she said. "Like a storm coming. It feels... magnetic today."

She served him. They sat at the rough-hewn table, the silence comfortable between them. This was the Anchor. The life they had stolen from the end of the world.

"I saw the Tinker on the ridge road again," Cyprian said, breaking a piece of bread. "He didn't come down."

"He knows better," Rowan said. "He knows the woman in the tower has a touch that kills the crops."

"It’s superstition," Cyprian said. "The turnips are fine."

"It keeps us safe," she countered. "Loneliness is a better wall than granite."

Cyprian stopped eating. He looked at the mace leaning against the wall.

"The Tinker isn't avoiding us because of superstition, Rowan. He's avoiding us because he's being followed."

Rowan set her spoon down. Her iron hand rested on the wood of the table, leaving a faint indentation.

"The Silver?" she whispered.

"The birds have been quiet all morning," Cyprian said. "No curlews. No hawks. The hills are holding their breath."

He stood up. He walked to the narrow slit window that looked south, down the valley toward the English border.

The sky was bruising purple, heavy with unspent snow. But on the horizon, moving against the dark heather of the lower slopes, there was a glint.

It wasn't the warm glow of a lantern. It was a cold, sharp spark. Like a star fallen to earth.

"They aren't rumors anymore," Cyprian said.

Rowan joined him at the window. She didn't need to ask. She could feel it. Her iron arm was vibrating, a low thrumming resonance that traveled up her shoulder and into her teeth.

"They feel like static," she said, clutching her chest. "Like lightning trapped in a jar. They are loud, Cyprian."

"How many?"

"Six. Maybe seven. But the one in the lead..." She winced. "He feels like a scream."

Cyprian turned from the window. The domestic peace of the morning—the smell of the stew, the warmth of the fire—evaporated instantly.

He walked to the corner of the room and kicked aside a pile of sacking. Beneath it lay the trapdoor to the cellar.

"Get the crossbow," he ordered. "And the oil."

"We fight?" Rowan asked. She looked at her iron hand, flexing the heavy fingers.

"No," Cyprian said, lifting the trapdoor to reveal the dark, Roman foundations he had uncovered months ago. "We don't fight. Not yet."

He looked at her, his eyes hard and familiar. The mason was gone. The soldier was back.

"We invite them in."
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE SILVER BELL
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The waiting was the hardest work.

Cyprian had barred the door with a beam of seasoned oak, thick as a man’s thigh. He sat on a stool in the center of the room, the crossbow resting on his knees. It was loaded, the bolt tip smeared with a paste of monkshood—a hunter’s trick, not a soldier’s.

Rowan stood by the hearth, her back to the fire. The heat radiated against her wool dress, but her right side remained cold. The iron arm was a sinkhole for warmth.

"They are at the perimeter," Rowan whispered. She didn't need to look out the window. "I can feel the static. It tastes like copper in my mouth."

"Let them get close," Cyprian said, his voice level. "Armor is heavy. Mud is deep. Let the hill do the work first."

Outside, the wind howled around the stone corners of the tower, but beneath the gale, a new sound emerged. A rhythmic, metallic thrumming. It wasn't the sound of hooves. It was the sound of the air itself being agitated.

Hummmmm.

The iron ladle hanging by the fire began to vibrate against the stone. The dust on the table danced.

"Resonance," Rowan winced, pressing her left hand to her temple. "They are scanning."

A voice boombed from outside, amplified by the strange acoustics of the valley and the silver technology.

"Occupants of the Tower. By the authority of the Argent Brotherhood and the Crown, you are commanded to present yourselves for the Tithe."

Cyprian didn't move. He looked at the ceiling, checking the heavy stone ribs he had mortar-set with his own hands.

"They sound polite," he noted dryly.

"Purity always sounds polite before it burns you," Rowan said.

"If you do not emerge," the voice continued, "we will assume corruption. And we will sanitize the structure."

There was a crackle of blue light visible through the slit windows. They were charging their weapons.

Cyprian stood up. He walked to the trapdoor in the corner—the one leading to the Roman foundations—and unlatched it. He didn't open it; he just removed the lock.

Then he walked to the main door.

"Cover your arm," he ordered Rowan. "Hide the iron. Be the frightened woman they expect."

Rowan pulled her shawl tight, wrapping the heavy, dead limb against her chest. She hunched her shoulders, shrinking into herself. It was a performance she had perfected in the villages.

Cyprian lifted the oak bar. It was heavy, but he moved it with a deliberate slowness.

He opened the door.

The wind rushed in, carrying snowflakes and the smell of ozone.

Standing in the yard were six knights. Their horses were gone, left down the slope. They stood in a semi-circle, their silver plate armor gleaming in the twilight. It was seamless, fluid, reflecting the firelight from the tower in distorted waves.

In the center stood Preceptor Kaelen. He held the tuning fork device in one hand. In the other, he held a sword that
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