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Chapter 1. The Man in the Cage
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By noon, the road had turned completely to mud.

Kael Varn drew in the reins and let the mare pick her own way through the deep ruts. The horse was as tired as he was and had long since stopped trying to skirt every puddle. Muddy water came nearly to her fetlocks, and each step pulled black clods of earth from beneath her shoes with a wet suck.

Once, this had been a trade route.

At the crossroads, the names of three towns could still be made out on an old stone marker, though one side of the monolith had split away and moss had nearly swallowed the lettering. No one had repaired the road in years.

Kael had been riding through Baron Reynar’s lands for two days.

He had seen enough to know the baron was in trouble.

That morning, he’d passed two abandoned farms. One had lost its roof; at the other, the wind banged what remained of the door. Weeds had swallowed the surrounding fields. People still lived at a third holding, but smoke rose from only two of its six houses.

Kael stopped by an old mill to water the mare.

All that remained of the mill was a charred stone shell. The sails were gone. Part of the roof had collapsed inward.

A peasant sat beside the stream repairing a wooden cartwheel, binding the cracked rim with strips of rawhide.

“How far to Black Ford?” Kael asked.

The man looked up.

First at the sword by the saddle. Then at Kael’s face.

“If your horse doesn’t die on you, you’ll make it by dark.”

“Reassuring.”

The peasant shrugged.

“Not much around here is these days.”

A woman carrying a bucket came around the ruins. Hearing them talk, she set it down beside the stream.

“Heading to the baron?”

“No.”

“Good.”

The man grunted.

“You starting again?”

“Starting what?” The woman looked at Kael. “He bleeds us of our last silver. Pay for the land. Pay for the bridge. Pay for grain. Soon enough we’ll be paying for the air.”

“Without his grain last winter, air’s all you’d be eating now,” the man said.

The woman rounded on him.

“Grain he bought with our silver.”

“As if the other barons hand theirs out for free.”

This clearly wasn’t the first time they’d had the argument.

Kael pulled out his flask, took a drink, and looked at the burned-out mill.

“How long ago did it burn?”

“Three years,” the man said. “After the raid.”

“Whose?”

“Halvek’s men.”

Kael knew the name. Lord Halvek held the lands to the east and had spent the last few years slowly biting pieces off his neighbors’ territories, choosing those who couldn’t afford a large army.

“Reynar stopped them?” he asked.

The man nodded.

“He did.”

The woman said nothing.

One corner of Kael’s mouth twitched.

So they hated the baron and were grateful to him at the same time.

Nothing unusual there.

He untied the reins from the branch.

“Black Ford straight down this road?”

The peasant stopped working on the wheel.

“Yes.”

Something in his voice changed.

Kael caught it.

“What?”

The man glanced at the woman, then back at him.

“Don’t ride through the woods after sundown.”

Kael looked at the sun. It had another four hours before it touched the horizon.

“Wolves?”

The woman picked up her bucket.

“If only.”

Then she walked back toward the house.

Kael watched her go.

“People disappearing out there?” he asked.

The peasant went back to tightening the rawhide around the wheel.

“So you’ve heard already.”

Kael said nothing.

Inside the leather bag beneath his cloak lay a sheet of paper folded into quarters and stamped with the broker’s seal.

The job was simple.

Find the woman the people of Black Ford called a witch.

Kill her.

Find the place where she performed her rituals.

Destroy the source of the curse.

Half the payment was already in his purse.

The other half would be paid when the job was done.

Kael urged the mare on.

Black Ford was only a few hours away.

So far, the only thing he disliked about the job was how many people had felt the need to warn him before he’d even reached the village.

Kael reached Black Ford before sunset.

The village lay in a hollow between two hills, where the road crossed a broad, dark river over an old stone bridge. The place must once have been busy. The remains of merchants’ awnings still stood near the crossing, along with several large barns and a hitching rail long enough for a dozen horses.

Now a single old nag stood tied there.

Kael slowed on the bridge.

The water below really did look almost black. Not from mud—the riverbed was peat, and even the reflection of the evening sky failed to brighten it.

That was probably where the name came from.

Black Ford.

The first thing Kael noticed after riding in was the shutters.

People were closing them even though the sun hadn’t yet touched the hills.

A woman hurried to gather laundry from a line. Two boys dragged a wooden bench into a yard. A man took bundles of dried onions down from an awning.

Everyone was in a hurry.

And almost no one spoke.

Kael was passing a small house when the door suddenly flew open.

“Milan!”

A boy of about seven, standing near the road, flinched.

“I was just—”

“Inside.”

“Mom—”

“Now.”

The woman seized her son by the shoulder, hauled him in, and slammed the door.

A second later, the bolt scraped home.

Kael looked at the sun.

There was at least an hour of daylight left.

He rode on.

Small iron plates hung from the doorframes of nearly every house. Sometimes it was only a scrap of rusty metal, sometimes a horseshoe, sometimes two crossed strips of iron.

Symbols had been scratched into some of them.

Not magical ones.

At least, none Kael recognized.

Superstition, more likely.

At the local smithy, a man was nailing another strip of iron to the wall beside the door.

Kael stopped.

“Does it help?”

The blacksmith didn’t even ask what he meant.

“Sometimes.”

“And when it doesn’t?”

The hammer stopped in midair.

“Then someone’s missing in the morning.”

He drove the nail again.

Kael was about to ask something else when something in the center of the village caught his eye.

People were gathering there.

Not a crowd—twenty, maybe twenty-five.

They stood in a semicircle, barely speaking.

In the middle of the square stood an iron cage.

Kael stared at it for several seconds, trying to understand why a small village needed something sturdy enough to hold a bear.

The cage was old.

Bars two fingers thick.

A roof made of iron strips.

A heavy door.

A man sat inside on a wooden bench.

About forty-five.

Solidly built, broad-shouldered, with a graying beard.

Not bound.

Not beaten.

He didn’t look like a criminal.

Kael rode closer.

Several people turned their heads.

The last of the murmured conversation died.

He dismounted beside the well.

The man in the cage looked at him.

“Traveler?”

“For now.”

“Then you picked a bad place to spend the night.”

Kael tied off the mare.

“Looks like you picked worse.”

The man gave a short laugh.

A short old man stepped up beside him, a heavy ring of keys hanging from his belt.

His gray hair was combed back, and deep wrinkles furrowed his face.

“I’m Garren,” he said. “Village headman.”

“Kael.”

Garren waited for more.

None came.

“Are you the man they sent?”

Too quick.

So they had been expecting him.

“Depends what for.”

The headman lowered his voice.

“The witch.”

Several villagers standing nearby heard him anyway.

One of them made a strange local sign—two fingers to the lips, then the chest.

Kael looked toward the cage.

“Her?”

The man inside laughed.

No one else smiled.

“No,” Garren said.

“Thief?”

“No.”

“Murderer?”

“No.”

Kael looked at the prisoner.

The man spread his hands.

“I don’t even owe taxes.”

“Then why is he in a cage?”

Garren didn’t answer at once.

A dog barked somewhere at the far end of the village.

One.

Then another.

Then both fell abruptly silent.

The headman turned his head toward the forest.

The dark line of trees began almost immediately beyond the last houses.

“Tonight is his turn.”

“His turn for what?”

This time, the prisoner answered for himself.

“The night.”

The square grew quieter still.

Kael swept his gaze over the people gathered there.

No one looked surprised.

No one tried to open the cage.

“Name?”

“Tomas.”

“And you climbed in there willingly?”

Tomas looked at the people around him.

At a woman with red-rimmed eyes.

At the boy beside her.

Then back at Kael.

“Willingly is too pretty a word for it.”

Garren tightened his grip on the ring of keys.

“We have an order to things.”

“I can see that.”

“Thanks to it, these past few weeks we’ve at least known how many people we’re going to lose.”

Kael slowly turned toward the headman.

“How many?”

“One.”

“A night?”

“Not every night.”

Garren swallowed.

“When the time comes.”

The sun touched the far hill.

As if on cue, several villagers began to leave.

Quickly.

Without goodbyes.

“And if the witch doesn’t come tonight?”

Tomas leaned back against the bars.

“Then we’ll have a drink in the morning.”

“And if she does?”

Tomas looked where the headman had looked before him.

Toward the forest.

“Then you’ll drink without me.”

By the time the sun disappeared behind the hills, the square was almost empty.

Only Kael, Garren, Tomas in the cage, and two men remained. The two men silently carried the last benches into the tavern.

The headman lingered nearby as though he couldn’t quite make himself leave.

“Where can I spend the night?” Kael asked.

Garren nodded toward the two-story building on the square.

“Brenn has rooms.”

“My horse?”

“In the yard. They’ll lock the gate for the night.”

Kael took his bag from the saddle.

“What about him?”

He nodded toward Tomas.

“You’re leaving him here?”

Garren’s jaw tightened.

“That’s the order.”

“Who came up with it?”

“I did.”

There was no pride in the answer.

Kael looked at the cage.

“And it works?”

The headman was silent for a long moment.

“Before, two people would disappear. Sometimes three.”

“And now?”

“One.”

“So you decided you’d found a way to bargain with it.”

Garren gave him a hard look.

“You came here to kill the witch. Kill her. Then you can tell us what we’ve been doing wrong.”

Kael didn’t answer.

The headman walked away.

A few minutes later, the tavern door slammed shut, and the square sank into a strange silence.

No drunken voices.

No laughter.

Even the dogs had stopped barking.

Kael carried his things up to his room, paid for the night, checked the window, and came back downstairs almost immediately.

The tavern keeper, a broad-shouldered man with red hands, spotted him at the door.

“Best not go out after dark.”

“Why?”

“Because I’d like your money for tomorrow night too.”

Kael opened the door.

“Then wish me luck.”

The innkeeper cursed after him.

The square had grown colder.

Tomas sat hugging himself.

A single lantern burned beside the cage.

Its weak yellow light barely reached the nearest houses.

Kael walked over.

“Thought you’d leave,” Tomas said.

“I’ve already been paid.”

“That’s exactly why a lot of men die.”

Kael leaned one shoulder against the well.

“When did it start?”

Tomas was quiet for a moment.

“About two months ago.”

“Who was first?”

“Daren. The innkeeper’s boy.”

Kael thought of the man inside.

“Did they find the body?”

“No.”

“Tracks?”

“None.”

“Then what?”

“A woman. Then a hunter. Then two more.”

Tomas rubbed his hands together.

On the right one, Kael noticed a thin, healed cut.

“What’s that?”

Tomas looked down.

“Caught it on something.”

“What?”

“Don’t remember.”

Kael didn’t press him.

“When did the cage come into it?”

“After the sixth.”

“Why here?”

Tomas looked toward the old stone pillar near the well.

Kael had barely noticed it in daylight. Just a dark block of stone that came to a man’s chest.

“The first time, they put someone in there because they were afraid to leave him alone at home,” Tomas said. “No one else disappeared that night.”

“Coincidence.”

“Second time too.”

“And the third?”

Tomas gave a humorless smile.

“After the third, Garren stopped believing in coincidences.”

Kael glanced at the stone.

Shallow scratches marked its surface.

Too old to make out any pattern.

“Who chooses?”

“We draw lots.”

“Fair?”

“So far.”

“And when Garren’s name comes up?”

Tomas smiled.

“Then we’ll find out.”

A sound came from the forest.

Very soft.

Like one branch dragging across another.

Kael stopped smiling at once.

Tomas went still too.

The sound came again.

Closer this time.

Not a crack.

Not a footstep.

A scrape.

Slow.

Uneven.

Like someone drawing a fingernail over dry bark.

Kael rested a hand on the hilt of his sword.

“Is that it?”

Tomas didn’t answer.

The scraping moved.

First to the left.

Then somewhere behind the houses.

Then it vanished.

Kael scanned the rooftops.

Nothing moved.

Windows closed.

Shutters barred.

Only one thin sliver of light showed between a pair of boards.

Someone was watching.

“The witch comes from the forest?” Kael asked.

Tomas let out a breath.

“That’s what they say.”

“Have you seen her?”

“No.”

“Has anyone?”

Tomas looked at him.

“They saw Mara.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Kael was about to ask more when Tomas jerked his head up.

Three knocks sounded from the village street.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

As if someone had rapped on a door.

A pause.

Then another door.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

Not a single door opened.

Kael slowly drew his sword.

“What’s that?”

Tomas went pale.

“It doesn’t usually do that.”

The scraping came again.

Very close now.

From the darkness behind the cage.

Kael stepped forward.

The lantern swayed though there was no wind.

Its flame stretched into a thin tongue.

Tomas shot to his feet.

“Don’t go closer.”

Kael stopped.

“Why?”

The man was staring somewhere past him.

Into the darkness.

“Because someone’s standing there.”

Kael spun around.

There was no one behind the cage.

Only the road.

The well.

The stone.

And the black line of forest in the distance.

He took another step.

The scraping stopped.

Absolute silence.

Tomas was breathing hard.

“See it?”

“No.”

“Neither did I.”

Kael turned.

“Then what did you—”

Tomas pressed a finger to his lips.

A sound came from somewhere below.

Not from the forest.

Not from the houses.

From beneath the square.

A slow grinding of stone against stone.

Kael lowered his gaze.

And for the first time that evening, a chill ran down his spine that had nothing to do with the night air.

Kael crouched beside the dark pillar and pressed his palm to the ground.

The grinding came again.

Faint. Muffled.

There really was something beneath the stone.

Not necessarily something alive.

An old drain. A hollow beneath the square. A settling foundation.

People hear what they fear, especially at night.

Kael stood.

“How old is this stone?”

Tomas gave a nervous laugh.

“You think I’ve been counting?”

Kael ran his fingers over the pillar’s surface. The stone was cold and damp. The scratches continued down into the ground, as though the lower part had been buried when the square was repaved.

He went back to the cage.

“Show me the lock.”

“From inside?”

“Exactly.”

Tomas came to the door.

The lock was simple, heavy, blacksmith-made. No trick to it. The shackle passed through two iron loops, and the keyhole faced outward.

Kael checked the bars, the hinges, the roof.

“If you’re gone in the morning, I’d at least like to know how you got out.”

“Very comforting.”

Kael took a short spool of fine thread from his bag. He cut off a length and tied one end to the lock’s shackle, the other to the lower loop, so the door couldn’t be opened without snapping the thread.

Then he rubbed a little ash from the lantern between his fingers and scattered it in a thin line around the base of the cage.

Tomas watched him.

“And what’s that supposed to do?”

“If the witch can walk through iron, nothing.”

“Very funny.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

Tomas fell silent.

Kael stayed in the square for nearly two more hours.

The scraping did not return.

No one knocked on any doors.

The forest stood like a motionless black wall.

Near midnight, Tomas sat on the bench and turned away from the lantern.

“If you’re planning to stand guard until morning, at least sit down,” he said. “You’re making me nervous.”

“If I leave, will you stop being nervous?”

“No. But there’ll be one less fool out here.”

Kael smirked.

He had no intention of sleeping, but there was little point in standing beside the cage until dawn. If the disappearances happened only when no one was watching, his presence might keep him from seeing anything useful at all.

Before leaving, he checked the thread on the lock one more time.

Intact.

“Don’t touch it.”

“I’ll try not to run from the monster and ruin your investigation.”

Kael studied him for a few seconds.

“If you see anything, shout.”

Tomas looked up at the dark windows of the houses.

“Think anyone will open their door?”

He didn’t undress at the tavern.

He laid his sword beside the bed.

His room overlooked the square, but the edge of a neighboring shed’s roof blocked his view of the cage. He could see only the upper half of the lantern and part of the old stone pillar.

Kael sat by the window until exhaustion made his eyes burn.

Once, he thought the lantern had gone out.

He rose.

But a few seconds later, the yellow light appeared again.

No screams.

No footsteps.

Only rain, beginning to tap softly against the roof.

Kael didn’t notice when he drifted off.

It wasn’t a sound that woke him.

The opposite.

Silence.

Gray light was already seeping through the window.

He looked at the square at once.

The lantern was out.

Kael grabbed his sword and left the room.

He ran into the tavern keeper on the stairs.

Brenn was barefoot and pale.

“Tomas?” Kael asked.

The innkeeper said nothing.

That was enough.

Kael yanked open the door.

People were already gathered around the cage.

Garren was among them.

The headman held the ring of keys in one hand but made no move to come closer.

Kael pushed through the crowd.

The cage was empty.

The door was closed.

The lock was still in place.

And the thread Kael had tied there the night before was unbroken.

He crouched.

The line of ash around the cage was damp from the rain but almost undisturbed.

No bare footprints.

No boot prints.

No sign of a struggle.

“You have the key?” Kael asked.

Garren raised the ring.

“All night.”

“Is there another one?”

“No.”

Kael opened the lock himself.

Only then did the thread snap.

He stepped inside.

One end of the bench was wet where rain had blown through the bars.

Tomas’s wool blanket lay on the other.

Nothing beneath it.

Kael examined the floor.

The iron cage stood directly on the stone paving.

No trapdoor.

No gap wide enough for a man to crawl through.

“I told you,” someone murmured behind him.

Kael stepped out of the cage.

“Told me what?”

No one answered.

He circled the square.

The rain had been light and had stopped shortly before dawn. Fresh tracks from the villagers who had come out that morning remained in the soft ground near the houses.

Around the cage, there was nothing.

Kael stopped beside the old stone pillar.

Water glistened on the ground behind it.

And there was a bare footprint.

One.

He crouched.

The print was deep and fresh.

A second lay farther on.

Then a third.

Kael slowly stood.

There were at least five paces between the cage and the first footprint.

Nothing between them but clean, wet paving stones.

The tracks crossed the square.

Past the last houses.

Toward the dark line of trees.

Toward the forest.

Kael looked at the locked cage, then back at the tracks.

Yesterday, he’d come to Black Ford to kill a witch.

Today, for the first time, he thought it might be wise to find out exactly what in this place could leave a locked cage without ever opening the door.
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Chapter 2. Eleven
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Tomas’s tracks ended at the forest. Not gradually. Not where the ground turned firmer or tree roots hid the prints. They simply stopped. Kael stood between two old oaks, staring at the last bare footprint, filled with murky rainwater. Soft forest soil stretched ahead of him. If Tomas had gone farther, he would have left tracks. If he had turned aside, the same. If someone had picked him up and carried him, there would have been prints from whoever had done it. There was nothing. Kael crouched and ran his fingers along the edge of the footprint. Deep.

The man had walked here under his own power. He hadn’t been running. The steps were spaced almost evenly. An easy pace. As if Tomas hadn’t vanished from a locked cage but had simply gone out for a morning stroll. A branch snapped behind him. Kael didn’t turn.

“I told everyone to stay away from here.”

Garren stopped a few paces back.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Then learn how to stand still without breaking branches.”

Kael rose. The village was visible through the trees. Residents had gathered at the edge of the road, but no one ventured beyond the first houses.

“How many?” Kael asked.

“What?”

“People.”

Garren looked away.

“Yesterday I asked how many had disappeared.”

“Eleven now.”

“You didn’t tell me that yesterday.”

“Yesterday there were ten.”

“And Tomas makes eleven.”

Garren nodded. Kael walked past him toward the village.

“I need names.”

“Why?”

“To find out what connects the people you’re feeding to the forest.”

The headman stopped.

“We’re not feeding anyone to it.”

Kael stopped too.

“You lock a man in a cage beside that stone at night. By morning, he’s gone. What would you call it?”

“We’re saving everyone else.”

“That’s what people usually say when they’re the ones deciding who gets to die.”

Garren went pale. They stared at each other for several seconds. Then the headman said quietly,

“If we did nothing, more people would disappear.”

“Maybe.”

“Not maybe. That’s what happened.”

“Then show me the records.”

The headman’s house stood opposite a small chapel. Kael noticed something odd before they even crossed the threshold. Garren touched two fingers to the doorframe, then entered. Some of the villagers had made the same gesture in the square yesterday. Kael followed him inside.

“What’s that?”

The headman turned.

“What?”

Kael repeated the two-finger motion.

“That.”

“A custom.”

“For what?”

Garren shrugged.

“My father did it. His father did too.”

“So no one knows.”

“Do you have to know the reason for everything you do?”

Kael took off his wet cloak.

“It helps.”

Inside, the house smelled of wax, damp wool, and dried herbs. Garren took a thick leather-bound ledger from a cabinet.

“Births, deaths, marriages, debts owed to the village. Everything is in here.”

He set the book on the table. Kael sat down.

“Start with the first.”

The headman slowly turned several pages.

“Daren Brennov.”

Kael looked up.

“The innkeeper’s son?”

“Yes.”

That explained why Brenn had barely said a word yesterday.

“Age?”

“Nineteen.”

“When did he disappear?”

“Sixty-three days ago.”

Kael took a piece of charcoal and a clean scrap of paper. He wrote:

Daren Brennov — 19 — 63 days.

“Next.”

“Elian Marov.”

Kael’s charcoal stopped.

“Marov?”

“That’s how he’s listed.”

“Family?”

Garren hesitated.

“A sister.”

“Name?”

The headman looked down at the ledger even though he clearly knew the answer.

“Mara.”

Kael raised his eyes. The room went very quiet.

“That Mara?”

Garren nodded.

“The witch.”

For several seconds, Kael wrote nothing. Then he added a second line.

Elian Marov — Mara’s brother.

“When did he disappear?”

“Fifty-seven days ago.”

Kael set the charcoal aside.

“So the witch took her own brother first.”

Garren slapped a hand over the ledger in irritation.

“You don’t understand.”

“Not yet.”

“She changed after he disappeared.”

“How?”

“Stopped coming to the village. Started saying something had awakened beneath the monastery. That we weren’t to go into the forest. That the old stones had to be left alone.”

“Doesn’t sound much like a murderer’s confession.”

“Then the others started disappearing.”

“And you needed someone to blame.”

“We needed to stop it.”

“Keep going.”

Garren removed his hand. Third was a woman named Elsa. Then Hal, the hunter. Mirek. Sava. Boren. Iara. Nel. Kord. And now Tomas. Eleven. Men and women. Young and old. No obvious pattern. Kael read through the list again.

“Children?”

“No.”

“All locals?”

“Yes.”

“Related to one another?”

“Some. But one way or another, everyone in this village is related.”

“Work together?”

“No.”

“Had any of them been near the monastery?”

Garren froze. Only for an instant. It was enough.

“Who?”

“What?”

“Which of them went to the monastery?”

The headman looked away.

“I don’t know.”

“You just lied to me.”

“I said I don’t know.”

“No. You said it too fast.”

Garren snapped the ledger shut.

“You came here for Mara.”

“I came here to find out why people are disappearing.”

“That wasn’t in the contract.”

“The contract said to find the source of the curse.”

Kael picked up the list.

“You’re going to show me the homes of the missing.”

“All of them?”

“We’ll start with Tomas.”

Garren let out a heavy breath.

“His wife is there.”

“Then I’ll talk to her first.”

Kael had already risen when he noticed a small wooden box at the edge of the table. The lid sat slightly open. Inside were papers bearing seals. The top sheet carried the mark of the baron’s garrison. Kael’s gaze lingered on it without thought. Garren noticed and immediately shut the box. Too quickly. Kael said nothing. Not yet. He pulled on his cloak and headed for the door. Before leaving, the headman touched two fingers to the frame again. This time Kael looked more closely. Beneath layers of old paint, two shallow carved lines showed through the wood.

Almost worn away. They were too precise to be random scratches. And for some reason they reminded him of something he couldn’t quite remember. Tomas’s house stood at the end of the street, almost at the edge of the village. Low, with a sagging roof and a small garden already beginning to grow wild after the first autumn rains. A woman sat by the door. The same woman Kael had seen beside the cage the evening before. Now he understood who she was. Tomas’s wife. She wasn’t crying. She just sat on a low bench, hands clasped between her knees.

When Kael and Garren approached, the woman looked up.

“Did you find him?”

Garren looked away. Kael answered for him.

“The tracks reached the forest.”

“And?”

“They stopped there.”

The woman closed her eyes, as though she had heard exactly what she expected.

“May I come in?” Kael asked.

She looked at him.

“Why?”

“I want to understand why Tomas was chosen.”

“The lot chose him.”

“A lot chooses a name. It doesn’t explain why people are disappearing in the first place.”

The woman slowly stood.

“My name is Eda.”

She opened the door. Before stepping inside, she touched two fingers to the frame. Kael noticed the gesture again. The house was cramped but clean. One table. Two benches. A stove. A bed behind a curtain. A hunting bow hung on the wall.

“Did Tomas hunt?” Kael asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Go deep into the forest?”

Eda looked at him.

“Everyone here goes into the forest.”

“To the monastery?”

She tensed immediately. Kael saw it.

“So he did.”

“Once.”

“When?”

“In the spring.”

“Why?”

“The baron’s men were looking for laborers.”

Garren cut in.

“That was a long time ago.”

Kael turned to him.

“Two months is a long time?”

“No one was disappearing in the spring.”

“I wasn’t asking you.”

Garren pressed his lips together. Eda lowered her gaze.

“They needed men to haul stone.”

“From the monastery?”

“From underneath it.”

Kael went still.

“There’s something beneath the monastery?”

Eda shrugged.

“Tomas mentioned old cellars. Big ones.”

“Who was in charge of the work?”

“Soldiers.”

“Whose?”

She looked at Garren. He said nothing.

“Reynar’s,” Eda answered.

Kael slowly looked around the room. The job was beginning to smell worse by the minute.

“How long did Tomas work there?”

“Three days.”

“Then what?”

“He quit.”

“Why?”

Eda rubbed her palm with her thumb.

“He didn’t like the place.”

“What about it?”

“He said the walls underground were warm.”

Kael frowned.

“Warm?”

“Yes.”

“From a fire?”

“I don’t know.”

She turned away sharply.

“He didn’t like talking about it.”

Kael walked over to the bed. Tomas’s boots stood on the floor. Work boots. Muddy. Beside them sat a wooden chest.

“May I?”

Eda nodded. Kael opened the lid. Clothes. A leather belt. A knife. A few copper coins. An old wooden horse figurine. He went through the contents slowly. Nothing unusual. Then he noticed scratches on the inside of the lid. Three short lines crossed by a fourth.

“Did Tomas make these?”

Eda came closer.

“I don’t know.”

Kael ran a finger over them. The design was crude, but too similar to the lines he’d seen carved into Garren’s doorframe.

“Do all the houses have marks like these?”

“Like what?”

“On the doors.”

“Old wards.”

“Against what?”

“Whatever comes at night.”

“Were they here before the disappearances?”

Eda nodded.

“Always.”

Kael closed the chest. That was when he saw something black beneath the bed. A very small object. He crouched and drew it out between two fingers. A piece of stone. Flat. Slightly larger than a coin. One side was nearly smooth. A symbol had been carved into the other. Not a cross. Not a letter. Three lines converging on a circle at the center. Kael stopped breathing. For an instant, the house vanished. The stove. Eda. Garren. Another place flashed before his eyes. Smoke. Screams. A burning roof. A young soldier beside him shouting:

“Left!”

Kael is running through the mud. A woman lies beside a wall. A black stone hangs around her neck. The same symbol is carved into it. The memory vanished as quickly as it had come. Kael closed his fist around the stone. Pain flared beneath his shirt. Sharp. As though someone had pressed a red-hot coin against the old scar on his chest. His hand sprang open. The stone struck the floor.

“What’s wrong?” Eda asked.

He slipped a hand beneath his shirt. The skin around the old burn was on fire. Garren was watching him. Too closely.

“Where did Tomas get this?” Kael asked.

Eda shook her head.

“I don’t know.”

“Think.”

“I really don’t know.”

“Have you seen this stone before?”

A pause.

“Once.”

“Where?”

“In his hand.”

“When?”

“After the monastery.”

Kael picked the stone up from the floor, this time using a scrap of cloth.

“He brought it back from the excavation?”

“Probably.”

“Why didn’t he throw it away?”

“I asked him that.”

“What did he say?”

Eda swallowed.

“He said he couldn’t.”

“Didn’t want to?”

“No.”

She slowly shook her head.

“Couldn’t. That’s exactly what he said.”

When they stepped back into the street, Garren tried to speak.

“The stone doesn’t mean anything.”

Kael stopped.

“Is that why you’re trying so hard to convince me?”

“People hauled all kinds of junk out of there.”

“How many?”

Garren said nothing.

“How many villagers worked on the excavation?”

“I don’t know.”

“You have a good memory when it comes to the missing.”

“That’s different.”

Kael stepped closer.

“I’m asking one last time.”

The headman looked toward the houses.

“Almost half the men.”

“On the baron’s orders?”

“For pay.”

“And what were they bringing out?”

“Stone. Crates. Metal.”

“Where did it all go?”

“To the castle.”

Kael felt a familiar irritation rising inside him. Not fear. Not yet. For nearly twenty years, he had kept his distance from anything that smelled like stories of this kind. Old stones. Soldiers. People being told not to ask questions. And now it was all standing in front of him again.

“Show me the others,” he said.

“Who?”

“The families of the missing.”

Garren sighed wearily.

“All of them?”

“All eleven.”

“That’ll take all day.”

“Which is why we’re starting now.”

They managed to visit three more houses. Nothing at Elsa’s. At Mirek’s, Kael found an old work glove stained with dried blood. At Sava’s, a small cut on the palm. Almost healed. Her husband said,

“She cut herself with a knife.”

“When?”

“Before she disappeared.”

“How long before?”

The man thought about it.

“A day. Maybe two.”

At the next house, Kael asked about the missing man’s hands before the family had time to understand what he was looking for. Boren had had a cut too. On his palm. Almost the same place. Four of them. Tomas. Sava. Boren. Mirek, possibly. Kael noted it beside their names. When they stepped outside again, Garren asked,

“What do you think?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Four identical cuts are nothing?”

“Four cuts mean four cuts.”

Kael checked the list.

“I still don’t know who made them.”

A child was watching them from an alley. A girl. Thin, wearing a wool sweater much too large for her. Twelve or thirteen, perhaps. When Kael looked at her, she didn’t run.

“You were in the square yesterday,” he said.

“I was.”

“Name?”

“Lia.”

Garren said quietly,

“Brenn’s daughter.”

Kael studied the girl more closely. Sister of the first person to vanish. Daren. Lia’s gaze dropped to the stone Kael was still holding through the cloth, and her face changed.

“Where did you get that?”

Kael caught the reaction.

“Why do you ask?”

She came closer.

“Daren had one like it.”

Garren turned sharply toward her.

“Lia.”

“What?”

“Go home.”

“I’m not talking to you.”

Kael almost smiled. Almost.

“Where did your brother get his?”

“At the old monastery.”

“Did he work there?”

Lia nodded.

“The first day.”

Kael glanced at Garren. The headman clearly wanted to be anywhere else.

“And what happened after that?” Kael asked.

Lia looked him straight in the eye.

“He started hearing someone call his name.”

Kael felt a chill beneath his ribs.

“Who?”

“He didn’t know.”

“Where was the voice coming from?”

Lia raised a hand and pointed at the ground beneath her feet.

“Below.”

“Below,” Kael repeated.

Lia nodded.

“Daren said it sounded like someone was calling him from underground.”

Garren stepped toward the girl.

“Enough.”

“Why?” Lia snapped around to face him. “So you can pretend again that you didn’t know anything?”

“Lia.”

“He told you.”

Garren went pale. Kael looked from the girl to the headman.

“Told you what, exactly?”

Garren stayed silent. Lia answered for him.

“That he heard
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