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Chapter1: The Night Gorge Cuts the Weak First
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By the time the first scream came down from the front of the convoy, I already knew the rear-left wagon was going to roll.

The road through Night Gorge was never really a road. It was a strip of old stone cut into the mountain wall, narrow enough that two loaded wagons could not pass side by side, with a black drop to the right and a wet cliff face pressing close on the left. Rain from earlier in the evening still crawled down the rock in thin shining lines. Wheels sank where the stone had cracked. Iron rims hit the uneven joints and sent the same bad vibration through the train over and over again.

Too much weight on the left wagon. Axle already complaining. Rear pin not changed since noon.

I had counted the sounds without meaning to.

Wood grind.

Chain drag.

Mule stumble.

Front wheel knock.

Delay.

Rear jolt.

That gap between the front knock and the rear jolt had grown longer on the last three turns. The line was stretching. When a line stretched in a place like this, something behind it died first.

Another scream came, sharper this time. Not a man giving orders. A teamster. Then the alarm bell started up from somewhere near the front carts, clanging so hard the sound broke against the gorge walls and came back thinner.

“Movement on the ridge!”

“Lanterns up!”

“Shields forward!”

The convoy shuddered. The mules in my trace jerked their heads and showed white around the eyes.

I grabbed the rear brace pole before it slipped, shoved my shoulder under the load and held while the wagon behind us struck a rut and slammed into our tailboard. The breath went half out of me. Wet rope bit my palm.

“Hold it, Porter,” barked the tally man walking beside us.

He didn’t use my name. He never did.

A strip of blue cloth marked him as attached to expedition records. He carried a wax board under one arm to mark freight losses and body counts. He was one of those men who stayed just close enough to danger to write about it, never close enough to bleed from it.

I got the wagon steady and looked up.

The front ranks were already moving. You could tell the order of the world in a heartbeat when things went wrong. The combat marks stepped first. Spear-marked escorts climbed over stone and harness without apology. Shield-marked guards formed a hard half-ring around the core wagons. A healer with a pale mark at her collarbone was pulled toward the center by the sleeve before she could even ask who had been hit.

The rest of us stayed where we always stayed.

Behind the value.

Under the weight.

Close enough to die before it reached what mattered.

The Rite of Marks had burned PORTER into the inside of my wrist three years ago in dull brown light. No one in the settlement had celebrated. My mother had stared at the floor. The officiant had read it once, then read it again as if maybe the fire would correct itself if he looked hard enough. Porter. Not a fighter. Not a mason. Not even a stable support trade with a house sign over a proper door. Porter. Carry this. Drag that. Retrieve the dead when the strong were done making them.

Necessary. Despised. The kind of mark people pretended was barely a mark at all.

Ahead, the armored line compressed around the ironbound carts that held recovered dungeon cores. Those were worth guarding. Men like me were there to make sure the valuable things reached the city even if our backs snapped on the road first.

A shape moved high on the cliff.

Then another.

The lanternlight from below caught too many eyes at once.

“Gorge scavs!” someone shouted.

The first body hit the stone three wagons ahead of me. It landed on its back with a sound like a wet sack thrown from height. One of the ridge scavengers—lean, long-armed things with hooked forelimbs and jaw flanges built to rip open corpses and split old armor straps—had come down with it. The creature hit, bounced, and immediately tore into the man’s throat while he was still kicking.

Panic rolled faster than any order ever did.

The mules screamed. Somebody dropped a lantern. Light lurched sideways. One of the forward wagons jerked hard enough that its chains rang down the whole line.

“Rear train, hold position!” an officer shouted.

Hold position.

That was what they said when they needed the weak to remain exactly where they would slow down whatever was coming.

I turned and looked back through the dark.

The gorge curved behind us in a shallow bend. The trail narrowed there, squeezed by a jut of black stone on the cliff side. If the rear wagons jammed across that pinch point, the line would not break all at once. It would break in sections. People could run around sections if they knew which side would shear first.

If they didn’t, the wagons would crush them before the beasts reached them.

The left wall above the pinch point glistened too much. Water had gotten into the seam. The ledge shelf there was already undercut. Another heavy jolt and it would come down.

I saw it all in one glance. Wheel angle. Rut depth. Muzzle froth on the mules. Slack in the chain between third and fourth rear carts. How far the stone lip leaned over empty air. How much time we did not have.

I shoved past the tally man.

“Shift the fourth wagon right,” I said. “Now. If it stays tight to the cliff when the shelf breaks, it’ll take the rest with it. Pull the mules off-line and let the rear swing.”

He blinked at me like I’d barked in his face.

“What?”

“The shelf,” I snapped. “Look at the water line. It’s going to drop.”

He looked where I pointed, saw nothing, and frowned because men with writing boards hated being corrected by men with rope burns.

“Stay to your function.”

I could have hit him.

I didn’t. I grabbed the side of his wax board instead and shoved it up toward his own eyes.

“You want a loss count, keep the wagons from folding on each other.”

He yanked the board free. “You don’t speak up-line.”

“I just did.”

A porter two carts back barked a laugh that had no humor in it. Old Pell. Bent shoulders, half his teeth gone, hands like split roots. He was hauling the corpse sledge tonight, because once a porter got too stiff to run loads fast enough, they gave him the dead.

“Boy’s right,” Pell called. “Rock’s bad there.”

The tally man rounded on him. “You hold the rear and keep silent.”

Pell spat over the side into the dark. “Silent, he says. As if anyone keeps our names after dawn.”

One of the younger haulers beside him, a broad kid called Noll whose mark had only come in last winter, looked from face to face with his lower lip shaking. “They write us down, don’t they?”

Pell gave him a look that made the kid go pale.

“Porters’ names do not remain,” he said.

He said it the way other men said the weather. Not angry. Not dramatic. Just tired.

Something in my chest tightened until it felt like a hand was inside me making a fist.

Up ahead, a horn blared three sharp notes. The elite formation shifted again, tighter this time, like a door closing.

Then Cedric Hale rode back along the inner side of the line.

He did not belong to the frontier. You could tell from the polish alone. Even in the bad lantern light, his armor held a clean silver sheen instead of the scraped dullness everyone else wore after a week in the field. His horse was narrow-legged and expensive, bred for parade lines and charge posture, not for clinging to wet stone above a gorge drop. The mark at the base of his throat glimmered under the edge of his gorget in pale steel color, a Knight mark that might as well have been a passport stamped directly into flesh.

He drew up beside the core wagons and surveyed the line as if this were an inconvenience in a training yard rather than a killing place.

Two scavengers came skidding down the cliff behind him. He didn’t even turn fully. His sword flashed once. One creature’s forelimb spun off into the dark. The other lost most of its head. The horse barely sidestepped.

People watched men like that and called it proof that the order of the kingdom made sense.

The strong were born or marked for strength. The rest of us moved around them like servants carrying dishes past a noble table.

Cedric’s gaze passed over the rear section and rested nowhere for long. Men like me blurred into inventory when he looked at us.

“Rear handlers,” he said, voice carrying easily over the noise. “You remain with your assigned loads. Shield priority remains on the core train. If the ridge breaks, the rear delays and stabilizes. The front moves.”

No one answered.

He looked directly at the tally man. “Losses in the rear are acceptable. The recovered cores are not.”

There it was. Neat. Clean. Official.

Say the ugly thing in polished words and it came out sounding like duty.

A woman near the baggage cart made a strangled sound. She had a support mark, pale green on the hand, herb sorter maybe, drafted because it was close enough to supply work that the state could claim it as necessary. She clutched a crate of wrapped medicinal bundles to her chest like that would matter if the ridge came down.

Cedric’s eyes moved to her and through her.

“The labor section will hold until recalled,” he said.

Recalled.

Like there would be a moment later when someone remembered we had been left behind.

I stepped out from the wheel before I had the sense not to.

“That’s not a hold line,” I said. “That’s a kill pocket.”

The words came out flat. I was too tired for heat yet. Too tired and too sure.

Several heads turned at once. Not because I’d said anything brave. Because a porter had spoken to a knight as if his mouth belonged to him.

Cedric looked down at me.

Not at my face first. At my wrist, where the Porter mark showed between frayed glove and sleeve. Then at the mud on my coat, the chain hook at my belt, the hauling harness across my chest.

He took all of me in as function.

“Your designation?” he asked.

Not my name.

I tasted old iron in my mouth from where I had bitten the inside of my cheek earlier hauling a jammed wheel.

“Gavin Rook.”

A pause. Long enough to tell me he had heard it and decided it did not matter.

“Porter Rook,” he said, in the tone a man used when speaking to a dog that had stood up on its hind legs. “Your task is not route command.”

“The fourth rear cart rolls if you keep it left.”

“Then keep it from rolling.”

A few of the nearby guards laughed under their breath.

I looked past him at the wet rock shelf. A line of water dripped from it steadily now. Faster than before.

“If the shelf breaks, it takes the corpse sledge, then the tool wagon, then the herb cart,” I said. “Swing the fourth rear cart right now and brace the pinch with the empty grain frame. You’ll keep the line open long enough to move the back section.”

Cedric rested one hand on his saddle pommel.

“You expect me,” he said, “to divert trained personnel from core defense because a porter dislikes his position?”

The dry fury came up then. Not wild. Worse than that. Cold enough to think.

Dislikes his position.

As if I had complained about mud. As if the bodies that would stack in this gorge were just another rough part of labor.

A scavenger shrieked somewhere above us. Stone rattled down.

I pointed toward the pinch point. “You don’t need trained personnel. You need ten seconds, a cut trace, and someone who can see where the weight’s going.”

Cedric gave me a very small smile. It never touched his eyes.

“And yet here I am,” he said, “with a rear line full of laborers who believe themselves strategists whenever danger gets near.”

One of the shield guards laughed properly this time.

Cedric turned his horse slightly, already done with me. “Hold your assigned section. If you run, you will be treated as deserters.”

Then he raised his voice for everyone.

“Core train forward. Rear delay and secure.”

The front wagons lurched.

Not the whole convoy. Only the protected center and front.

I felt it through the chain before I fully saw it. The tension changed. Pull shifted ahead. Men shouted. Harness rings clanged as the core train started moving while the rear remained half-braked on bad stone.

They were cutting us loose in motion.

I grabbed for the trace rope as the wagon beside me slewed. One mule screamed and slipped to its knees.

“Cut the left team!” I shouted. “Cut them now!”

Nobody in rank armor listened. A laborer did. Noll fumbled for his knife, hands shaking so hard he nearly dropped it.

“Where?” he gasped.

“Near ring, not the throat, idiot!”

He slashed the leather at the wrong angle first, sawed again, and the near mule tore free sideways. The whole fourth cart jolted hard enough that the rear wheel lifted.

The rock shelf above the pinch made a low cracking sound.

There are sounds that do not belong in human bones. That one did. It came through the cliff and the wheel rims and my boots together.

“Down!” I yelled. “Away from the wall!”

The first slab hit exactly where the cart would have been if no one had cut the trace. Stone exploded across the road. One shard punched through a mule’s flank. It went over the edge without a full scream, just a terrible choking noise that vanished too fast.

The cart swung right. Too far. The road edge broke under one wheel.

For a breath it hung there, all weight and no decision.

Then the rear wagon behind us slammed into its tail, and everything chose at once.

The fourth cart rolled half across the road, axle shrieking. The corpse sledge jackknifed. The herb cart smashed into the side rail and burst a crate open in a spray of wrapped bundles and glass. Somebody started praying. Somebody else started begging the front not to move.

The front kept moving.

I saw the line between us widen by one body length, then two.

They were leaving the rear section behind as a live barricade.

Dry fury burned clean through the last of my hesitation.

“Pell!” I shouted. “Drop the dead cart brake and pull it crosswise!”

The old porter moved before I finished. Good. Old men who survived long enough to go gray in this work had stopped waiting for permission years before.

“Noll, with me,” I snapped. “Get the chain under the axle. Not over. Under.”

“What about the others?”

“Move or die!”

That worked better than any speech.

I ran toward the pinch point while stone still fell in chunks from the shelf. My boots slipped on blood from the first man hit up-line. The smell in the gorge had changed already: wet rock, mule sweat, lamp oil, opened guts, hot iron from struck rim. The kind of smell that dragged scavengers from half a mile away.

A ridge beast landed on the roof of the tool wagon and punched both hooked forelimbs through canvas. The woman with the herb crate screamed. I snatched the long iron brake lever from the side bracket and rammed the blunt end upward through the canvas where the thing’s weight sat deepest.

It shrieked and came down crooked. Not dead. One forelimb opened my sleeve from elbow to wrist in a line of fire. I hit it again in the jaw hinge and kicked its body off the cart. It went over the edge, scrabbling.

No skill. No miracle. Just angle and timing.

“Move!” I barked at the woman.

She stumbled past me clutching nothing now.

More bodies were running from the front gap. Not fighters. Laborers who had understood before the order was fully spoken. A dismantler with a broken helmet. Two torch boys. A cook’s helper still wearing a grease-stained apron under his outer coat. Fear made them useless in the same ways every time—too fast in the wrong direction, too blind to their feet, too eager to bunch together where one falling axle could pulp three people instead of one.

“Not that side!” I shouted as they rushed toward the cliff edge. “Left cut! Under the shelf lip!”

One man ignored me and bolted right. The road edge gave under him. He vanished into the dark, hands clawing at nothing.

The others saw it and froze.

“Move!” I roared.

That got them moving again.

Pell and Noll dragged the corpse sledge across the narrowing path with a sound like a giant zipper ripping. Bodies slid under the canvas and thumped against one another. Pell planted both boots, old back shaking, and hauled until the sledge lodged against broken stone.

“Chain!” I shouted.

Noll flung it badly. I caught the end, looped it through the exposed under-rail of the half-rolled fourth cart, and yanked twice.

“Pull when I say!”

He stared.

“Pull when I say, or I leave you here.”

That he understood.

Above us, the front lights were moving away.

I could still hear commands from their side of the break, crisp and organized. Shield rotation. Forward push. Core protection. Like the rear was already gone from their minds.

A pack of smaller scavengers poured over the fallen rock shelf then—pale things the size of dogs but longer in the spine, jaws splitting too wide, made to strip battlefields after larger predators finished. They came low and fast over bodies and bundles alike. One hit the cook’s helper in the hamstring and spun him down. He screamed, kicking. Another went for his face.

I grabbed the fallen lantern beside the tool wagon and threw it into the open medicinal alcohol spilled from the herb cart.

Fire crawled bright over wet stone.

The scavengers recoiled just enough.

“Now!” I shouted.

Noll and Pell hauled.

The chain snapped tight. The rolled wagon shifted another handspan, then another. Enough. Its broken axle wedged into the corpse sledge and the fallen slab together, making a crooked barrier across most of the lane.

Not pretty. Not stable for long.

Usable.

“Through the left gap!” I shouted to the nearest survivors. “One at a time. Keep low!”

They looked at me because no one else was telling them what to do.

That was all command had ever really been where I came from. Not a title. Not noble blood. Just the fact that when everything started breaking, some men kept seeing where the next break would land.

A torch boy bolted first, too upright, and caught a claw across the cheek. He still made it through the gap. The dismantler shoved after him. The herb woman slipped and almost went under the tilted wheel; I caught the back of her coat and flung her left.

Another impact hit the barrier from the far side. Something bigger.

The whole frame shivered against the chain.

I looked up.

One of the rear core salvage crates—cheap iron, red-marked, the kind they used for unstable fragments too low in grade to warrant proper escort but too dangerous to leave in the dungeon—had been thrown from the tool wagon when the line broke. It lay split open against the stone, bars bent, seals shattered.

The blue-white fragments inside glowed through blood and splintered wood.

Every person near it gave the same animal flinch.

Shattered cores were worse than whole ones. Whole cores could be sold, studied, mounted into equipment if you were rich enough to have license and clean enough blood to be trusted near them. Shattered ones leaked. Bit the wrong nerves. Turned the inside of your body strange. Everyone knew stories. A handler touched the wrong fragment and cooked from the arm inward. A scavenger swallowed a shard and chewed through his own tongue because the sound in his head wouldn’t stop. A team of miners dug up broken relic crystal and half the tunnel came out drooling foam two days later.

No one sane touched them bare.

The box had burst open so close to the barrier that the firelight made the fragments look like eyes in the road.

Another heavy body hit the far side of the blockade. A forelimb punched through canvas over one of the corpses. Then a second. Bigger ridge scavenger. Maybe two.

“We need to go!” Noll yelled.

“Then go,” Pell snapped, still straining on the chain. “Your legs are younger than mine.”

Noll hesitated. Looked at me.

I hated that. Hated being looked at by a terrified boy as if I ought to tell him whether to save himself or stay and die helping.

My answer came out harsher than his age deserved. “Get the survivors through the gap. Count feet, not faces. If they stop moving, kick them.”

He ran.

Good.

The barrier lurched again. The bigger scavenger on the far side was climbing over the dead cart instead of trying to force through. Smart enough. Bad.

I snatched up a fallen hook-pole from the road and shoved Pell toward the gap.

“Move.”

He glared at me with muddy old eyes. “You think I can’t still hold a line?”

“I think the line’s already gone.”

His jaw worked once. Then he let go and limped for the gap, muttering something filthy about polished bastards and king-fed swine.

I planted my boots near the open shard crate and braced the hook-pole under the climbing scavenger’s throat as its head came over the corpse sledge.

Up close, it stank of grave rot and cave damp. Black saliva dripped from the jaw flanges. One eye had no lid at all.

It drove forward. I leaned everything I had into the pole.

The wood flexed.

My boots slipped.

The thing’s weight kept coming.

For a second my body knew the exact number of wrongs at once. Bad footing. Slick blood. Pole grain too dry. My left shoulder weaker from the long haul. The barrier would give if the beast got both forelimbs over the top. The rock shelf above us still wasn’t done falling. Too much motion behind me in the gap. Someone else about to freeze.

All of that arrived together, the way load calculations always did in my head. Not in words first. In pressure.

Shift left.

Give ground half a step.

Turn its weight where it wants to go.

I yielded just enough that the scavenger lunged harder, then dropped the pole tip and twisted. Its own forelimb slid off the corpse sledge canvas. Its chest hit the broken axle instead of the top rail. That changed the angle. I drove the hook into the soft place under its jaw and shoved sideways with everything in my back.

The beast toppled into the open salvage crate.

Blue-white shards burst under it.

The thing screamed.

Not like an animal. Like metal tearing.

Light ran through the cracks in its hide in jagged lines. It thrashed once, twice, then convulsed so hard it broke its own neck against the cart rail.

I stumbled backward, breathing hard.

The air around the burst crate prickled against my skin. The fragments inside were still glowing, brighter now where the creature’s blood had hit them.

“Gavin!” someone shouted from the gap.

I turned.

The herb woman had stopped again. Noll was trying to drag her. Behind them, the second big scavenger had found another way down, dropping from the cliff lip above the gap itself.

Its shadow moved first.

Then the body came.

I ran.

There was no thought to it beyond distance and timing. The thing landed on the outer edge of the road exactly where the woman had been a breath earlier if I hadn’t thrown into her from behind and taken us both down.

Its foreclaw missed her spine and ripped through my hauling harness instead, wrenching me sideways so hard something popped in my chest.

Noll stabbed at its flank with a short knife. Worthless. The blade skidded.

“Run!” I snarled at them, already getting up.

The woman crawled. Noll grabbed her and hauled.

The scavenger turned toward them.

I caught its dangling harness strap—the one it had torn from me—and looped it around its forelimb by instinct more than plan. Bad leather. Mud-wet. Not enough to hold. Enough to snag.

Then I dove for the brake chain still fixed to the rolled wagon and yanked it under the beast’s legs.

It hit the tension line, lost balance for one precious beat, and that was all the road gave us.

The outer edge under its hindquarters crumbled.

It didn’t fall clean. One claw caught the stone lip. Its whole body slammed against the side of the road, half over empty dark, half still on the path, shrieking and tearing at the rock.

If I ran then, I might have made the gap.

Instead I saw the outer wheel of the rolled wagon settle another inch toward the drop.

If that wheel went, the entire barrier would peel open. Everyone not through yet would die with a clear lane behind them.

So I went to the wheel.

That was the stupid part. Or the necessary part. Hard to tell those apart once things started.

The wheel was chest-high where the wagon had rolled. The rim was cracked. The axle had twisted deep into the dead cart. I got both hands under the spoke and shoved upward, trying to unload it long enough for the broken stone under the rim to settle instead of slide.

Impossible, really.

But impossible things moved sometimes if they were already one finger-width from moving.

My boots skidded.

My cut sleeve filled warm.

My shoulder screamed.

Behind me, the trapped scavenger wrenched one claw free and scrabbled for purchase again.

I heard Noll yelling from farther down the gap. More feet pounding. Good. They were still moving.

A shadow crossed the firelight above.

Not another beast.

One of the forward guards, maybe, finally coming back?

Hope was quick and stupid. I killed it as soon as I looked up.

The moving lights were still heading away.

No one was coming.

The kingdom had taken its valuable cores and its polished young knight and its proper casualties and gone on.

We were the delay.

The wheel shifted under my hands.

Not up. Down.

A line ran through the spokes with a dry snapping crack.

The stone under my right foot collapsed.

For one strange heartbeat I was hanging between the wagon and the road, all weight suddenly somewhere else.

Then the whole mass came over.

I had just enough time to twist my head away before the side frame slammed me off my feet.

Wood broke.

Iron hit.

Something enormous struck my hips and drove the rest of the world flat.

The pain was white, then red, then distant in the wrong way.

I couldn’t breathe.

Not because I had no lungs. Because the wagon bed had pinned me from hip to lower ribs and every attempt at air came back like a hand pressing my throat shut from inside.

I bit down hard enough to taste blood again and fought for one thin drag of breath.

The firelight had changed shape. I could only see under things now—beneath the slanted belly of the wagon, under a hanging torn tarp, through the legs of the dead cart where bodies had spilled half out.

The road smelled much worse close to it. Hot blood thickened fast on stone. One of the mules was screaming somewhere nearby, high and hopeless. The trapped scavenger had either gone over or crawled away. I couldn’t tell which. Loose pebbles still rattled down from above.

My right arm moved.

Left arm too, though slower.

My legs—

I stopped trying before the panic could get teeth in me. There was no need to test twice. The weight across my hips told me enough.

I lay still and listened.

That was habit. You lived longer if you spent the first seconds after impact listening.

No voices near the barrier now. Good or bad. Hard to tell. I heard distant shouting farther down the route cut, maybe survivors making the shelf lip. Maybe beasts getting among them. I heard the scrape of one body moving close by.

Pell?

No. Too light. Too wet.

A dead man doesn’t sound dead right away if enough of him is still trying.

The body stopped moving after a few seconds.

Above me, through the broken slats, the Night Gorge showed one thin strip of sky. No stars. Just black cloud and drifting sparks from the little alcohol fire still burning somewhere beyond my sight.

My chest spasmed. Air came in wrong. I coughed and felt something warm spill from my mouth down my chin.

I turned my head and spat.

Dark.

There was blood on the road under my cheek already from other people. Mine disappeared into theirs without asking whose was whose.

That, more than the pain, made something inside me go flat and hard.

Used up and thrown away.

Not in some grand way. Not in battle-song nonsense. Not with witnesses who would remember a speech. Like this. Under freight. Behind the valuable train. Marked as acceptable loss.

My name would go onto some board if the board survived. If it didn’t, maybe not even that. Porter lost in rear collapse. Count one. Or don’t. Depends who was writing.

Porters’ names do not remain.

I bared my teeth at the stone.

Not at death. At the shape of it. At how tidy it would be for them.

Nearby, a broken iron bar glimmered.

Then another.

The split salvage crate had spilled farther than I’d thought. Blue-white shard light shone through blood and wood splinters under the wagon with me, small and cold and terrible. One fragment had lodged in the side of a dead scavenger’s neck where the creature had crawled near before finishing. The flesh around it looked cooked and transparent.

Anyone with sense kept away from shattered cores.

I tried to drag myself backward by my elbows and got half an inch before the wagon pressed harder and stars burst across my vision.

Not moving, then.

Fine.

Something dripped onto my wrist. Water from the wagon frame maybe. Or blood from above. It ran over the Porter mark and pooled in the heel of my hand.

The shard light near my face pulsed.

Maybe that was the blood loss. Maybe I was already going strange.

I shut my eyes, opened them again.

Still there.

The nearest fragment was no bigger than the tip of my thumb. Jagged. Half buried under slopped blood and grit. Blue-white at the center, dark around the edges, like lightning caught inside broken glass. The sort of thing handlers wore gloves and iron tongs for. The sort of thing low-rank laborers were beaten for even looking at too long.

I watched it because there was nothing else to do.

A tremor ran through the road.

Not another collapse. Something walking.

Light, quick, sniffing.

Scavenger.

My right hand closed around the broken brake lever still trapped under me. Not much. A length of iron with one bent end. Enough to stab once if something got its snout under the wagon.

The sniffing came closer.

Then stopped.

I saw claws first. Small ones this time. A lesser scav, probably come for the bodies.

It edged under the dead cart, head low, eyes reflecting the shard glow in silver pinpoints. Its nostrils fluttered. Blood had brought it. So had the core leak. The thing twitched between hunger and fear, unable to decide which pull mattered more.

I held still.

If it went for another body first, maybe—

The beast’s head turned toward me.

Its upper lip peeled back.

I gripped the iron and waited until it committed.

It came in a blur, faster than its size suggested. I jammed the bent end of the lever up into its mouth on instinct. Teeth met iron with a crack that ran up my arm. The thing shrieked and thrashed sideways, slamming into the wagon slats. Its hind claws ripped my coat. I struck again blind and felt the metal punch somewhere soft behind its jaw.

It convulsed once and dropped half across my trapped arm.

I lay there panting, the iron still in its throat.

Close enough now, I could smell its carrion breath and cave mold fur.

Something flickered above its body.

Not light. Not exactly.

A mote.

Small, dim, no bigger than a beetle shell at first, then clearer as it lifted from the dead scavenger’s chest. A sliver of pale color, like a tiny shard but softer at the edges. It bobbed once in the air under the wagon frame as if unsure where to go.

I stared at it.

I’d seen whole cores hauled in sealed cases. Seen cracked salvage boxed and branded. Seen relic scrap kill a man through gloves.

I had never seen anything like that.

The mote drifted.

Toward me.

I thought, absurdly, of loads finding their place in a cart. The way certain weights settled right if you gave them space. The way unstable freight rolled until it found the line it wanted.

The mote touched the back of my wrist.

Cold hit first. So cold it burned.

I jerked and slammed my shoulder into the wagon beam. Pain flashed. The mote vanished into my skin as if the flesh there had opened to take it.

For one impossible heartbeat my body felt too full and too empty at the same time.

Then the shard on the road nearest my hand stirred.

I did not imagine it. I saw the blood around it quiver.

The fragment lifted a finger-width off the stone.

No. Slid. Dragged by something I could not see.

It came toward me over the blood-wet road in tiny jerks, leaving a bright thread-smear behind.

My breath stopped.

Every story I had ever heard about broken cores ended in screaming, rot, madness, or a blackened corpse with burst veins.

The fragment touched the edge of my coat.

Heat punched through me.

Not outside heat. Not fire on skin. Inside. Like iron driven through marrow. My back arched against the wagon by reflex. My vision went white again, but brighter than before, cut with lines—weight lines, route lines, load lines, everything around me suddenly edged in some impossible internal measure. The wagon above. The stone under. The dead scavenger on my arm. The shard. The pressure points where wood met iron, where iron met bone, where the whole broken mess held together by fractions.

I made a sound I did not recognize as mine.

The shard sank.

Straight through cloth. Through skin.

Into me.

I waited for the killing heat to finish its work.

It didn’t.
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Chapter2: The Core That Did Not Reject Me
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I woke because something was chewing.

At first I thought it was my own breathing. A wet, grinding pull in my chest, slow and ugly. Then the sound came again from somewhere near my boots, tearing at cloth and cartilage with small patient bites, and I understood two things at once.

I was still under the wagon.

I was not alone.

I did not move right away.

The world came back in pieces. Cold stone against my cheek. Old blood gone sticky under my jaw. The slanted underside of the wagon above me, one wheel split, axle buried somewhere in the dead cart and rock. My hips hurt in a deep, blinding way, but the full crushing weight from before had shifted. Something must have settled after I blacked out. The load still pinned part of my lower body, just not hard enough to flatten the rest of me.

The chewing stopped.

A nose pushed under the hanging tarp.

Small. Wet. Sniffing.

I tightened my hand on the broken brake lever still sticking through the dead scavenger across my arm. My fingers were stiff. When I tried to draw in a bigger breath, something sharp stabbed under my ribs.

The cold inside me was still there.

Not outside cold. Not the gorge. Not the wet clothes and night air. This sat deeper, under the bone on my left side, close enough to my heartbeat that every pulse seemed to strike it. A little knot of ice and metal and wrongness.

The shattered core fragment.

I knew it without seeing it. Knew it the way you know when a splinter is still under the skin because the skin has changed shape around it.

The nose pushed farther in. The lesser scavenger under the tarp snuffled once, then again, and started edging toward the nearest corpse, choosing between fresher blood and easier flesh. Good. Let it take the dead.

I shifted my right arm one finger-width.

Pain went through my hips so hard my sight blurred.

The scavenger froze.

Its silver eyes found me under the wagon.

It came low and fast, the same way the first one had. I ripped the brake lever free from the dead beast’s mouth and jabbed blind. The bent iron punched into its shoulder instead of the throat. It screamed and hit me with all four feet at once. Claws tore down my coat and scraped my side. I felt one rake skin, not bone.

I jammed the lever up again, this time under the jaw hinge.

It snapped sideways, bit the metal, thrashed, and drove me harder into the blood-slick stone.

The cold under my ribs flared.

For a heartbeat the dark sharpened.

Not brighter. Sharper. Edges stopped smearing. I could see the little motions the beast made before each lunge—the set of its hind legs, the twist through the spine, the line of weight passing into the forelimbs. I saw the place under the ear where the hide thinned. Saw the shoulder already favoring where I had hit it.

I drove the iron there.

The scavenger convulsed. One back foot scraped a raw groove across my shin, then it dropped half on top of me and twitched twice.

I lay still under the extra weight, panting through my teeth.

The sudden clarity vanished almost at once. The dark went back to being dark. My heart was hammering hard enough to make the cold knot under my ribs pulse like a second, smaller heartbeat.

Something pale rose from the dead scavenger’s chest.

Not smoke. Not breath. It lifted in a thin sliver, no bigger than a nail clipping, and hovered just above the fur as if the air there had turned thick.

I knew enough to fear it.

I still reached.

Not with my hand. There was no room. But some part of me leaned toward it before my body could.

The pale sliver drifted.

It touched the skin above my wrist where the Porter mark sat.

Cold rushed through me so fast my back arched.

Then it was inside.

I clamped my teeth together to keep from making noise.

The little thing was nothing like the broken core fragment. The fragment inside me was heavy and hard and dangerous, like a cracked iron weight dropped into my chest. This new thing was lighter, thinner, almost obedient. It slid into place without biting.

The difference frightened me more than the pain had.

The dead scavenger on top of me smelled of wet fur and split gut. A strand of its saliva hung from the iron in its mouth and dripped onto my sleeve. I shoved it off in short, ugly movements until the carcass rolled clear enough for me to breathe without its weight on my arm.

Then I stopped and listened again.

Drip from the cliff.

Small crackle from the alcohol fire farther up the road.

A mule making a torn, bubbling noise that meant it had not died yet and would soon.

No human voices.

I tried my legs once, carefully.

Right foot answered with pins and fire.

Left leg dragged like it belonged to another body.

Hips screamed but held.

Not crushed through, then. Not cleanly broken either. Bad bruising. Maybe something cracked low where I couldn’t reach it. Enough to make me slow. Slow in a gorge full of scavengers meant dead by dawn.

I spat blood, planted both palms, and shoved.

The wagon did not move.

I changed the angle. Not because I felt strong enough. Because I could feel, somehow, where the pressure sat.

The sensation came as soon as I focused on the wood touching my side. Not thought, exactly. More like my hands and ribs were suddenly reading the load. Which beam was taking too much. Which broken stone under the rim was barely holding. Which way the dead cart had twisted into the axle. I knew the wagon would not lift. I also knew the cracked brace above my left shoulder would shift if I drove upward there first and then slid toward the wheel, not the open road side.

That knowledge should not have been in my body.

It was anyway.

I shoved where the weight wanted to move.

The brace gave with a short ugly crack. The wagon dropped an inch, then settled somewhere else. Pain flashed through my hips so hard I almost blacked out again, but the gap at my side widened.

Enough.

I clawed myself through mud, blood, and splintered wood until my coat snagged. I tore free, rolled once onto the open road, and lay on my back staring up at the thin strip of cloud over Night Gorge.

Rain touched my face.

A laugh tried to crawl up my throat and turned into coughing instead.

I was out.

That was not the same thing as safe.

I sat up too fast. The world swung sideways. The cold knot under my ribs clenched and for a heartbeat I thought I was going to vomit black crystal and die. Nothing came up but spit and blood.

The road around the collapse looked worse from outside it.

The rear section had become a broken pile of carts, bodies, snapped harness, scattered bundles, and one mule hanging half over the gorge edge with its back legs bent the wrong way. The little alcohol fire had eaten itself down to blue tongues on the wet stone. One of the red-marked salvage crates had burst entirely open. Shattered fragments glittered in the muck among broken wood.

I kept my distance from those.

Even now, even with one piece already inside me, every instinct I had still recoiled from the sight. The core under my ribs did not change that. It only made the fragments look louder. The air around them felt tight.

I braced one hand on the dead cart and forced myself upright.

My hauling harness hung from me in strips where the scavenger had torn it. Good leather ruined. Belt hook still there. Chain loop still on my hip. Knife gone. Probably lost when the wagon rolled. My right sleeve was cut open nearly to the shoulder. Blood had dried in a stiff line from elbow to palm.

I took three steps before my left leg folded.

I caught myself on the wagon and stood there breathing through the pain until the shaking eased.

Move.

That was the only rule that mattered until daylight.

I bent, pulled the shortest hauling chain from the tangle by the tool wagon, and looped it over my shoulder. Not because I wanted the weight. Because an empty hand dies faster than a loaded one in places like this. Chain meant reach. Chain meant trap. Chain meant I still had one piece of the only work I’d ever been taught to do properly.

A small noise came from under the herb cart.

I turned.

The young hauler, Noll, lay wedged between a broken shaft and the cart body. His eyes were open. One hand twitched against the stone. The lower half of him was hidden in shadow. I limped closer, already knowing from the angle of his chest what I would find.

“Gavin,” he whispered.

His voice was almost nothing.

I crouched as far as my hips allowed. “Don’t talk.”

“Thought... you fell.”

“So did I.”

That might have been a laugh he tried to make. Blood bubbled at the corner of his mouth instead.

His legs were gone below the knee. Not torn off. Crushed into one ruin under the axle. He had wrapped his own belt higher, tighter, but there was too much blood around him and not enough left in his face.

“Can you lift it?” he asked.

I looked at the cart.

Looked at the axle.

Looked at the stone jammed under the wheel.

No.

I hated how quickly the answer came. Weight, angle, leverage, footing, my own ruined state. No.

Noll saw it before I said anything. He had done enough loading to read a face when the load wasn’t moving.

“I don’t want them eating me first,” he said.

His mouth worked around the words like they hurt.

I looked down the road. The dark bent away both ahead and behind. Nothing moving in sight. That meant nothing. Scavengers were quiet when they wanted to be.

I put out my hand.

He grabbed my wrist harder than I expected.

“Was it true?” he whispered. “What you said. About the front leaving us?”

I looked at him.

At the cart over him.

At the rain gathering on his lashes.

“Yes,” I said.

He nodded once, small and careful. His grip loosened.

“Then don’t leave them the knife,” he said.

He did not have one.

I understood anyway.

I found a dropped camp knife near the herb bundles, wiped it once on my ruined coat, and put it in his hand.

He stared at it for a long second. Then at me.

“Tell them I ran,” he said.

There was no one to tell. But I nodded.

I left him there.

Not because it felt righteous. Not because I had some clean thought about respecting last choices. Because the road was still dark and I could already hear a scrape somewhere higher on the cliff.

By the time I had gone ten limping steps, I heard the knife hit bone.

I did not look back.

The gorge narrowed ahead into the pinch where the line had broken. Beyond that, the protected core train had gone on without us. If I tried to follow the same road in full open stretch, anything hunting would see me against the edge. If I went back the other way, I’d have to climb over the collapse and thread the undercut wall.

I chose the wall.

The choice came with the same wrong certainty as before. Not confidence. Route.

There had been an old survey path once, cut half a man’s width above the main road on the cliff side. I had noticed the tool marks on the way in because old cuts always drew my eye. Most people missed them once water and moss got in. I remembered the line of them now without trying. Little bites in the stone. A shallow maintenance ledge, meant for workers patching the upper face before the kingdom stopped paying for things that only protected low-rank routes.

I went left.

Climbing hurt. Every reach through the shoulder pulled the line under my ribs. Twice my bad foot slipped and knocked pebbles into the dark. I kept one hand on the wet cliff and groped upward until my fingers found the first old cut. Then the second.

The ledge was there.

Narrow. Slime-slick. Just enough room if I turned sideways.

I hauled the chain after me by one end and started along the upper face above the collapsed road.

Down below, the wreckage lay in broken patches between shadow and blue shard-glow. The mule at the edge had gone still. Something small was already on it.

Rain thickened a little. Not enough to drown sound. Enough to make the stone honest about where it was slickest.

My breathing grew loud. I hated that. Quiet mattered more than speed, and I had too much pain in me to stay quiet if I moved fast.

A shape crossed the road below.

Then another.

Three lesser scavengers came trotting in from the rear bend, heads low, tails twitching. They moved around the bodies and crates with greedy little darts, sometimes stopping to sniff the burst core fragments and recoil. One bounded onto the dead cart, tugged at a hanging arm, and jerked it loose with a wet pop.

I kept still against the wall until they passed under me.

The cold knot under my ribs throbbed again.

No. Not the knot.

The other thing. The pale sliver I had taken from the dead beast under the wagon.

It stirred when I looked down at the scavengers.

A pressure built behind my eyes, strange and thin. I blinked against it. The dark on the road shifted, not brighter exactly but less solid. The creatures’ outlines sharpened. Their paws on stone made more sense. I could tell which one would break left before it did because I felt the turn through its body half a breath early.

Night sight.

Not mine. Borrowed.

The realization hit hard enough that I nearly missed a foothold.

I flattened against the cliff, breathing through my nose.

The effect faded quickly when I stopped looking directly at the beasts. When I pushed for it again, it came back with a pulling sensation from the pale sliver inside me, as though some thin thread had to be dragged across my nerves and held in place.

It hurt.

Not sharp. Worse. A fine grinding ache behind my eyes and at the base of my skull.

I clenched my jaw and held it there for another few breaths.

The road below opened in detail. Wet stone. Broken spokes. A trail of blood leading from the herb cart to the edge where someone must have crawled before slipping over. The three scavengers, each one moving with different weight. One heavier in the front shoulders. One limping slightly on the rear right. One young and twitchy.

I let the effect go at once.

The world smeared again. I almost sagged with relief.

I stood there in the rain, shoulder against the cliff, and understood only this much: I had taken something from the dead creature. Not flesh. Not strength I could feel in my muscles. A trace. A usable line of it.

The words came to me because my mind wanted a shelf to put the thing on.

Lift the trace. Wear it for a moment. Put it down before it tears something.

Lift Trace.

Ugly name. Accurate enough.

A scraping sound came from ahead on the ledge.

I froze.

The old survey path bent around a rock shoulder ten paces in front of me. Something was climbing up from the road below. Slow. Hooked claws on wet stone.

I eased the chain off my shoulder and wrapped one end twice around my right wrist, leaving the rest hanging loose.

The first head came over the lip.

Lesser scavenger. The limping one.

Its silver eyes locked on me at once.

So much for quiet.

It shrieked. Not loud enough to bring the whole gorge, but loud enough to bring whatever was nearest.

I swung the chain before it could spring. The links struck its muzzle with a flat iron crack. It dropped back, clawing for purchase. I stamped on its forelimb with my good foot. Bone went soft under the boot. The beast fell.

The problem with narrow ledges was that anything you fought there kept trying to take the ground with it.

The second scavenger lunged up before the first one even finished falling. It came flatter, smarter, aiming for my knees. I snapped the chain back and let the hanging links take it across the face. It still hit me hard enough to slam my shoulders into the cliff.

Claws scraped across my thighs.

I jammed my left forearm into its throat to keep the teeth off my face. Bad choice. My arm almost folded. The beast’s breath was hot and rotten.

I drove my forehead into its snout.

Pain burst bright. It yelped and loosened.

I twisted the chain around its neck and hauled downward with my whole body, falling with it more than throwing. We hit the lip together. Its hind legs scrabbled on the ledge. One paw caught my torn coat and ripped another strip free.

For a stupid second we hung there nose to nose, the beast choking in my chain, both of us balanced over the drop.

Then the limping one below snapped upward and bit through my boot leather.

I shouted, more shock than pain, and my foot jerked.

That gave the chain all the angle it needed.

The strangled scavenger went over, dragging the limping one loose with it. Both vanished into the dark. I heard one hit rock. Then another hit lower.

The third one shrieked from the road below.

Not alone.

A deeper sound answered.

I knew that one. Bigger ridge scavenger. Maybe the same kind that had nearly opened me at the barrier. Maybe not the same individual. They all looked like the gorge had made them from knives and old hunger.

I shoved myself upright and moved.

The ledge slanted down around the rock shoulder into a wider shelf no one had maintained for years. Broken tools lay rusted into the cracks there. A rotten support frame hung half out from the cliff, one end still anchored by old iron pegs. Below it, the road narrowed around a fallen slab. Good choke point. Bad footing.

I stopped because stopping was better than running blind into the shelf.

The deeper scavenger noise came again, closer.

The big one would not bother climbing the whole ledge if it could take the shelf from below. Which meant it would come around the fallen slab where the road pinched.

I crouched, ignoring the hot pulse in my hips, and looked at the rotten support frame.

Old work platform. Once meant to hang over the road while crews patched the upper face. Half the pegs gone. One main chain left, red with rust but thick. If enough weight hit the outer end at the wrong angle, the whole thing might tear free.

Might.

I hated plans built on might. But a clean fight with a bigger scavenger was no plan at all.

The little pale sliver inside me stirred again, reacting to the dark, the movement below.

I pressed a palm against the stone and drew on it.

This time I did it on purpose.

The change came harder because I was asking for it. The world narrowed. The shelf, the frame, the road below, each line and edge standing out sharply against the wet dark. My pupils must have blown wide; cold pressure sat behind both eyes, and the ache at the base of my skull turned hot. I could see farther into the gorge than the moonless night should have allowed. Every shift of moving shadow below resolved into muscle and intent.

The biggest shape came first around the slab.

Not one of the lesser carrion-runners. This thing was built lower and wider, shoulders humped, forelimbs thick enough to split old shield leather. Its face looked half flayed even where it wasn’t. One ear was missing. There was a drag of fresh blood down one side that might not have been its own.

A lesser scavenger flitted behind it, nervous and eager.

Good. Two minds. Two bodies. More weight.

I held the trace and nearly bit through my tongue from the strain.

The night vision came with other scraps of the dead creature’s habits. Short range. Hunger pulls. A sense for movement along the edges. Nothing clean enough to call knowledge. More like impulses slipping under my own.

It made my skin crawl.

The big scavenger lifted its head and sniffed.

Then it climbed.

Not to the ledge. To the hanging frame. Hooked forelimbs biting into rotten boards, weight swinging the whole structure away from the cliff with a low groan.

There.

I kicked the old peg block nearest the wall.

Nothing.

I kicked again with my good foot, harder. Rotten wood cracked but held.

The big scavenger climbed higher. The lesser one darted onto the lower end of the frame after it, adding just enough more load to shift the angle.

I dropped the trace for a breath because my head felt ready to split. Darkness rushed thicker around me. I could still hear the frame groaning though. Still feel it through the stone under my hand.

Not enough.

I needed more force or a better break point.

My eyes fell on the hauling chain looped around my wrist.

The remaining main support chain ran from the outer end of the frame up to an iron staple driven into the cliff above the shelf. Rusted. Taut under the scavenger’s climbing weight. If I could knock the staple loose—

No. Too deep in the stone.

If I could redirect the load—

Yes.

I moved before the thought finished.

Three limping steps to the old staple block. One jump I almost didn’t make because my left leg lagged. Fingers closed on the support chain one hand above the knot. Wet rust bit my palm.

The big scavenger saw me then and launched from the hanging frame.

Too far for a clean landing. Close enough that the frame swung violently with the push.

I wrapped my own hauling chain around the support chain, crossed the links once, twice, and threw my weight sideways off the shelf.

For half a second I was hanging over the gorge, supported by two bad decisions and old iron.

The big scavenger hit the shelf where I had been. Its foreclaws cut sparks off rock.

My pull yanked the support chain sideways, not down. Wrong angle for the old staple. Better angle for the rotten frame pegs below.

The frame tore free with a sound like timber screaming.

The whole structure dropped under the scavengers’ shifting weight. The lesser one vanished first. The bigger beast leapt, caught the shelf edge with one forelimb, and hung there almost face level with me, jaws opening.

Too close.

I let go of my hauling chain with the free end still looped over the support and swung the length of it directly into the beast’s face. The iron links smashed one eye flat. It bellowed and lost one paw. Still held with the other.

I could smell its breath from where I hung.

It lunged upward at me with enough strength to catch the hem of my coat between its teeth.

The whole hanging mess jerked.

My shoulder almost came out of its socket.

I had one hand on the rusted support chain, one boot scraping at empty air, the bigger scavenger hanging off the shelf with my coat in its mouth, and the broken frame crashing and spinning below us in the dark.

The little sliver inside me pulled again, wanting to be used.

I grabbed for it out of instinct and pain.

The night sharpened.

The beast’s movements slowed in the way things do when you can finally see them. Not actually slower. Just legible. I saw the line of strain through the forelimb holding the ledge. Saw the ruined eye side making it favor its opposite shoulder. Saw the exact beat when it would tighten its neck to climb and the coat caught in its teeth would pull me toward its mouth.

I did not have strength for a clean kill.

I had a chain.

I had weight.

That was enough.

I twisted my body, brought both knees up as high as my hips would allow, and slammed my good boot into the beast’s hanging forelimb just above the wrist joint.

Not to break it. To shift it.

At the same instant I yanked hard on my coat where its teeth held.

The beast did what loaded things always did when force went where balance already hated it.

It failed at the weak point.

Its paw slipped. The jaw snapped shut on cloth instead of meat. The whole body dropped.

But it did not fall clean.

One hind claw caught in the loose loop of my hauling chain still hanging from the support.

The scavenger went over backward, twisting, and the chain snapped tight between us.

The jerk nearly tore me off the support chain too. My wounded side lit up white. The beast below thrashed and roared, spinning under me, every movement sawing the links across the old support staple.

Sawing.

I looked at the staple.

The rock around it had already cracked in a thin wet line from years of weather and one sudden sideways shock.

Good enough.

I kicked off the cliff with both feet and gave the chain one last hard wrench using my whole body.

The staple tore free.

Beast, support chain, and the last of the hanging frame went together into the dark.

I hit the cliff with my shoulder and scraped half down the wall before I found the shelf edge again and dragged myself onto it.

For a long moment I lay there on wet stone, gagging for breath and laughing once, soundless, because the alternative was shaking apart.

Then the shelf above me cracked.

I rolled on instinct.

A slab of loosened stone came down exactly where my head had been and smashed across the ledge lip, showering fragments over the road below. One chunk struck something alive in the dark and cut off a squeal.

Collapse after shock. Of course. The gorge loved taking a second bite.

I pushed myself upright and stared over the edge.

The support frame had jammed across the road below between two fallen rocks. The bigger scavenger lay twisted under it, not dead yet but close. Its back end had vanished under the timber. One forelimb still clawed weakly at the mud. The lesser scavenger was just a burst of darker fur and blood under one beam.

The fresh-fallen slab from above had pinned the bigger one’s neck enough that it could not turn properly.

It still looked at me.

One good eye. Hatred and hunger and animal pain all jammed together.

I almost left it.

Then I thought of the road. Of needing to pass. Of that thing finding one last ugly burst of strength when my back was turned.

I picked up the loose end of my hauling chain, limped to the edge where the shelf gave best angle, and dropped the hook end around its throat.

It thrashed once when the iron touched.

I braced both feet. Pain ripped from my hip into my back. I hauled anyway, leaning away from the edge, using the chain over stone to turn my body weight into pressure.

The beast’s neck was already trapped half under the slab. The chain only had to finish what the rock had started.

Its claws gouged mud.

Its body bucked.

Then the line went suddenly lighter.

I kept pulling for two more breaths before I let go.

Silence came back in patches.

Rain.

Drip.

Far movement deeper in the gorge.

My own pulse in my ears.

The trace inside me collapsed.

Darkness thickened. My knees almost went out.

I caught myself on the cliff wall and vomited onto the shelf.

Nothing but bile and blood string.

When the shaking eased, I wiped my mouth on my torn sleeve and looked down again.

The big scavenger was dead.

Something pale was lifting from its chest.

Not the thin little sliver from the lesser beast. This was thicker. Denser. A small floating shard, colorless at first, then taking on a dim iron-gray sheen through the rain. It rose carefully, almost slowly, like it knew falling back into the carcass was no threat at all and time belonged to it.

I stared at it until my eyes watered.

The thing turned in the air.

Toward me.

There was no breeze pulling that way. No trick of slope. The shard drifted up through the wet dark in a clean line, passing the broken frame, the pinned corpse, the ledge edge, as if the space between us had already been measured and accepted.

It wanted carrying.

The thought landed ugly and simple in my head.

I backed up one step because fear had finally gotten enough room to stand.

My heel hit the cliff wall. My bad leg folded a little under me.

The shard kept coming.

I should have run. I should have scraped it off the ledge with a rock, thrown myself down the road, done anything except stand there half-bent and watch it approach my chest.

Instead I stayed still.

Not because I trusted it. Because I was too hurt, too cold, and too honest with myself to pretend I would throw away the first thing in my life that had looked at me and not rejected what I was built to carry.

The shard stopped a handspan from my coat.

Rain passed through it.

The cold knot under my ribs answered with a hard pulse.

I did not know what would happen if I let this one in too.

That was the truth standing there on the shelf with my chain in one hand and the gorge under me and the dead below. No noble declaration. No clear plan. Only the fact that I had survived the wagon, survived the road, survived the dark by borrowing what should have killed me, and now another piece of something dangerous was drifting toward me like it had found the right load frame at last.

The shard touched my torn coat.

And pressed inward.
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Chapter3: A Name Already Written Among the Dead
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By the time I saw the settlement palisade, I was walking on whatever came after pain.

Not through it. Not past it. Just after it, where the body stopped arguing because it had no breath left for the fight.

The frontier hauling yard crouched in the gray of early morning like a place ashamed to be caught awake. Wet palisade stakes. Mud lanes cut black by cart ruts. A tilted watch platform with one sleepy sentry wrapped in a cloak stiff from old rain. Beyond the gate, low sheds hunched around the main freight yard, smoke just beginning to thread out of roof vents. The dead-cart awning stood near the east wall. The smell reached me before the sight did. Lime, old blood, wet canvas.

Home, if a man had no better word left.

I kept one hand on the outer palisade post when I reached the gate, not from affection. Because the world had started tilting sideways again.

The sentry above shifted, peered down, and almost missed me entirely.

I did not blame him. My coat hung in strips. My hauling harness was half gone. The chain on my shoulder dragged a line in the mud. Blood had dried down one side of me and then gotten wet again in the rain and dried a second time. I must have looked less like a returning laborer than something the gorge had spat up by mistake.

The sentry leaned farther over the rail.

“Hold there,” he called.

I lifted my head.

He squinted.

Then he said, uncertain, “What section?”

Not who. Not are you hurt. Section.

“Rear haul,” I said.

My voice came out cracked and rough from too much blood and not enough water.

He frowned, looked past me as if expecting the rest of the return convoy to follow, and saw nothing but dawn mist and empty road.

“Where’s the train?”

“Gone.”

“Gone where?”

I stared at him until he had the grace to look uncomfortable.

“Open the gate,” I said.

Maybe it was the chain. Maybe it was the way I said it without any room left in me for pleading. Maybe I simply looked too close to falling dead at his feet to be worth arguing with. Whatever the reason, he signaled down to the gate hand, and the small wicket groaned inward.

The gate hand stepped back the instant I crossed the threshold, wrinkling his nose.

“Gods,” he muttered. “I thought they brought the dead later.”

I kept walking.

The yard felt wrong at this hour. Too orderly. Crates stacked under oilskins. Team poles lined on pegs. Mule teams still in the stables, not yet brought out for morning assignment. Men at the edges of the yard slowing to stare. A cook boy with a pot hanging from both hands stopped altogether and watched me track mud and blood across the center lane. Two teamsters by the wheel shed went quiet in the middle of an argument.

No one stepped forward.

Not because they were cruel. Most of them simply knew the rules of places like this. A man coming back alone from a failed rear section carried trouble with him. Trouble could climb from one shoulder to the next if you stood too close.

I kept going toward the loading office because that was where names went when men returned. Names or marks or counts. Someone would have to write something. Someone would have to look at me and admit, with ink if nothing else, that I had not died in Night Gorge.

That thought got me ten more steps.

Then the yard tilted hard enough that I put a knee in the mud.

Voices rose at once, sharp with relief that the thing had become simple again. Collapsed men could be dealt with.

Hands caught under my arms. Not gentle, but not rough either. One of the wheelwright’s apprentices on the left, broad-faced and red-haired. One of the stable boys on the right. They smelled of smoke and wet straw.

“He’s freezing.”

“No, he’s burning.”

“Get the runner.”

“Don’t touch his side, idiot, look at the blood there.”

I tried to stand under my own power and nearly folded again.

“Loading office,” I said.

The apprentice stared at me like I’d asked for a parade.

“You need the infirmary.”

“Loading office.”

“What for?”

I looked at him until he stopped asking.

Maybe he saw the answer in my face. Maybe he didn’t like the look of
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