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      For the ones who had to betray what raised them in order to become who they were meant to be.

      May love be the vow that finally saves you.
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      IVARA

      The air tasted of wet iron and old blood, and beneath it, the sulfurous reek of the Saltfen’s deep rot. But the silver hum was gone.

      Ivara woke to salt crusting her eyelids shut. The grit had worked its way into the creases of her lips, the hollows of her ears, the raw seams where her saturation scars had once glowed white. Now those scars lay dark against the pale of her forearms, sunken channels like dry riverbeds. Leaden veins. Dead circuitry.

      She did not open her eyes at first. She reached inward instead, a reflex carved into her bones since childhood, searching for the familiar thrum of power that lived beneath her pulse. The silver thread that had always answered, even when she was spent, even when she was bleeding out on Black Sand Cove while Kest’s iron siphon pulled her soul through her skin.

      Nothing waited for her.

      Not a flicker. Not a whisper. Just the deaf silence where the marsh’s heat signatures should have pulsed, a phantom limb severed at the root. Her mind reached for the silver thread and found only the cold grit of salt. The silence pressed against the back of her sternum until she had to fight the urge to claw at her chest.

      She opened her eyes.

      The sandbar stretched twenty feet across, a pale scab of silt and crushed shell exposed by the low tide. Beyond its edges, the Saltfen sprawled in every direction, a flat wilderness of black water and reed beds that hissed in the dawn wind. The sky was tarnished silver, purple fading to sick yellow at the horizon. Somewhere distant, an iron bell tolled the hour, a ghostly echo that barely reached her. The Order’s bells. Even out here, in the unmapped places where maps failed and Hounds lost the scent, the sound was a rumor, not a threat.

      Ivara pushed herself onto her elbows. The movement sent a spike of pain through her right ankle, the joint swollen tight against the leather of her boot. She had twisted it two nights ago, scrambling down a tidal channel in the dark with Emeric’s dead weight slung across her shoulders. The marsh damp had seeped into the injury, and it had not begun to heal. Nothing healed in the Saltfen. The salt got into everything, preserving and corroding in equal measure.

      She turned her head.

      Emeric lay beside her, and the sight of him stopped her breath.

      He was on his back, his broad shoulders pressed into the sand as if the earth itself was trying to swallow him. His tunic, once the grey wool of the Order, was now a ruin of salt stains and dried blood, torn open across his chest where he had done the carving. The wound was a jagged horizontal gash, poorly healed, the edges raised and angry. Infection had set in sometime during the night. She could smell it before she saw it, a cloying sweetness beneath the brine, the scent of tissue turning to rot.

      His skin was the color of old tallow. Sweat beaded along his hairline despite the cold, and his breath came in shallow rattles, each inhale a labor that shuddered through his whole frame. The Hunter’s Mark was gone. He had cut it out himself, back in the sanctuary at Mournhalm, using a purification blade to sever the tether that Kest had used to channel her pain into his body.

      Ivara crawled to him. Her ankle screamed, and she ignored it, dragging herself across the sand on her knees until she could press two fingers to the side of his throat. His pulse was too fast, a frantic drumbeat under skin that burned against her touch. The fever had climbed in the night. She could feel it radiating off him, a dry heat that had nothing to do with the rising sun.

      “Emeric.”

      His name came out cracked, her voice rusted from disuse. He did not respond. His eyes moved beneath their lids, a restless tracking that told her the fever was climbing. His lips shaped fragments of words she could not hear.

      She left him there and crawled toward the rock pools.

      The sandbar’s eastern edge was studded with outcrops of black stone, worn smooth by centuries of tidal scour. In the crevices between them, last night’s rain had collected in shallow basins. Ivara moved from pool to pool, her fingers probing the cold water, testing for salinity. Most of it was brackish, fouled by salt spray and the leavings of marsh birds. But in the deepest cleft, shaded from the wind by a shelf of granite, she found a single depression no wider than her palm. The water inside was clear. Fresh.

      She cupped her hand and brought it to her lips. The taste was metallic, tinged with minerals leached from the stone, but it was sweet compared to the brine that coated everything else. She drank only enough to wet her throat. The rest was for him.

      The sun was fully up now, burning off the mist in pale ribbons. The light revealed the full desolation of their position. The sandbar was shrinking. She could see the tide line from last night, a band of dark sediment two feet above the current water level. The Saltfen’s tides were not gentle. When they turned, they came fast, swallowing the low ground in minutes. By midday, this sandbar would be under three feet of black water.

      She crawled back to Emeric with the rainwater cupped in her palm. Most of it had leaked through her fingers by the time she reached him, but a few precious drops remained. She knelt beside his head and pressed her wet fingers to his lips.

      His mouth was cracked, the skin split in places where the salt had worked its way in. She used her thumb to part his jaw. The stubble on his chin scraped her knuckles, the muscle beneath slack and unguarded. Her hands were shaking so badly she nearly lost her grip. She tipped the remaining water past his teeth and watched his throat work to swallow.

      He coughed. The sound was wet and deep, rattling through lungs that were filling with fluid. His eyes snapped open.

      Amber. Clouded with fever, but sharpening as they found her face. For a moment, there was no recognition in them, only the predatory stillness of a hunter identifying a target. His hand twitched toward his belt, where the knife still sat in its sheath, but his fingers couldn’t close around the hilt.

      “Ivara.”

      Her name. Not a command. Not the flat, formal address he had used in the early days of her captivity, when she was a witch in chains and he was the Perfect Weapon sent to deliver her to the pyre. This was something else. A tether. A truth spoken into the salt air like a prayer.

      “I’m here,” she said.

      His eyes were already closing, the brief lucidity spent. His hand found hers, the grip weak but intentional, his calloused fingers wrapping around her wrist. Even in delirium, even with his body failing, he was trying to anchor her.

      She sat there, holding his hand, and watched the tide creep closer.

      The Saltfen was coming to claim what the Order had left behind.

      She could not let that happen.

      The thought arrived cold and absolute, cutting through the fog of her own exhaustion. She was a witch without magic. A woman with a twisted ankle and a dying hunter and a single mouthful of rainwater. By every tactical calculation, the rational choice was to save herself. To leave him on the sandbar and limp toward the distant line of the Black Reeds, where the Order’s patrols could not follow and the deep channels offered shelter. Alone, she might survive. Together, they would both drown.

      She looked at Emeric’s face, at the scar across his chest and the fever flush on his cheeks, and she made the calculation.

      And then she ignored it.

      The tide was lapping at the edge of the sandbar now, a cold tongue of water that advanced and retreated in incremental pulses. She had perhaps an hour before the ground disappeared beneath them. She needed to move him, and she could not carry him.

      Ivara scanned the horizon. To the north, the Black Reeds rose in a dark wall, their stalks tall enough to hide a standing man. Between here and there lay a mile of open water, shallow enough to wade if the channels had not shifted in the night. The channels shifted constantly in the Saltfen, carved and recarved by the tides, and a step in the wrong direction could drop her into a trench deep enough to drown a horse.

      She knew the marsh better than any Order mapmaker. She could read the silt swirls that marked a hidden channel, the lean of the reeds that warned of a drop-off. But that knowledge had always been backed by power. A surge of silver light to warm her blood when the cold bit too deep. A pulse of magic to sense the channels before she stepped into them.

      Now there was only the cold. Only the silence.

      She stripped off her outer tunic, a salt-stiffened rag that offered little warmth, and began tearing it into strips. The fabric parted with a sound like ripping parchment. She bound Emeric’s chest wound first, packing the strips tight against the infection to keep the salt water out. He did not stir. His breathing was worse now, each exhale ending in a liquid crackle that made her own chest tighten in sympathy.

      She tied the remaining strips together into a crude harness, looping it under his arms and across her shoulders. When she stood, the weight of him nearly pulled her back to her knees. Her ankle shrieked, the joint grinding loose with every shift of weight, threatening to dump her into the water. She locked the joint and took the first step.

      The water was ankle-deep at the sandbar’s edge, shockingly cold, thick with silt that sucked at her boots. She dragged Emeric behind her, his body leaving a furrow in the sand that the tide erased as quickly as she made it. Step. Drag. Step. Drag. The rhythm consumed her, a mechanical cadence that left no room for thought. She counted her paces. She watched the reed line. She did not look back.

      By the time she reached the first stand of reeds, the water was at her knees and Emeric’s head was barely above the surface. She hauled him onto a mat of tangled roots, her arms shaking with exhaustion, and collapsed beside him. The reeds closed overhead, blocking the sky, and the world became a green twilight of rustling stalks and stagnant water.

      She listened. No bells. No voices. No splash of Hounds moving through the channels.

      They were hidden. For now.

      Ivara rolled onto her side and pressed her fingers to Emeric’s throat again. His pulse was still there, too fast, too weak, but there. The infection had not reached his blood yet. When it did, the fever would spike, and he would burn from the inside out. She had seen it happen to witches in the Order’s cells, the way sepsis turned a body against itself, consuming tissue and reason until nothing remained but a husk.

      She had no medicine. No magic. No blade to cut away the rot. What she had was marshcraft, but without her magic to guide her, the marsh was a locked door. She could not feel the heat of the plants beneath the water, could not sense the pulse of life that had once been as clear as a beacon. She was blind.

      She pushed herself upright and began to search the reed bed, scanning for the telltale purple-veined leaves of bog-myrtle or the pale shoots of saltmallow, but the marsh gave her nothing. Without her magic, the plants were just shapes in the murk. The water was still rising, seeping through the root mat, cold as iron against her knees. She kept searching, her breath coming in short, sharp pulls, the silence where her magic used to hum now filled with the leaden burn of her muscles and the taste of wet iron at the back of her throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      EMERIC

      He was drowning in molten silver, and the High Inquisitor was holding his head under.

      The metal poured into his mouth, his nostrils, the open wound across his chest. It burned with the cold of a winter forge, the kind of cold that seared bone before the nerves could register heat. Kest’s voice rolled through the silver like thunder through a bell tower, reciting the Hunter’s Creed in the same measured rhythm he had used when Emeric was a boy kneeling on the stone floor of the sanctuary, repeating the words back with a child’s earnest devotion.

      Magic is corruption. The witch is the vessel. The hunter is the cure.

      The words twisted through the dream, dissolving and reforming. The silver became the iron siphon Kest had driven into Ivara’s chest at Black Sand Cove. Emeric could see it, the barbed cylinder of cold metal, the barbs catching on something inside her, the way the metal shuddered as it drew. He could feel it in his own sternum, a hook of cold silver lodged beneath the bone, pulling.

      He had carved out the Mark, cut until the brand came away in a flap of ruined skin, and still the tether remained, a ghost of silver thread pulling at the hollow of his chest with every heartbeat.

      You are the conduit, Kest’s voice said, and in the dream Emeric was not a man but a length of iron pipe, hollow and cold, carrying someone else’s agony from one end to the other. You were made to channel. You were made to purify. You were made to obey.

      The silver sea around him shifted. The molten surface cracked and became the rustling stalks of black reeds, thousands of them, their edges sharp as file blades. The sound of their movement was the sound of whetstones in the armory, the rhythmic scrape of steel being honed for the hunt. A Hound’s breath steamed in the dark. The reeds whispered his name.

      Dain. Dain. Dain.

      He tried to move, but chains of silver light held his arms, his legs, his throat. The links were forged from the same cold fire that had once lived in Ivara’s veins, and they tightened with every breath he drew. He could not reach her. He could not even see her, but he knew she was there, somewhere beyond the reeds, bleeding radiance into the dark.

      She is the corruption, the Creed insisted, the words printing themselves across the inside of his skull in letters of iron. She is the sickness. She is the duty.

      But his pulse answered before his mind could, a drumbeat of raw instinct that had no words, only a rhythm that matched the silver glow in the distance, synchronizing with a ragged breath that was not his own.

      The chains tightened. The reeds became blades. The silver sea rose over his head, and Kest’s voice became a whisper, soft and paternal, the voice of a father tucking a child into bed.

      You cannot save her. You were never meant to save her. You were meant to deliver her, and you have delivered her into the dark.

      The hook in his chest pulled.

      Emeric screamed, and the silver sea shattered.

      The world came back in shades of tarnished iron and the smell of stagnant salt.

      He was on his back, and something cold was pressing against his lips. Water. Not the molten silver of the dream, but real water, thin and metallic, trickling past his cracked teeth. He swallowed, and the act of swallowing was a blade scraping down the inside of his throat. The cold spread through his chest, a brief shock of clarity that cut through the fever’s haze.

      He opened his eyes.

      The reeds were still there, but they were not blades. They were just reeds, tall and pale green, their stalks rustling in a wind that carried the taste of brine and rot. The sky beyond them was the color of tarnished pewter, thin morning light filtering through the overcast. He was lying on a mat of tangled roots, and the roots were damp, and the damp was rising.

      Ivara knelt beside him.

      She was a shadow carved from salt and exhaustion. Her hair hung in lank strands around a face that had grown too sharp, the cheekbones standing out like ridges of stone beneath skin the color of old tallow. Her eyes were flint grey, bloodshot, the pupils too wide. She was staring at something in the water, her fingers probing the murk with the mechanical persistence of a woman who had been doing the same thing for hours.

      She had not seen him wake.

      He watched her for a moment, suspended in the strange lucidity that came between fever waves. Mud caked the crescents of her nails. Her hands trembled, the fine tremor of a body that had given too much and received nothing back. The search was over. He could read it in the slump of her shoulders, the way her jaw was clamped tight, the muscle jumping in a hard, exhausted line.

      She had dragged him here. He did not remember the journey, but he could read the evidence on her body. The way she favored her right ankle, the joint swollen and discolored against the leather of her boot. The raw chafing across her shoulders where the harness had bitten into her skin. The tremor in her hands as she pulled another handful of dead reeds from the water and tossed them aside.

      She had dragged him here, and she was still trying to save him.

      The thought landed in his chest like a stone dropped into deep water. It sank through the layers of fever and doctrine, past the Creed-stained instincts that still whispered witch and threat and purify, and struck something older. Something that had no words, only a pulse. His heartbeat shifted, falling into the rhythm of her breathing, the ragged rise and fall of her shoulders. The synchronization felt like a betrayal of every oath he had ever sworn, a heresy his body committed before his mind could object.

      He tried to move. His arm was a dead weight, heavy and unresponsive, but he forced it to lift. His fingers found the edge of his tunic, the salt-stiffened wool crusted with blood and marsh water. He pulled at it, a clumsy, weak motion, trying to drag the tunic up over his shoulders, over his head. He was trying to give it to her.

      She was cold. He could see the cold in the blue of her lips, the way her hands shook as she probed the water. The marsh wind cut through the reeds, and she had no cloak, no blanket, nothing but the salt-stained shift beneath her own ruined tunic. She had given him everything. Her magic. Her safety. Her chance at escape.

      The least he could give her was the shirt off his back.

      His fingers slipped. The tunic fell back against his chest, and the effort left him gasping, black spots blooming in his vision. The sound of his struggle must have reached her, because Ivara’s head snapped toward him.

      For a moment, her expression was unguarded. The mask of the pragmatic survivor slipped, and he saw what lay beneath. The tremor in her eyelid. The white-knuckle grip on the reeds. The way her flint-grey eyes fractured like ice under a hammer.

      Then the mask was back, and she was crawling toward him, her bad ankle dragging, and her hand was on his forehead, her palm cool against the furnace of his skin.

      “You’re awake.”

      Her voice was rusted iron. It scraped against his ears, and he wanted to answer, but the fever was pulling him back under, the brief lucidity already fading. The world was softening at the edges, the reeds blurring into a grey-green smear.

      He needed to tell her something. Something important. The thought was a hook in his mind, tugging at his attention, but the shape of it kept slipping away. He had been the conduit, the siphon, the instrument of Kest’s torture. He could still feel the barbs of the siphon in his own chest, the way his hands had been the channel for her agony. His touch had been a sacrilege. He needed to tell her that he would rather drown in the Saltfen’s black water than let the Order touch her again.

      What came out was a groan. A wet, rattling sound that bubbled in his lungs and died in his throat.

      Ivara’s hand moved from his forehead to his chest. She pressed her palm against the bandages, and the pressure was a lance of white fire, and he was falling again, the world dissolving into silver and shadow.

      But before he fell, he caught her hand. His grip was weak, the grip of a dying man who had once been able to kill with his bare hands. He held on as if she was the only solid thing in a world that had turned to water.

      “Stop,” she said. “Stop trying to move.”

      He could not stop. The thought was a fever-bright imperative, burning through the fog. He needed to protect her. He needed to put himself between her and the cold, between her and the tide, between her and the Order and the Hounds and every other horror the Saltfen was waiting to throw at them.

      He was the hunter. He was the weapon. He was supposed to be the shield, and he was lying on his back in the mud while she bled herself dry trying to save him.

      The shame was hotter than the fever, a burn that climbed his throat like bile.

      He tried again to pull the tunic free, and this time Ivara pushed him down. Her hand was flat against his sternum, and the pressure was a command, and the command was a mercy he did not deserve.

      “You’ll tear the bandages,” she said. “Lie still.”

      He wanted to argue. He wanted to tell her that the bandages did not matter, that the wound did not matter, that the only thing that mattered was the cold seeping into her bones and the tremor in her hands and the way her eyes kept darting toward the water as if she could see the tide rising even when she was looking at him.

      But the fever was stronger than his will. The black spots were spreading, eating the edges of his vision, and the reeds were blurring into a wall of grey water that rose and rose and rose.

      He held onto her hand. That was the only thing he could do. He held onto her hand, and he let the world go dark.

      The water was the next thing he knew.

      Not the silver sea of the dream. Real water. Cold as iron, thick with silt, lapping at the edge of his boot. The sound of it was a persistent whisper, a soft shush-shush-shush that had crept closer while he slept. The root mat groaned beneath them, a low, wet sound of vegetation surrendering to the weight. The water was higher.

      The tide had turned.

      He did not know how much time had passed. The light had shifted, the grey morning deepening toward a bruised noon. The wind had picked up, rattling the reeds with a sound like dry bones. Ivara was still beside him, but she was no longer searching for medicine. She was sitting with her back against a thicker stalk, her injured leg stretched out before her, her eyes fixed on the water that was creeping toward them inch by inch.

      She was watching it come. Counting the minutes.

      He knew that look. He had worn it himself, in the early days of his training, when the Order’s instructors would leave him in the marsh with nothing but a knife and a compass and tell him to find his way back before the tide swallowed the causeway. It was the look of someone who had already run the numbers and did not like the sum.

      He tried to speak again. This time, his voice came out as a whisper, thin and cracked, but recognizable.

      “How long.”

      She did not look at him. Her eyes stayed on the water.

      “An hour. Maybe less.”

      The tide was rising faster than it had on the sandbar. The channels were filling, the water spreading through the reed bed in cold, searching fingers. The root mat they were lying on had been a temporary refuge, a floating island of tangled vegetation, but the mat was sinking. The weight of their bodies was pressing it down into the mud, and the mud was hungry.

      He could feel the cold seeping through the roots, through the bandages, through the wound. The infection was still there, a hot core of sickness buried in his chest, but the water was a new threat, a more immediate one. Sepsis would kill him in days. The tide would kill them both in hours.

      He tried to push himself up. His arms shook, the muscles trembling with a weakness that felt like betrayal. He had been strong once. He had been the Perfect Weapon, the hunter who could run for a day without rest, fight for an hour without flagging, kill without hesitation. Now he could not lift his own weight off the wet roots.

      Ivara’s hand was on his shoulder, pushing him back down.

      “Don’t.”

      “The water.”

      “I know.”

      “We have to move.”

      “I know.”

      “Ivara.”

      She looked at him then. Her eyes were still flint, still hard, but there was something beneath the hardness. A crack in the stone. A fissure that let the light through.

      “You can’t walk,” she said. “You can’t stand. You can barely breathe. If we move now, you drown. If we stay, we have an hour to figure out something else.”

      He recognized the arithmetic. He had spoken those same words to dying hunters, to wounded prisoners, to anyone who slowed the mission. She was speaking them for him.

      “You’re not going to leave me,” he said.

      It was not a question.

      “No,” she said. “I am not going to leave you.”

      She leaned closer. Her face was inches from his, and he could smell the salt on her breath, the marsh water in her hair, the faint metallic tang of her own exhaustion. Her eyes were no longer hard. They were burning.

      “You bled your divinity into the mud for me,” she said. “You carried me through the dark when you could barely stand. Do not tell me to leave you. Do not ever tell me that again.”

      The words hit him harder than the fever. They cut through the guilt and the shame and the Creed-stained instinct that still whispered you are not worthy of this, you are not worthy of her, and they struck the same deep place that had answered with a stolen breath in the dream.

      He did not argue. He did not have the strength. But he reached for her hand, and she let him take it, and they sat together in the rising water, watching the tide creep closer.

      The reed bed was dying around them. The stalks that had once stood tall were bowing under the weight of the water, their bases submerged, their tips bending toward the surface like the heads of drowning men. The wind had died, and the silence was absolute, broken only by the soft lapping of the tide and the distant cry of a marsh bird. The marshes often went quiet when the water rose, as if the whole fen was holding its breath.

      Emeric’s eyes drifted closed. The fever was still there, a banked fire waiting to flare, but the cold water was keeping it in check. The cold water was keeping him lucid. The cold water was going to kill them if he could not find a way to move.

      He opened his eyes again.

      The water was inches from his boots. The Saltfen was not finished with them yet.
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      IVARA

      The root mat groaned and began to tip.

      Ivara felt the shift through her knees before her mind registered the danger, a slow, sucking lurch that sent ripples spreading across the black water. The mat was giving way, the tangled vegetation finally surrendering to the weight of two bodies and the relentless press of the tide. Cold water surged over the edge, swallowing the last dry inches, and Emeric’s boots disappeared beneath the surface.

      She was moving before the thought finished forming, hauling herself upright on an ankle that screamed and then went numb. The pain was a distant thing now, a bell ringing in a submerged tower.

      “Emeric.”

      He did not respond. His eyes were half-open, the amber dulled to the color of old honey, and his breath came in wet, shallow pulls that barely stirred the hair on his lip. A mottled red flush spread from his cheeks down his throat, standing out against the grey pallor of his skin like a brand.

      She grabbed the harness she had fashioned from her torn tunic, the salt-stiffened strips still looped under his arms, and pulled. Her shoulders shrieked. The raw chafing from the journey across the sandbar split open, and she felt the warm trickle of fresh blood sliding down her back. She pulled harder.

      Emeric’s body slid across the mat, his dead weight catching on every snarl of root and reed. The mat tipped further. Water rushed in, knee-deep now, and the cold was a living thing, a predator with teeth of ice that bit through her boots and into the marrow of her shins. She did not stop. She could not stop. The Black Reeds rose around them in a wall of pale green, their stalks bending under the weight of the rising tide, and somewhere beyond them, there had to be higher ground. There had to be.

      She found it fifty yards deeper into the reeds, a hummock of mud and tangled saltgrass that rose a scant foot above the waterline. It was not dry. Nothing in the Saltfen was ever dry. But it was stable, a shelf of packed silt anchored by the roots of a dead blackthorn tree, and it would hold their weight.

      The crawl took everything. She hauled him by the harness, one arm hooked under his, her bad ankle dragging uselessly behind her. The water climbed from her knees to her thighs, then to her waist, each yard a battle against the tide’s cold mouth. Her breath came in sobbing gasps, and the black spots in her vision pulsed with every heartbeat. She counted the strokes. Ten yards. Twenty. The reeds closed in, their stalks scraping her face, and she kept pulling. By the time she reached the hummock, her arms had gone past pain into a numb, shaking uselessness that made her fingers claw like frozen hooks.

      She dragged Emeric onto the mudbank and collapsed beside him, her chest heaving, her vision swimming. The air tasted of rust and rot, thick with the sulfurous reek of the deep marsh. She pressed her palm to Emeric’s chest. The bandages were soaked through, the fabric dark with marsh water and something warmer, something that pulsed against her fingers in a sluggish rhythm.

      Blood. The wound was weeping again, the infection eating through the fragile seal his body had managed to build. She pressed harder, and he groaned, a low sound that rattled through his lungs like stones in a bucket.

      She pressed her forehead to his, just for a moment, and felt the furnace heat of his skin against her own.

      The tide peaked and held. The water stopped rising, and for a moment, the Saltfen was still. The reeds stood motionless, their tips brushing a sky the color of tarnished pewter. No birds called. No wind stirred. The silence pressed against her eardrums like the weight of a rising tide.

      Then the scent came.

      It rode in on a gust of air that cut across the water from the north, a cold draught that carried the smell of singed metal and spoiled meat. Ivara’s head came up. Her nostrils flared, and her body recognized the scent before her mind could name it, a primal alarm that bypassed thought and went straight to the marrow.

      A metallic tang, sharp and wrong. Magic, but twisted. Corrupted. Beneath it, the cloying sweetness of rot, of flesh that had died and been reanimated, of blood that had been replaced with something black and viscous and wrong.

      The hollow place behind her ribs flared. It was not a pulse or a hum; it was a bruise being pressed, a toothache waking deep in the bone. The absence of her power was reacting to the presence of something else, something that should not exist. The pain was new, a cold, probing ache that had nothing to do with the marsh and everything to do with the thing moving through it.

      She knew that scent. The Scent of Ruin. The mark of a Hound.

      She turned her head, scanning the reed line. The water was a flat, grey mirror, broken only by the dark shapes of submerged roots. Nothing moved. The reeds stood still. But the scent was thickening, coating her tongue with a film of copper and decay.

      She reached for Emeric’s belt and drew his knife. The blade was eight inches of Dain-forged steel, the edge still sharp despite everything, the flat of it etched with the silver filigree of the Hunter’s Creed. The words caught the thin light, and she read them without meaning to. Magic is corruption. The witch is the vessel. The hunter is the cure.

      She had been the vessel. She had been the corruption. And now she was holding the cure in her hand, a blade designed to kill things like her, and she was going to use it to kill something that had once been a hunter.

      She forced herself to her feet. Her ankle buckled, and she locked the joint, using the pain as a focal point, a spike of clarity that cut through the exhaustion. She could not outrun a Hound. She could not fight one, not with a single knife and a body that was falling apart. But she could think. She could read the marsh. She could use the terrain as a weapon, the way her mother had taught her, the way the old Covenant witches had fought before the Order taught them that magic was the only tool worth wielding.

      The mudbank was a trap. She saw it now, the way the silt sloped down from the hummock into deeper water, the way the surface looked solid but was not. The Saltfen’s mud was deceptive, a suspension of fine particles that could hold the weight of a bird but would swallow a man whole if he struggled. The reeds leaned away from the deepest pockets, their stalks bending outward from a center that was more water than earth. The mud there was a shade darker, almost black, and the surface shimmered with an oily stillness that meant nothing solid lay beneath.

      The Hound was heavy. She could see it in her mind’s eye, the iron plates bolted to its flesh, the silver wire threaded through its muscles. Dense. It would sink. If she could lure it into the deepest silt, the mud would do the work for her.

      She looked at Emeric. He was still breathing, still bleeding, still dying. She did not have time for a better plan.

      She cut a strip from the hem of her cloak, a ragged length of salt-stained wool that still carried her scent. Then she pressed the blade to her forearm, just below the elbow, where a salt-sore had opened a crack in her skin. The steel bit deep, and blood welled up, dark and sluggish, too thick from dehydration to flow freely. She smeared it onto the cloth, working it into the fibers until the wool was wet with her.

      The hollow place behind her ribs gave another lurch, a fresh spike of that bruised, toothache pain. The metallic tang was overwhelming now, burning her nostrils, coating her throat. She could hear it, a faint, rhythmic slosh as something heavy moved through the water beyond the reed line.

      She limped to the edge of the mudbank. She dragged the blood-stained cloth through the silt as she went, leaving a dark, wet trail that led from the hummock to the deepest pocket of mud, twenty feet out, where the water was black and still. She laid the cloth on the surface and retreated, her bad ankle screaming with every step. Then she crouched beside Emeric’s prone form, the knife in her hand, the blade steady.

      She waited.

      The grinding came first. A low, mechanical sound, iron plates scraping against each other with the slow, deliberate rhythm of a thing that did not need to hurry. The reeds shivered, and then the Hound came through them like a shadow detaching itself from deeper shadows.

      It had been a man once. She could still see the shape of him beneath the horror, the broad shoulders and long arms of a hunter in his prime. But the man was gone, replaced by something that moved with a jerky, mechanical precision, its limbs guided by silver wires that gleamed beneath its skin. Iron plates had been bolted to its chest and shoulders, the metal black with corrosion, the bolts sunk deep into flesh that was the color of old tallow. Its face was the worst part. The eyes were milky, dead, the pupils fixed and dilated, blind. It did not see her. It did not need to. Its head swiveled from side to side with the stiff, mechanical motion of a hound casting for a scent, and the mouth worked constantly, the lips peeling back from teeth that had been filed to points.

      It did not breathe. It did not blink. It simply moved through the water with an awful, silent purpose, tracking the scent of heresy.

      The scent of Emeric’s scar. The scent of the Mark he had carved from his chest.

      The Hound stopped at the edge of the mudbank. Its head turned, the iron plates of its neck grinding, and the dead, milky eyes fixed on the blood-stained cloth. The trail she had laid. Her blood, hollow and empty, but still carrying the faint residue of what she had been, the echo of magic that clung to her like smoke to a burned-out house. It was enough to confuse the Hound’s tracking, to draw its attention away from the dying hunter on the bank.

      It took a step toward the bait, and then another, its iron-shod feet sinking into the silt with each heavy stride. The mud accepted its weight at first, the surface tension holding. Then the Hound reached the deeper silt, the place where the mud was more water than earth, and the ground opened beneath it.

      The Hound sank.

      It went down to its knees in a single, sucking lurch, the mud closing around its legs with a wet, greedy sound. The creature did not cry out. It did not panic. It simply kept moving, its legs pumping with mechanical determination, driving it deeper into the silt with every step. The iron plates were too heavy. The silver wires could not compensate. The mud was swallowing it whole.

      But it was not sinking fast enough.

      The Hound’s arms were still free. Its hands, tipped with iron claws, were still reaching. And it was still moving forward, dragging itself through the silt with a terrible, relentless strength, the claws gouging deep furrows in the mud as it pulled itself closer. Inch by inch. The distance to the mudbank shrank. It would reach her before the silt took it.

      She had seconds.

      She rose to her feet, the knife held low, her weight balanced on her good leg. The Hound’s dead eyes found her, and its mouth opened, and a sound came out that was not a roar or a hiss but a wet, mechanical exhalation, the sound of a bellows compressing in a flooded forge. The scent of singed metal intensified, sharp enough to make her eyes water, and the hollow place behind her ribs screamed with a cold that had nothing to do with the marsh.

      She could not kill it. She knew that now. But she could slow it down. She could buy time for the mud to finish its work.

      She took a step toward the Hound, the knife rising, and then a hand closed around her ankle.

      Emeric.

      He was awake.

      Not the groggy, fever-dulled wakefulness of the past days. This was something else. His amber eyes were open and clear, burning with a dying wick’s brightness, and his face was a mask of something that was not quite consciousness and not quite instinct. He looked like a man dragging himself out of his own grave. His hand released her ankle and found the mudbank, his fingers digging into the silt, and he pulled himself upright with a strength that should not have been possible.

      The bandages across his chest were already darkening with fresh blood. She could see the wound tearing, the fragile seal splitting under the strain of his movement. She opened her mouth to tell him to stop, to lie down, to let her handle it, but he was already past her, already moving, his body a dead weight that had forgotten it was supposed to be still.

      He did not charge. He could not charge. He stumbled forward, his legs barely holding his weight, his bare feet sinking into the mud. The Hound saw him coming and lunged, its iron claws raking the air, and Emeric did not dodge. He fell into the attack, using his weight to drive himself past the claws, and his hand found the back of the Hound’s neck.

      The knife went in.

      Emeric drove the blade into the seam between the iron plates, the one vulnerable place where the silver wires threaded through living tissue, and he twisted. The Hound convulsed. Black ichor sprayed from the wound, a jet of viscous rot that splattered across Emeric’s face and chest, and the creature’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Its claws slashed blindly, catching Emeric across the ribs, and she heard the wet pop of stitches giving way, saw the fresh red bloom spreading beneath the torn bandages. He did not let go. He rode the Hound down into the silt, his weight driving the creature deeper, the black ichor and his own blood mixing into a dark, steaming slick on the water’s surface. He twisted the knife again.

      The Hound stopped moving.

      The silence that followed was absolute. Even the reeds seemed to hold still.

      Emeric tried to stand. His legs gave out. He fell backward into the black water, and the splash was a shock of cold sound in the stillness, and then he was floating, his arms spread, his face turned toward the tarnished sky.

      The bandages were gone. The wound was open. A fresh bloom of red was spreading across his chest, a slow, terrible flower that turned the black water to rust.

      Ivara was already in the water. She grabbed him under the arms, her bad ankle screaming, her shoulders tearing, and she hauled his head above the surface. His eyes were closed. His breath was a wet, irregular rattle that sounded like the tide going out for the last time.

      She dragged him back to the mudbank, her body moving on instinct, on memory, on the stubborn refusal to let the Saltfen take him. The dead Hound sank slowly into the silt behind her, its iron plates pulling it down, its milky eyes staring at nothing. The scent of singed metal was already fading, replaced by the iron tang of fresh blood.

      She got Emeric onto the hummock and pressed her hands to his chest. The blood was warm against her cold fingers, pulsing out between her knuckles in a rhythm that was too fast and too weak. The wound was a ruin of torn stitches and angry red flesh, the infection spreading in dark tendrils beneath the skin.

      She pressed harder. The blood kept coming.

      “Stay,” she said, and her voice cracked on the word. “Stay here.”

      He did not answer. His face was the color of old bone, and his lips were blue, and the red bloom on his chest was spreading faster than she could press it back.

      The Saltfen was quiet. The Hound was dead. The tide was turning, the water beginning its slow retreat, leaving behind a film of black silt and the faint, fading stench of corruption.

      But the quiet was a waiting quiet, the kind that came before more hunters arrived. She could feel it in the hollow ache behind her ribs, a cold, silent scream that no one could hear, and in the weight of the marsh around them, heavy with the promise of more iron and more teeth.

      Ivara knelt in the mud with her hands pressed to a dying man’s heart, and she did not look away from the blood.
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      EMERIC

      The world was a smear of grey sky and the hot, copper taste of his own life leaking into the mud. Somewhere beyond the hummock, the tide was turning, the water sucking at the reeds with a sound like a throat closing.

      Emeric floated between the fever and the cold, his body a distant territory he no longer commanded. The wound was a furnace. The water was a grave. He could feel both, the heat and the chill, pressing against him from opposite sides like two hunters closing on a kill. His chest rose and fell in wet, shallow jerks that pulled at something deep inside him, something torn and leaking.

      The smell was wrong. Not just the salt and the rot of the marsh. Something else. Something that stank of ozone and the chemical sting of alchemical salts, a corruption that coated his tongue and made his stomach heave. The Hound. The Hound was dead, but its stench was still here, clinging to the mud, to the water, to his own skin.

      He tried to lift his head. The muscles of his neck were water. His arms were stone. He managed to turn his face an inch to the side, and the movement sent a crack of white fire through his sternum, and he saw her.

      Ivara knelt over him with her hands pressed to his chest and her face set in a hard, distant mask that made her look as though she had stopped feeling hours ago. Blood welled between her fingers, dark and sluggish, too thick. She was not looking at his face. She was looking at the wound, her grey eyes tracking the seep of fluid from the torn edges, and her lips moved in a silent tally he could not read.

      She was binding him. He felt the pressure now, the cinch of leather straps pulling tight across his ribs. The leather was black and stiff, crusted with something that was not mud, and the iron buckles were cold against his skin, the consecrated iron biting with a chill that seeped into his bones. The Hound's harness. She had stripped the dead creature of its own bindings. The harness had been buckled over the Hound's iron plates; now she was using the straps that had held the monster together to hold him together.

      The irony was a blade in his throat. The Order's tools. The Order's monster. And now the monster's skin was the only thing keeping his blood inside his body.

      He tried to speak. The sound that came out was a wet rattle, a bubble of blood and air that burst on his lips.

      Ivara's hands did not pause. She pulled the next strap tight, and the pressure was a spike of agony that cleared the fog for a single, terrible moment. He saw the mudbank clearly. The dead blackthorn tree, its branches skeletal against the bruised sky. The dark water lapping at the edges of the hummock, receding now, the tide finally turning. The Hound's corpse, half-sunk in the silt, its milky eyes still open, its iron claws still reaching.

      And Ivara. Her hair plastered to her skull. Her lips blue with cold. Her hands steady as she worked, even though her shoulders were shaking with exhaustion, even though her bad ankle was twisted at an angle that made his own bones ache in sympathy.

      She had not left him.

      The thought cut through the fever, sharper than any blade. He remembered the training yard at Mournhalm, the lesson they beat into every novice: a hunter who cannot walk is a hunter left behind. He had never been the one who should be left. And yet she stayed.

      He was the broken weapon. And she was still here, still binding his wounds with the skin of a dead monster, still refusing to let him go.

      Bile climbed his throat, hot and thick, and he had to turn his head to the side to spit it out.

      "Leave me."

      The words came out in a croak, barely audible, but she heard them. Her hands paused on the buckle. Her eyes lifted to his face.

      "No."

      "I'm done." He forced the words out, each one a shard of glass scraping up his throat. "Can't walk. Can't fight. Dead weight. Leave me. Run."

      She stared at him for a long moment. Her jaw tightened. The mask did not crack. But something moved behind her eyes. A flicker of heat. A spark of something that was
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