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Chapter1: The Burned Village
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Ash came down like gray snow over Harrowfen.

It stuck to my lashes, my tongue, the sweat under my collar. The village had burned long enough for the beams to fold inward and the wells to steam. Every roof was either gone or hanging in black ribs. Somewhere ahead, beyond the cracked lane, a cow lowed once and then stopped as if it had remembered it was already dead.

“Move, Calder.”

The crate strap bit deeper into my shoulder when Sergeant Pell shoved past me. He wore a polished iron deck case at his hip, three locks, royal stamp, the kind men displayed even when no one asked. His thumb rested on it as if the cards inside might leap out and praise him.

I shifted the supply crate higher. “Wouldn’t want to delay the heroes.”

Pell looked back. “Say that louder.”

I lowered my eyes, because a burned village was still not bad enough to make me stupid. “I said the axle’s loose.”

He snorted and walked on.

The rest of the recovery party spread across the main road. Six royal knights. Two Saint-card attendants. Three hired cutters with hooked poles for broken cards. And me, Rafe Calder, carrier of bandages, water flasks, spare deck seals, and every other thing a real card warrior did not want to carry.

My own deck case hung under my coat.

One card inside.

Blank.

The Last Blank, if my father’s scratched note on the case could be believed. Most people just called it waste-paper. They were not wrong in any useful way. I had drawn it at fifteen, in front of a hall full of children holding sparks, knives, little shield sigils, wind birds. The priest had lifted my card, found nothing on its face, and turned it once as if the picture might be shy.

Nothing.

No flame. No beast. No saintly thread. No iron edge. Not even a farmer’s weather charm.

The hall had gone quiet in that special way people went quiet when they were glad misfortune had chosen someone else.

A shriek cut through the ash.

The knights moved before I did. Pell drew a Flame Card from his case and snapped it between two fingers. The card flashed red, its face blooming with a spear made of fire.

“Face revealed,” he barked. “Ash Lance. Condition: hostile within sight.”

The card burned down to its lower edge.

A lance of packed flame tore over the road and struck the ruins of the mill. The whole structure burst outward. Charred boards flew like black knives. Something inside screamed again, wet and wrong.

“Second line!” called Captain Veyne.

He stood in the center of the lane with his cloak untouched by ash. Tall, silver beard trimmed close, deck case in white leather at his side. The royal crest on it had been polished until the crowned stag looked alive. No one shoved Captain Veyne. No one joked at his back. Even the fire seemed to lean away from him.

Two knights slapped Iron Cards onto their gauntlets.

“Bar Pike.”

“Wall of Nails.”

Metal answered. A row of pikes punched up from the road, long and clean and too bright for this place. Behind them, a sheet of iron nails spun into a barrier, each nail turning point-first toward the mill.

Something hit the pikes.

It had too many legs at first. Then only two. Then none, because its lower half thinned into a fluttering strip of card-white skin. Its head looked painted and real at the same time, a boar’s tusks under a boy’s jaw, one eye inked flat and the other rolling in its socket. Flames clung to the drawn half of its body but did not burn it.

The cutters backed away.

“Shuffled Host,” one whispered.

“Not a full one,” Pell said. “Broken Beast Card, maybe. Keep it pinned.”

The thing opened its mouth. Paper peeled from its cheeks. Under the sound of the growl, I heard a smaller noise, a choked breath trying to become a word.

My fingers went cold around the crate strap.

Captain Veyne lifted a hand. “No salvage until contained. Pell, burn the core.”

Pell grinned.

Of course he did. Flame Cards were crowd pleasers. Even in a dead village, a man like him wanted witnesses.

He drew another card, larger, its edges lacquered black. I saw the picture for half a breath: a tower of flame coiling around a horned crown.

Willa Dane would have cursed at the polish alone. Not that I knew her then. I only knew enough to keep back when someone proud handled fire.

“Crown Ember,” Pell said. “Condition: royal ground underfoot.”

The card drank the ash from the air.

Heat slammed into us. My lips cracked. The crate’s waxed straps softened. The pikes glowed orange as the broken creature thrashed against them, tusks scraping sparks. A column of flame erupted from beneath it, not wild, not natural, but shaped like a hand closing.

The creature’s scream tore into pieces.

One piece sounded like a child.

I dropped the crate.

No one looked at me. All eyes were on the fire.

My hand went under my coat before I decided to move. The deck case was warm. That made no sense. The Last Blank never warmed. It never shone. It never answered. Most days it lay in its case like a dead fish wrapped in paper.

Now it pulsed against my palm.

Not bright.

Not strong.

Just a small, stubborn pressure.

I opened the case with my thumb.

The blank card sat inside, pale as bone. Ash flecks landed on its surface and vanished. For a moment, I thought my eyes had watered from the heat.

Then letters rose on the face.

Not ink. Not carved. More like the card had remembered where the words belonged.

Merrit Vale.

I blinked hard.

The name held.

Under it, smaller marks crawled into lines.

Original form: human child.

Imposed role: tusked ash-beast.

Condition fracture: pain loop.

Cost unpaid.

Recoil transferred.

The heat around me vanished in a rush. I heard nothing but my own pulse.

Merrit Vale.

A child’s name.

The card trembled in my fingers. A hairline smear of soot drew itself beside the words, shaping into something like a small handprint.

The creature in the fire slammed against the pikes again. Its painted hide split, and beneath it I saw fingers. Small fingers. Blackened, clenched, gone before the flame folded over them.

“Stop,” I said.

No one heard me.

“Stop!”

Pell turned, annoyed. “What?”

“That isn’t a beast card.”

Captain Veyne’s gaze cut to me.

The road seemed to narrow.

I should have shut my mouth. I knew that as clearly as I knew ash tasted bitter. Men with blank cards did not correct men with royal seals. Men with my father’s name did not draw attention near official records. Men who wanted to keep breathing kept their heads low and their hands visible.

My hand was not visible.

It held the blank.

Pell saw it and laughed. “The porter is reading cards now.”

“That thing has a name.”

The words came out before I could sand them down.

Pell’s grin thinned. “Everything has a name after it bites someone. We call this one target.”

The broken creature threw itself sideways. One pike snapped. A nail barrier folded. Pell swore and lifted Crown Ember again, the card edge already smoking from overuse.

Captain Veyne did not look at the creature. He looked at my hand.

“What name?”

The blank card burned colder.

I swallowed ash. “Merrit.”

The creature jerked.

Not from the pikes.

From the name.

Its half-painted head twisted toward me. The one living eye widened. A sound came through its tusks, small, raw, almost buried.

“Ma...”

The knights shifted.

One of the Saint attendants made a sign over his chest.

Pell’s face went flat. “Broken cards mimic voices.”

The blank card pulsed once.

Another voice slipped through it, close enough that I almost dropped the card.

Rafe.

My knees weakened.

No.

No, not here.

The fire roared. Iron shrieked. Men shouted around me. But the voice inside the blank card came from a cold place, not the burning lane, and it knew where to cut.

Rafe, listen.

“Nell?” I breathed.

The card flashed white. Not bright enough for anyone else to see, maybe. Bright enough to put tears in my eyes.

The voice came again, broken at the edges.

That was human.

My throat locked.

The creature tore free from the last pike.

For a moment, it stood in the road, burning in strips, one arm too long, one shoulder flat as painted hide, its jaw split around tusks that did not belong to any child. The name Merrit flickered on my blank card, then blurred under a wash of red symbols I could not read fast enough.

Pain loop.

Command graft.

False beast face.

Pell cut the air with Crown Ember.

“Down!”

The flame hand crushed the creature into the ground.

I ran.

Not bravely. Not cleanly. I tripped over my own crate, slammed one knee into the road, and scrambled up because the thing was still moving under the fire and the name on my card was smearing. If the letters vanished, I did not know if Merrit would vanish with them.

Someone grabbed my coat from behind.

I twisted out of it and kept going.

Heat struck my face. My eyebrows curled. The road tar bubbled under my boots. The creature’s hand reached through the flame, fingers turning thin and rectangular, nails flattening into black marks.

I thrust the blank card forward without knowing why.

The fire bent away from it.

Only a handspan. Less than a shield. Enough to let me see the broken card lodged in the creature’s chest.

It was not a proper card anymore. Half of it had fused with ribs. The face showed a boar shape drawn over a child’s silhouette. The lower corner had a royal registration stamp burned deep into the flesh-paper.

Merrit’s eye found me.

No, not found. Tried to.

I could not tell if anything human remained behind it. I could not tell if the small sound in its throat was a plea or the last twitch of a ruined card. My blank card shook so hard the edge cut my finger.

Blood touched its face.

The name sharpened.

Merrit Vale.

Age: seven.

Last registered household: Harrowfen east lane.

Assigned role: hostile beast remnant.

Assigned by—

A boot struck my wrist.

The blank card flew from my hand and skidded over ash.

Pell shoved me back so hard I hit the road on my shoulder.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed, or just the rest of us?”

I rolled, coughing. “It has a royal stamp.”

Pell’s eyes flicked to Captain Veyne.

Too fast.

Too small.

I saw it anyway.

Captain Veyne drew a card from his white case. Not flame. Not iron. The face was silver, almost empty, with a single black line down the center.

“Oath Seal,” he said.

The air tightened.

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Around us, even the burning beams seemed to quiet. Oath Cards always did that. They made the world listen, then told it which parts to ignore.

“Condition,” Captain Veyne said, voice calm. “Contaminated remnant within command range.”

The silver card split down the black line.

Chains of pale script snapped out, not toward the creature’s limbs, but toward the broken card in its chest. The scripts wound around the royal stamp. Merrit’s name on my blank card flared once where it lay in the ash.

Nell’s voice cut through me.

Don’t let them close it.

I lunged for the blank.

Pell caught me by the back of the neck and slammed me down. My cheek hit hot grit. Pain flashed white. I tasted blood.

“Stay,” he said.

The Oath Seal tightened.

The broken creature arched. The boy-sound inside its throat stretched into a thin cry. The royal stamp glowed, then sank deeper until the card in its chest folded inward. The flames rushed in after it.

For one heartbeat, the ash above the road formed a child’s face.

Then Pell’s Crown Ember finished burning.

The creature collapsed.

Not into bone.

Not into meat.

Into card scraps.

They fluttered down in black and white pieces, some still twitching. A corner landed near my face. On it, a painted tusk crossed over the curve of a child’s ear.

Pell released my neck.

I pushed myself up slowly. My left hand shook. My right hand searched the ash until my fingers found the blank card. It was cool again.

Blank again.

Almost.

A tiny line remained at the bottom, too faint to read while Pell stood over me.

Captain Veyne walked to the scraps. No hurry. No fear. He looked at the cutters and nodded.

“Collect the unstable remains.”

One cutter stepped forward with tongs.

Captain Veyne put his boot on the largest scrap first.

The sound was soft.

Paper under leather.

The cutter froze.

Veyne ground his heel until the scrap split. “No record.”

Sergeant Pell wiped soot from his jaw. “Sir?”

“This is filed as a Shuffled Host incident,” Veyne said. “No names. No household links. No registration numbers.” He looked at each knight, one after another, then at the Saint attendants, then at the cutters. Last, at me. “No salvage beyond ash-grade fragments.”

My knee throbbed. My cheek burned. I kept my mouth shut because I had already spent more courage than I owned.

One of the younger knights shifted his weight. His iron pike had melted at the end. He looked at the crushed scraps and then away.

Veyne noticed.

“Do you need the order repeated?”

“No, Captain.”

“Good. Burn the mill again. Then the shrine. Broken cards hide in prayer spaces.”

The Saint attendants moved first. Their deck cases were smaller, white cloth instead of leather. One woman drew a Saint Card and pressed it to Pell’s singed forearm.

“Thread of Mercy,” she murmured.

Light unwound from the card in thin strands. It stitched the burn on Pell’s skin closed. At the same time, the woman’s own wrist reddened under her glove. Her jaw tightened, but she made no sound.

Pell flexed his fingers. “Useful work, that.”

She did not answer.

The knights fanned out. Flame Cards cracked in the ruins. Iron Cards dragged debris aside. The cutters used hooked poles to pull twitching scraps from doorways and wells. Each scrap went into ash-grade sacks, the cheapest kind, used for useless broken cards that would be burned down into ink paste.

No names.

No records.

The crate I had dropped had split open. Bandage rolls had spilled into the mud, gray now, ruined. I gathered them because my hands needed something ordinary. Lift, shake, stack. Lift, shake, stack. My cheek stung every time I bent.

A small square of card lay under a bandage roll.

I stopped moving.

It was no bigger than a thumbnail. One edge blackened. One corner marked by the lower curve of a royal stamp.

Not ash. Not dead.

A letter crawled on it.

M.

Then gone.

I closed my fingers over it.

No one shouted.

No chain wrapped my wrist.

I slid the fragment into the torn lining of my sleeve and picked up another bandage roll.

“Calder.”

My spine tightened.

Captain Veyne stood a few paces away, one gloved hand resting on his white deck case.

I kept my sleeve angled down. “Sir.”

“Show me the blank.”

The words landed harder than Pell’s boot.

I could refuse. For about two breaths, maybe. Then Pell would break my fingers one at a time and call it a safety inspection.

I drew my deck case out and opened it.

The Last Blank sat inside, empty as fresh snow.

Captain Veyne did not touch it. That surprised me. Most men touched blank cards without asking. Blank cards had no dignity to insult.

He studied the surface.

“Did it display anything?”

“No.”

Pell laughed once behind him.

Captain Veyne’s eyes stayed on mine. “You shouted a name.”

“I heard the creature make a sound.”

“You guessed.”

“Yes.”

“And the other name?”

My tongue went still.

The ash around us drifted down between his face and mine.

“What other name?” I asked.

Pell’s laugh stopped.

Captain Veyne smiled, but only with his mouth. “Your father was Jonas Calder.”

There it was.

Not a question.

The burned village leaned closer.

I kept my hand steady around the case. “A lot of people know that.”

“A lot of people remember why he died.”

The blank card looked harmless between us.

My father had looked harmless too, near the end. Thin wrists. Ink under his nails. A card registrar’s stoop from years over tables. They had tied him to the black post in Crown Square and read the charges loud enough for the birds to scatter.

Forgery.

Treason.

Illegal alteration of royal records.

Endangering protected minors.

I had been sixteen. Nell had been eleven. She had bitten my sleeve to stop herself from crying out. Later, they told us she would be taken into royal protection until the stain on our house was reviewed.

Three years.

No review.

No sister.

Only a blank card and, on bad nights, a voice that might have been grief chewing holes in my head.

Captain Veyne closed my deck case with two fingers.

“You are here as a carrier,” he said. “Carry.”

I took the case back.

His glove had left no mark, but my stomach turned as if he had smeared something on it.

“Yes, sir.”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Broken cards echo. Villages burn. Children die. Men who hear what they want to hear often follow them.”

I met his eyes before I could stop myself.

He saw the mistake.

So did I.

“Do not make your father’s habit hereditary,” he said.

Then he walked away.

Pell shouldered past me and kicked a half-burned doll into a ditch. “You heard the captain. Carry.”

I bent for the crate.

The fragment in my sleeve scratched my wrist.

***
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By noon, Harrowfen had been burned three times.

The first fire had taken the homes. Pell and the others gave the second and third to anything that might have survived in wood, cloth, bone, or card. Flame Cards were easier than sorting. Flame Cards made clean answers, if you did not mind breathing the smoke.

I hauled sealed jars from a cellar while the knights argued over whether the grain inside counted as salvage. It did not. A broken Field Card had touched the cellar floor, and the grain had sprouted thin white roots that twitched when exposed to light.

“Burn it,” Veyne said.

One knight used a small fire card, a cheap one with a cracked corner. The flame came out blue and mean, crawling over the grain without smoke. The knight winced as frost formed on his fingertips.

Recoil.

He hid his hand under his cloak.

I noticed because I had spent most of my life noticing things men did not want noticed. A poor man learned faces. A blank-card man learned flinches. A Calder learned when to look away.

Past the shrine, one of the cutters found a Saint Card nailed to a door.

“Still active,” he called.

The card showed a bell wrapped in white thread. Half the face had peeled away, and flesh had grown through the split in pink ropes.

The Saint attendant who had healed Pell knelt near it. “Do not touch the thread.”

The cutter pulled his hand back.

The bell on the card rang without moving.

A lump under the doorway answered, swelling. Not a body. Not exactly. Meat had grown around a boot, a spoon, three finger bones, and the wooden threshold. The Saint Card kept trying to heal what was gone, and all it had left was material.

The attendant swallowed. “Mercy Bell. Condition: injured ally within reach. Cost: pain transfer. Recoil: growth without memory.”

Pell made a face. “Can you shut it down?”

“I can quiet it.”

“Do that.”

She laid her palm over the card. Light-thread wrapped around her fingers. The meat under the door sagged and stopped pulsing. Her own hand cramped so hard I heard the joints pop.

Pell looked bored.

I looked at the card.

The Last Blank did not warm this time, but I thought of Merrit’s name. I thought of the way the royal stamp had sunk into the broken card like a brand pressed into skin.

No record, Veyne had said.

A bell could keep healing meat after death. A Flame Card could steal breath from a room. A Beast Card could wear a child’s name.

And a blank card could hear my sister.

The sleeve fragment scratched again.

“Porter,” someone called. “Water.”

I carried water.

That was the shape of my day. Men with cards changed the world. Men like me carried what they needed afterward.

Near the village square, a young soldier I did not know had overdrawn.

He sat beside a dry fountain, staring at his right hand. He could not have been older than seventeen. His card lay face-up in his lap, an Iron Card showing a hook chain. He must have used it too many times pulling debris or bodies. The fingertips of his right hand had gone thin and pale. Not bloodless. Flat. His nails had become tiny black marks, and script crawled under his skin.

I slowed.

He looked up at me. “It’ll thicken again, right?”

His voice cracked on thicken.

I had no answer.

A knight beside him snapped, “Do not stare.”

The soldier curled his hand against his chest. The thin fingers bent too easily, like wet paper.

The knight drew a Saint Card and hesitated.

The Saint attendant saw. “No. Do not heal over active overdraw. You will seal the change in.”

The soldier made a small noise.

Pell strode over. “Wrap it. He walks.”

“He needs rest,” the attendant said.

“He needs discipline. If he cannot handle a hook chain twice, he should have stayed in a stable.”

The soldier looked down.

I set my water flask beside him without asking. Pell saw but did not stop me. Maybe even he knew a flask was not worth a fight.

The soldier whispered, “Thanks.”

The word hit strangely.

My father used to say thanks as if it were not small. As if every offered thing tied a thread. Cards are like that, Rafe. Not power first. A promise first. You promise the world a cost, and the world promises an answer.

I had been young enough to nod and bored enough to forget half of it.

Then he died for whatever he had found in royal records, and every word he had left behind became sharp.

I returned to the crate pile.

Captain Veyne had ordered all ash-grade sacks counted before departure. There were twelve. Broken Beast scraps. Broken Saint scraps. Bits of failed Field Cards that made the inside of the sacks ripple. The cutters sealed each bag with black wax, not royal red.

Black wax meant no detailed registry.

No names.

No questions.

I waited until one cutter turned to argue with Pell over hazard pay. Then I shifted a sack with my boot, crouched as if fixing the crate rope, and pressed my sleeve against the rough burlap.

The fragment hidden there grew cold.

Inside the sack, something scratched back.

I froze.

Not loud. Not enough for anyone else.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Then a child’s whisper, so faint it might have been ash moving.

Ma.

My mouth filled with spit.

I stood too fast.

Pell turned. “Problem?”

The sack lay still.

“No,” I said. “Rope burn.”

He looked disappointed.

A horn sounded from the edge of the village.

Three short blasts.

Every knight moved.

Captain Veyne raised his hand. “North lane.”

The ash beyond the shrine swirled.

A line of cards lifted from the ground by themselves.

At first I thought the wind had caught them. Then they turned together, faces out, like soldiers forming ranks. Broken scraps, half-burned cards, torn seals, pieces too small to hold a full effect. They spun, edges clicking.

The cutters ran.

One did not run fast enough. A card scrap struck his cheek and stuck there. He screamed. The scrap unfolded across his skin, painting a black beak over his mouth. Another scrap hit his shoulder. A third sliced into his thigh.

His scream became a caw.

Pell swore and drew Crown Ember again.

The Saint attendant shouted, “Do not burn him! He is still—”

The cutter’s arms jerked backward. Paper feathers burst from his sleeves, each one printed with pieces of old card faces. His feet scraped the road. His eyes stayed human for one ugly second, wide and begging.

Then the card scraps dragged him into the spinning line.

The Shuffled Host built itself out of him.

No one called it that at first. No one had to.

Cards slapped together in the air, folding around bone and cloth and the cutter’s still-kicking legs. A wolf skull appeared and vanished. A child’s hand. A spear. A bell. A strip of black wing. Fire ran along one side, water along the other, both painted flat until they pushed into the world.

The thing landed on the shrine roof.

The roof broke.

“Formation!” Veyne shouted.

The knights obeyed with the speed of men who wanted fear to look like training.

Iron Cards flashed. Three shields slammed into place, edge to edge. Flame Cards opened behind them. A Saint Card bell rang once, wrapping white thread around the shield bearers’ arms to steady them.

“Volley,” Veyne said.

Flame lances shot over the iron shields.

The Shuffled Host scattered into cards.

The lances passed through.

The cards snapped back together behind the shields.

One knight turned too late. A painted serpent head lunged from the Host’s chest and bit his helm. The metal rusted red in a blink. He screamed as the helm shrank around his face.

I grabbed a fallen iron spike from the road and swung at a card scrap flying toward my eye. The spike passed through it. The scrap kissed my sleeve and sliced cloth open. The hidden fragment almost fell.

Nell’s voice struck the inside of my skull.

Left.

I threw myself sideways.

A card blade buried itself in the crate behind me. The wood aged, cracked, sprouted moss, then burst into flame.

My blank card pulsed inside its case.

I crawled behind the fountain where the overdrawn soldier sat frozen, his paper-thin fingers tucked under his arm. He stared at the Host with his mouth open.

“Move,” I snapped.

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“My hand—”

A hook-chain card lay in his lap.

The Host leapt from the shrine, half bird, half wolf, half screaming man. Too many halves. It struck the iron shields and folded around them like a cloak. Pell’s Crown Ember flared, but the flame bent back toward him, caught in a torn Field Card spinning over the Host’s shoulder.

Wind change.

The blank card showed me the words without leaving the case.

Wind change. Stolen from field ward. Recoil loose.

Pell’s own fire slammed into the shield line.

Men shouted. One shield melted. The Saint attendant cried out as the pain thread snapped back into her arm, splitting her sleeve red from wrist to elbow.

The overdrawn soldier whimpered.

I grabbed his hook-chain card.

He flinched. “Don’t.”

“I’m not using it.”

I held it near my blank card. The Last Blank warmed, but no name appeared. Only the hook-chain’s true face sharpened for my eyes.

Condition: fixed point within reach.

Cost: grip strength.

Recoil: finger thinning under repeated strain.

There. Not magic. Not mystery. A rule.

I shoved the card back into the soldier’s lap. “You used it on moving things.”

He blinked.

“Fixed point,” I said. “Use it on the fountain. Pull yourself. Not the Host.”

“My fingers—”

“Use your left.”

He looked at me as if I had offered him a crown made of mud.

A card scrap struck the fountain. Stone peeled into paper at the rim.

“Now!”

The soldier slapped the card with his left hand. “Hook Chain!”

A chain burst out, clumsy but real. It wrapped the fountain base and yanked him across the ground hard enough to make him curse. He slid behind a fallen cart just as the fountain folded inward where he had been.

My blank card flashed.

For one breath, I saw the Host’s pieces as names and rules instead of monster parts.

Merrit Vale.

Dalsa Ren.

Orric Fen.

Unknown.

Unknown.

Cutter Harl.

False beast face.

Stolen wind.

Mercy Bell fragment.

Command graft.

Pain loop.

Too many. Too fast.

My vision whitened at the edges.

Nell whispered, closer than before.

They’re stuck together.

“I can see that,” I muttered.

No. Names. They can’t pull apart if no one says them.

A card sliced the air above me. I ducked.

“How do I say names I don’t know?”

The blank card shook against my ribs.

The answer did not come.

Of course it did not. Nell’s voice had never stayed long enough to explain anything. It came in pieces. A warning. A breath. A word under a door. Then nothing, leaving me to wonder if I was chasing smoke.

Captain Veyne stepped forward.

He drew three cards at once.

The first was Iron. The second Flame. The third silver-black, another Oath.

“Bind. Break. Burn.”

The cards snapped into a triangle before him.

Script chains shot around the Host. Iron spears pinned the chains to the road. Flame gathered above, not a lance now, but a wheel, spinning and tightening until the heat pressed everyone back.

The Host screamed from every mouth it had stolen.

The names on my blank card flickered.

Merrit Vale.

Dalsa Ren.

Orric Fen.

Cutter Harl.

The Oath chains tightened around the royal stamps buried in the scraps.

Not containing.

Closing.

I saw it then. Not because I was wise. Not because I understood the whole filthy shape of it. I saw one thing: every time Veyne’s silver card pulled tight, the names on my blank card dimmed.

He was not stopping the monster.

He was sealing the people inside it where no one could see them.

My legs moved.

“Captain!”

Veyne did not turn.

I stumbled out from behind the fountain, ash slipping under my boots. “Those are people.”

Pell, burned along one side now, stared at me like I had crawled out of a latrine. “Not this again.”

The flame wheel grew.

The Host writhed under the chains.

I held up the blank card. Its face showed names in faint, shaking lines. “Look at it.”

“No one look,” Veyne said.

The order cracked across the lane.

A few knights obeyed at once. One did not. The young shield knight with the melted pike glanced at my card, and his face changed.

He saw something.

Not all of it, maybe. Not enough. But something.

Captain Veyne saw him see.

“Pell,” he said.

Pell drew an Iron Card and aimed at me.

I stopped.

Not because I wanted to. Because an iron spike grew from the air in front of my throat, its point close enough to touch my skin when I swallowed.

“Drop the blank,” Pell said.

The Host screamed again.

The names dimmed.

Nell’s voice thinned.

Rafe, please.

The spike pressed.

I dropped the blank card.

It landed face-up in the ash between my boots.

Empty.

Pell smiled. “Good porter.”

Captain Veyne brought his hand down.

The flame wheel fell.

The world turned white-orange.

I hit the ground and covered my head. Heat punched over me. The iron spike at my throat vanished as Pell used his focus for the burn. The lane roared. The Host came apart in shrieks, caws, sobs, and a sound like cards being shuffled by a thousand hands.

Then silence fell in pieces.

I opened my eyes.

Black scraps drifted down.

Some burned. Some did not. One landed on my blank card and curled like a dead leaf. A name glimmered on it and went out before I could read.

My ears rang.

Captain Veyne stood untouched behind a wavering heat veil. The silver Oath Card in front of him had cracked in half. He looked at the pieces, then tucked them away.

No waste, even now.

“Collect,” he ordered. “Black wax. All of it.”

No one moved for a breath.

Then the cutters who remained began to work.

The overdrawn soldier vomited behind the cart.

The Saint attendant sat in the ash with her injured arm across her lap, teeth sunk into her glove to hold back sound. The young shield knight kept his eyes on the ground. Pell wiped blood from his nose and laughed once, too loudly.

I picked up my blank card.

It was warm with ash, not power. A gray thumbprint marked one corner. Mine, probably. Or not. I rubbed it once. It did not come off.

Captain Veyne approached me again.

This time, he did not ask for the card.

“You are done here,” he said. “You will ride back with the supply wagon. You will speak to no one about unstable remnants. You will not repeat names heard under combat distress.”

I looked at the black scraps being shoveled into sacks.

A small piece near my boot twitched.

“Answer me,” Veyne said.

My sleeve fragment scratched my wrist.

I bent my head. “Yes, Captain.”

“Good.”

He stepped away, then stopped. “Calder.”

I waited.

“Your sister is dead.”

The words came clean. Practiced.

My hand closed around The Last Blank until the edge cut my palm.

Captain Veyne watched my face with mild interest, as if waiting for a card effect to reveal itself.

I gave him nothing.

Not because I was strong.

Because Nell whispered through the blank card at that exact moment, so faint I felt the words more than heard them.

Liar.

My breath shook once.

Captain Veyne’s eyes narrowed.

Before he could speak, a bell rang from the recovery wagon. Departure signal. Men were glad to obey it. Burned villages became heavier the longer you stood in them.

Pell barked at me to load the sealed sacks.

I loaded them.

One by one. Black wax. No names. No records.

The final sack had a tear near its knot. When I lifted it, a sliver of card slid out and landed against my boot. Pale back. Burned edge. A bit of royal stamp.

I set the sack onto the wagon.

Then I crouched, pretending to tighten the wheel brace, and pressed the sliver under my boot sole. When I stood, I scraped it backward into the mud, bent again with a grunt, and slipped it into my sleeve with the first fragment.

My heart hammered so hard I hated it.

No one shouted.

The wagon creaked. Horses snorted at the ash. Knights mounted with their deck cases sealed and visible, as if polished leather could clean the stink from the air.

I climbed onto the rear board beside the water casks.

Harrowfen slid away behind us, still smoking.

At the bend in the road, I looked back once.

Captain Veyne stood in the village square, his white cloak a pale cut through the soot. He spoke to Pell, then to the young shield knight. The young knight shook his head. Veyne placed one hand on the man’s shoulder.

Too gentle.

Too quiet.

The wagon turned.

The village vanished behind black trees.

Only then did I let my hand move inside my sleeve.

Two fragments.

Both cold.

The Last Blank lay in its case against my ribs. I opened it just enough to see the face.

Blank.

I pressed the first fragment to it.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then a line appeared, thin as a hair.

Merrit Vale.

The letters trembled.

Under them, another mark surfaced. Not a full name. Not yet.

Storage mark: Crown auxiliary chain.

My mouth went dry.

I pressed the second fragment against the blank card.

A different name flickered, broken in the middle.

Nell—

The wagon hit a rut.

The fragment slipped.

The name vanished.

I nearly swore aloud.

Pell rode close enough to hear. I shut the case and looked at my burned hands instead.

Nell’s voice came once more, so low it might have been the wheels.

Not ash.

Then a pause.

Not village.

I bent over the crate, hiding my face from the road ahead.

The fragment in my sleeve scratched twice, like a fingernail from inside a coffin.

Behind me, far back in the dead gray air, Captain Veyne’s order still sat on my skin.

No record.

The wagon rolled toward the capital road, and the blank card beat once against my ribs.
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Chapter2: A Name in the Ash
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The room above the tanner’s stable cost three copper chips a night, four if I wanted the window to close.

I had paid three.

Cold air slipped through the warped frame and carried the stink of hides, piss, boiled glue, and old rain into the room. The mattress sagged in the middle like it had given up years before I arrived. A brown stain shaped like a boot marked the ceiling. Something small scratched inside the wall every few breaths.

Fine room, really.

No royal officers under the bed.

That was the part I cared about.

I sat on the floor with my back against the door, one knee pressed to my chest, one boot braced against a loose board. My coat hung over the chair with the torn sleeve facing the wall. My deck case lay open in my lap. The Last Blank rested inside it, pale and quiet.

Two burned card fragments sat on the floorboards in front of me.

I had placed them on a strip of old cloth first, then moved them when the cloth began to frost at the edges. Now the wood around them had gone gray. Not ash-gray. Older. As if the boards had spent ten years under sun and rain in the span of an hour.

“Don’t eat the room,” I muttered.

The fragments did nothing.

I pinched the smaller one between two copper chips and turned it over. The back had once been blue-black, royal issue, the kind printed in Crown workshops. Now most of it was burned away. A sliver of the registration stamp remained near the corner.

I brought the oil lamp closer.

The flame bent away from the fragment.

I did not like that.

The lamp’s light caught a line of numbers pressed into the surviving edge. Too small for normal reading. Too clean to be village work. I had spent enough time carrying sealed crates and registry boxes to know royal numbering when I saw it.

VYR-CN-7-441.

My mouth dried.

Harrowfen had been poor. Not starving, not yet, but poor enough that most roofs had been patched with mud and reed. People there would have had work cards, stove cards, maybe a single rain ward nailed above a common well if the village headman had saved for years. Royal chain codes did not belong in a place like that.

I touched The Last Blank to the fragment.

Nothing.

“Come on.”

The blank card stayed blank.

I pressed harder. The card edge bit into my thumb. A spot of blood gathered, dark in the lamplight.

The fragment twitched.

Letters surfaced across The Last Blank in thin strokes.

Merrit Vale.

The name looked weaker than it had in the village, as if too much had been burned away. Under it came the chain code again, then a second line.

Prior custody: Crown Auxiliary Holding.

The room seemed to tilt.

I read the line twice. The letters did not change.

Crown Auxiliary Holding.

Not Harrowfen shrine.

Not a broken Beast Card found in a field.

Not a monster crawling out of a burning mill by accident.

Something that had been held by the Crown had ended inside a child’s village, wearing tusks and fire over a name.

My stomach tightened until the day’s stale bread crawled up my throat.

I swallowed it back.

The scratching in the wall stopped.

I looked over.

Silence.

Then one careful scratch came from beneath the floorboards instead.

Not a mouse.

I moved the oil lamp away from the window and wedged my shoulder harder against the door. The stable below creaked, horses shifting. A man coughed outside in the alley, spat, and walked on. No boots on the stairs. No armor.

I let out a slow breath.

The larger fragment lay face-down. I had not touched it since reaching the room. Every time my fingers came close, The Last Blank grew cold enough to sting.

It was the one that had shown part of Nell’s name.

I picked it up with the copper chips.

The fragment was thin, almost soft. A burned corner flaked off and vanished before it touched the floor. On the face side, I saw the lower curve of a royal stamp and a smear of painted white. Not enough to tell what the card had been meant to show.

I brought it near The Last Blank.

The lamp went out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

I clenched my teeth hard enough to hurt.

The blank card lit from inside my deck case. Not bright. A dull white glow under clouded paper. Enough to show the floorboards, my hands, the two copper chips, the blackened fragment trembling between them.

Letters crawled across the face.

Nell Cal—

They broke apart.

I pressed the fragment closer.

The room vanished.

Cold hit my face.

I was still sitting on the floor. I knew that because my knee hurt and the door pressed into my back. But my eyes were full of somewhere else.

A shelf.

No, rows of shelves.

Stone walls beaded with water. A ceiling too high for the lamp-glow to reach. Cards stood upright in narrow slots, thousands of them, each sealed behind a strip of silver thread. Some had names. Some had only numbers. Some had no face at all, just a pale blur that pulsed when I looked too long.

Someone was crying.

Not loud. Crying there had learned to hide.

A girl’s voice breathed close to my ear.

Rafe?

I tried to answer. My tongue would not move.

The vision shivered.

A hand pressed from inside a card face somewhere ahead. Small fingers flattened against the paper from within. The face of the card showed no girl. Only a white crown above a black field.

Rafe, don’t—

The door behind me shook.

I slammed back into the room.

The Last Blank went dark.

A fist hit the other side of the door again.

“Oi. You dead in there?”

I stared at the wood, chest heaving.

The landlord’s voice came through the cracks. “Lamp’s out. Smells like burned hair.”

I looked at my hand.

A curl of smoke rose from my thumb where The Last Blank had cut me.

“I’m alive.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I knocked the lamp over.”

“You burn my room, you pay six silver.”

“I own half a boot and three copper chips.”

“Then don’t burn my room.”

His steps retreated down the hall, muttering.

I waited until the stairs creaked under him. Only then did I breathe again.

The lamp had not been knocked over. It stood where I had set it, wick black, oil untouched. I relit it with a sulfur match from my pocket. My fingers shook, and I wasted two matches before the third caught.

The larger fragment lay beside my boot.

I had dropped it.

The Last Blank had one word on its face now.

Crown.

Then that faded too.

I rubbed both hands over my face and felt grit, dried blood, and ash. Harrowfen still clung to me. It had filled my hair and lined my nails. When I closed my eyes, I saw Captain Veyne grinding card scraps under his heel.

No record.

I pushed myself up and limped to the washbasin.

The water was brown around the edges, but it was water. I splashed my face. Pain flashed from the bruise on my cheek where Pell had driven me into the road. A purple mark had spread along my jaw. My lower lip had split. One eyebrow was half singed away.

Nell would have laughed until she choked.

I gripped the basin.

Nell.

The name tasted different when the card had almost written it. Less like a ghost. More like a hand gripping mine from under ice.

A memory struck before I could stop it.

Nell at eleven, standing on a kitchen chair because she refused to be shorter than anyone while arguing. Flour on her nose. Hair cut badly because she had done it herself with my father’s registry shears. “If the royal priest asks what I want in First Draw, I’m saying a dragon. Not a little dragon. A roof-sized one. Then I’m flying over Crown Square and dropping mud on every clerk who shushed me.”

Father had looked up from his papers. “Aim away from the archive windows.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I am full of fun. Quiet, legal fun.”

She had thrown flour at him.

He had let it hit his cheek and kept writing.

My fingers tightened around the basin until it creaked.

The kitchen was gone. The house was sealed. Father’s name had been spat in Crown Square. Nell’s voice came through a blank card from a cold shelf full of sealed faces.

I returned to the floor and sat down.

The smaller fragment still showed the chain code. VYR-CN-7-441. I scratched it onto the underside of a floorboard with my knife, then covered the marks with soot. Not safe. Better than trusting memory after a day like this.

The larger fragment needed more care.

I took a needle from my pack, heated it over the lamp, and used it to lift a flake of black wax from the fragment edge. The wax had been applied after burning. That mattered. I did not know how much, but it mattered. Captain Veyne had ordered black wax for ash-grade fragments. Someone had used it before Harrowfen. Someone had sealed this thing once already, broken it, or moved it, or hidden it badly enough that it ended up in a village fire.

The flake curled away.

Under it, a second marking appeared.

Not a registry code.

A storage mark.

C-D-C.

My hands went cold again.

Crown Deck Core.

I knew the words only because my father had once slapped my hand away from a ledger with those letters on the spine.

“Not that one,” he had said.

I had been thirteen and nosy. “Why?”

“Because I like my son with all his fingers.”

“I wasn’t going to steal it.”

“You were going to read it.”

“That is different.”

“That is why I worry.”

He had taken the ledger to the back room and locked the door. That night he had burned three sheets in the stove and opened every window, even though winter wind had cut through the house. Nell complained until he wrapped her in his own coat. I watched him feed paper to flame piece by piece.

The next morning, ink stained the lines around his eyes.

Three weeks later, royal officers came.

I turned the fragment in the lamplight.

C-D-C.

The card pulsed once.

The Last Blank answered with a line I did not want.

Storage: partial echo only.

Not whole. Not Nell’s card. A trace. A scrape. A bit of her voice caught on something that had passed near her.

I almost laughed.

It came out ugly.

“Of course.”

Of course I did not have her. Of course the first real piece of my sister in three years was only an echo rubbed off on a burned scrap from a dead village. Of course the Crown had kept even hope behind a locked shelf, numbered and sealed.

The room blurred. I wiped my eyes with the heel of my hand before tears could fall onto the fragments. I did not know what salt would do to damaged cards, and I hated that I had to think about it.

The blank card shifted.

One word appeared.

Rafe.

My whole body went still.

The letters were not Nell’s. I could not explain how I knew. They had a firmer hand, clean and narrow, each stroke upright. My father’s ledger script.

I did not touch the card.

More words surfaced.

Jonas Calder. Registrar Third Class. Restricted memorandum remnant.

My breath caught.

The letters shook as if written through water.

If you found this by accident, put it away.

I stared.

The blank card warmed under the words.

If you found this because they came for Nell, I am sorry.

A sound left me. Small. I closed my teeth around it.

The room stretched thin around the glow of the card. The stable stink faded under old ink and candle smoke, or maybe I only remembered it too hard. Father’s writing continued across the face.

Cards are not born as weapons. A weapon is only the easiest lie to sell.

The words blurred. I leaned closer.

Every true card begins as a vow made between a living will and the world that answers it. A fire card is not fire. It is a kept bargain with heat. A healing card is not mercy. It is pain agreed upon and carried. An oath card is not law. It is a promise with teeth.

My thumb bled again where the card edge touched it.

The next line came darker.

A card made by theft keeps the theft inside it.

Then the line I had heard so many times that grief had worn grooves around it.

Cards are not power, Rafe. They are promises. A card that breaks its promise will cut its holder in the end.

The words held.

I could hear him.

Not his voice from the card. My own memory of it, low and tired at the kitchen table, when Nell was asleep and I pretended not to be listening from the stairs.

A promise.

I wanted to ask him where Nell was. I wanted to curse him for leaving riddles on paper instead of a door I could kick open. I wanted him alive so badly my ribs hurt.

The card gave me no room for any of that.

New lines wrote themselves, weaker now.

The Crown is altering roles through auxiliary chains. Human source material confirmed. Names stripped before filing. Children not excluded.

My throat closed.

Children not excluded.

I looked at Merrit’s fragment.

The room was too small. The air had no place to go.

Another line.

Oryn Slate requested sealed transfer authority under Crown Deck Core.

I whispered the name because it felt like something that might bite if held in the mouth.

“Oryn Slate.”

The ink on The Last Blank shivered.

Royal Deck Curator.

I knew that title. Everyone knew it, or pretended to. The man in charge of the royal archives, the national registry, the Crown’s inherited decks, the old cards no one outside the palace ever saw. Children in registry schools learned to bow before his seal. Men like Sergeant Pell probably polished their cases harder when he passed.

Father’s words thinned.

He knows what the first blank is. Keep it unregistered. Keep Nell away from—

The sentence broke.

“No.”

I pressed both hands around the card. “No, finish it.”

The glow flickered.

Keep Nell away from the shelves.

Then nothing.

The Last Blank went pale.

I waited, hunched over it, breathing through my teeth. No more words came.

Outside, a horse stamped below. A drunk laughed in the alley. Somewhere down the hall, a woman coughed until she spat. The world had the nerve to keep being ordinary.

I set the card down before I snapped it.

My hands would not unclench. I forced each finger open.

The blank lay quiet.

The fragments lay quiet.

Father’s warning sat in my skull like a nail.

Keep Nell away from the shelves.

Too late.

Three years too late.

I gathered the fragments and wrapped them in waxed paper, then in cloth, then slid them beneath the loose floorboard. I did not put The Last Blank with them. It went back into the deck case under my coat, against my ribs, where its weight was familiar and useless and now not useless at all.

A blank card that could read faces.

A blank card that could hear echoes.

A blank card my father had wanted kept unregistered.

I laughed once under my breath.

Fifteen-year-old me would have liked that. He had wanted one thing in First Draw: something good enough to make the hall stop looking through him. A flame spear. A wolf. A shield. Anything with a picture.

The priest had held up an empty face, and every future in the room had stepped around me.

Now the empty face had shown me a dead child’s name, my sister’s echo, my father’s warning, and a royal code tied to a burned village.

Still no flame.

Still no wolf.

Still no shield.

Just enough truth to get me hanged.

Someone moved outside my door.

I froze.

Not the landlord this time.

The step was too soft.

I took the knife from my boot. It was a bad knife, bought cheap from a dock boy, sharpened unevenly on roof slate. Against a knight, it would be worth less than harsh language. Against a clerk, maybe.

The floorboard under the fragments sat loose near my heel.

I slid my foot over it.

A shadow crossed the gap beneath the door.

One person. No spurs. No armor clink. Cloth, maybe. Leather soles.

A knock came.

Two taps.

Then three.

I did not answer.

A low voice spoke through the door. “Jonas Calder’s boy?”

My grip tightened on the knife.

The voice was male, older, careful. Not Captain Veyne. Not Pell. Not the landlord.

“Wrong room,” I said.

“No. It isn’t.”

The shadow shifted.

“I don’t know any Jonas.”

“That’s a poor lie.”

“Then charge less for it.”

A pause.

A dry breath that might have been a laugh. “You have his mouth.”

My heart thudded once, hard.

I should have stayed silent. My father’s friends had vanished after his execution. Some crossed the street. Some shut shutters. Some testified with eyes on the floor. No one came to cheap inns at night out of kindness unless kindness had learned to carry a knife.

“Say what you want from the hall,” I said.

“I want to know if you brought ash from Harrowfen.”

My skin went cold.

The knife felt too small.

“I carry crates,” I said. “Crates get dirty.”

“Not that kind of ash.”

The Last Blank warmed in its case.

The man outside went very quiet, as if he felt something too.

“Listen carefully,” he said. “Royal registrars are asking after a blank card at the south gate. If you have anything from the village, do not take it to a guild. Do not take it to a shrine. Do not sleep there twice.”

I looked at the floorboard.

“Who are you?”

“Someone who owed your father and paid too late.”

The words scraped.

I stood, keeping my shoulder near the doorframe, and lifted the latch with the knife point.

The hall outside smelled of lamp smoke and damp wool.

A man stood with his hood low. Broad shoulders under a patched brown cloak. Gray beard cut short. A scar ran from his left ear into his collar. He held both hands where I could see them, empty, but his deck case hung at his belt.

Old leather.

Scratched.

Heavy.

A stamped ox horn marked the lid.

I did not know him.

His eyes dropped to the bruise on my jaw, then to the deck case under my coat. He did not ask to see it.

Smart man.

“You opened the door,” he said.

“Only enough to stab through.”

“Also like Jonas.”

“You knew him.”

“I drank with him twice. Argued with him more. He was good at making a man feel stupid.”

“That does sound like him.”

The man’s mouth moved, not quite a smile.

Then footsteps sounded at the bottom of the stairs.

His face changed.

He stepped back from my door. “Board the window. Leave by roof if they come from below.”

“Who?”

He was already moving toward the far end of the hall.

“Men who knock louder than me.”

The stairwell creaked.

A voice rose from below. Polite. Official. Worse than shouting.

“By authority of the Royal Registry Office, all guests will remain in their rooms.”

The hooded man looked back once.

“Find Brant Hallow,” he said.

“I don’t know him.”

“You just did.”

He slipped through the narrow hall window as if his broad old bones had no say in it. One moment cloak. Next, cold air and empty frame.

I stared after him.

Then a fist hammered the stair rail below.

“Rooms open. Cards visible.”

I shut my door without a sound.

Brant Hallow.

Gate Ox on his case.

My thoughts tried to run three ways at once. The floorboard. The blank card. The window. The footsteps on the stairs.

I dropped to my knees and pried up the loose board.

The waxed bundle came out cold enough to numb my fingers. I shoved it inside the lining of my coat, under my left arm. The Last Blank stayed in its case at my ribs. I pulled my scarf across the case strap to hide the shape.

The door across the hall opened.

A woman complained. A man barked for silence. Wood scraped. A child started crying and was quickly hushed.

I went to the window.

The warped frame stuck. Of course it did. The room had refused to close against cold all night, but the moment I needed it open, it clung like a miser. I wedged my knife under the latch and forced it.

The latch snapped.

The window lurched outward.

Below, the stable roof sloped toward the alley. Wet tiles. Too far to step. Not too far to fall and regret it.

Boots stopped outside my door.

Too soon.

I swung one leg over the sill.

A card hummed in the hall.

Not drawn yet. Woken.

I knew that sound from registry inspections after Father’s arrest. It made the fillings in my teeth ache. A polite little noise before someone took something and wrote down why it had never been yours.

“Open,” said the official voice.

I looked down at the roof.

The tiles glistened.

A horse below snorted.

“Now.”

I slid the floorboard back with my heel as best I could, grabbed my pack, and stepped onto the outer ledge.

The door latch rattled.

I pressed myself against the wall outside, one hand on the window frame, boots searching for purchase. Wind cut through my shirt. The stable roof waited below at a bad angle.

The door opened behind me.

Not burst. Opened.

The broken latch had given up quietly.

I held my breath.

A man entered the room.

I saw him through the gap between curtain and frame. Thin. Dark coat. Registry chain at his throat. Not a knight. A clerk with authority, which meant he could make knights arrive if he lifted the right finger.

Behind him stood two men with short iron batons and sealed deck cases.

The registrar looked at the cold floor, the dead lamp, the mattress, the washbasin, the open window.

His eyes moved to me.

Not surprised.

Almost sad.

“Rafe Calder,” he said.

I did not answer.

His gaze lowered to my coat. “Come back inside before you fall.”

“That concern royal-issued?”

“It is practical. Dead men answer fewer questions.”

“Try asking better ones.”

One baton man stepped forward.

The registrar lifted a hand, stopping him.

“My name is Elric Morn,” he said. “Royal Registry Office. Third inspection division.”

“Good for you.”

“You were seen removing unstable card matter from a restricted recovery site.”

The wind shoved cold fingers under my coat. The fragment bundle burned icy against my ribs.

“I carried bandages.”

“You carry your father’s blank card.”

“Blank cards are legal.”

“Registered blank cards are legal.”

Mine was not.

The Last Blank pulsed once, small and guilty.

Elric Morn heard nothing, saw nothing, but his eyes sharpened as if my face had moved.

“Jonas Calder concealed Crown property before his execution,” he said. “You have had three years to correct that theft.”

“My father owned nothing worth stealing.”

“Then you will not mind surrendering the card.”

The baton men shifted.

I looked down again.

Roof. Alley. Mud. Maybe a broken ankle. Maybe freedom.

Inside the room, Elric drew a card from a narrow case.

Silver border.

White face.

Black registry seal.

Not a battle card. Worse for me.

“Inventory Writ,” he said. “Condition: suspected unregistered card within threshold.”

The card unfolded into a sheet of pale light.

Every object in the room gained a thin outline. Mattress. Basin. Chair. Pack strap. My knife in my right hand. The copper chips on the floor. The warped boards.

The outline stopped at the window frame.

It did not reach me.

Elric noticed.

“Still outside,” he said softly. “That was wise.”

The baton man nearest the window raised his case.

I jumped.

The roof hit my boots and threw them out from under me. Tiles cracked. I slid hard, one hand clawing at wet clay, the other clamped over my coat where the fragments and blank card lay. My hip slammed into the gutter. Rotten wood broke.

For one hanging breath, my whole body tipped over the alley.

Then my fingers caught the gutter bracket.

Pain ripped through my shoulder.

Above me, Elric Morn leaned out the window.

“Do not make this worse.”

A baton man drew an Iron Card.

A hooked chain shot toward me.

I twisted. The hook tore through my coat collar instead of my neck. It pulled tight, choking me against the gutter. The fragment bundle dug into my ribs.

The Last Blank went cold.

Letters flashed across its face inside the case, shining through the leather.

Condition: fixed point within reach.

I almost laughed.

The overdrawn soldier’s hook-chain lesson had followed me.

I grabbed the iron chain with my left hand, wrapped it once around the gutter bracket, and let go of the broken wood.

The baton man yanked.

The chain locked on the bracket.

My coat tore free.

I dropped.

The stable awning broke my fall badly, which was still better than the ground doing it. I crashed through wet canvas, bounced off a feed cart, and landed in alley mud with no air in my lungs.

For several breaths, the world was only pain.

Then boots pounded above.

I rolled under the cart.

An Iron Card hook punched into the mud where my head had been.

“Alive?” someone shouted from the window.

I dragged air into my chest.

The fragment bundle was still inside my lining. The deck case still pressed against my ribs. The knife was gone. My left palm had a chain burn across it, red and raw.

Alive enough.

I crawled through spilled straw and horse muck to the far side of the cart. The alley opened toward the tannery yard. Beyond it, low roofs stepped toward the river district.

Behind me, Elric Morn’s voice cut through the rain.

“Rafe Calder. By order of the Royal Registry Office, surrender all unregistered cards and card fragments. Possession of unregistered Crown matter is treason.”

The word struck the alley walls and came back smaller.

Treason.

My father had heard it in Crown Square.

I pushed myself up.

A stable boy stared at me from behind a stack of barrels, mouth open.

“Forget my face,” I told him.

He nodded too fast.

I ran.

Not cleanly. My hip stabbed with every step. My shoulder burned. Mud sucked at my boots. Behind me, iron hooks clanged against stone. Men shouted. A registry whistle shrilled, high and sharp, and somewhere farther off another answered.

The city began to wake against me.

I cut through the tannery yard, ducked under hanging hides, and nearly ran into a boiling vat. Steam slapped my face. The worker beside it cursed and swung a pole at me. I ducked, slipped, caught myself on a barrel, kept going.

Another whistle.

Closer.

I turned into a lane packed with laundry lines. Wet shirts hit my face. Someone yelled from a window. A small dog chased me for six strides, then thought better of it when an iron hook tore through the laundry behind us.

At the end of the lane, a registry baton man appeared.

He lifted a card.

I did not wait to learn which.

I slammed shoulder-first into a fishmonger’s stall.

Crates toppled. Silver fish burst across the stones. The stall cloth collapsed over me and half the lane. The card fired blind. Iron bands wrapped the empty air where I had been.

I crawled under the cloth, came out smelling of fish guts, and grabbed a fallen gutting knife.

Better knife.

Still bad.

A hand seized my ankle.

I kicked backward and felt my heel connect with a wrist. The grip broke. I scrambled up, fish sliding under my boots, and shoved through a knot of early market workers.

“Thief!” someone shouted.

Not wrong, probably.

I stole a turnip from a basket because it stuck to my sleeve.

No time to give it back.

The registry whistle faded behind me, then rose again to my left. They were trying to pen me toward the main road. That was what officials did. They believed people moved through proper streets.

I went for the roofs.

A stack of rain barrels stood under a low balcony. I climbed them, slipped once, bit my tongue, and hauled myself over the rail. A woman inside the room screamed. I raised both hands.

“Sorry.”

She threw a shoe at me.

I ducked and crossed her room in three strides, out the other window, onto a roof slick with moss. The city spread ahead in crooked gray layers. Chimneys, laundry poles, gulls, smoke, wet slate. Beyond them, far uphill, the palace towers cut the sky into blades.

Somewhere under those towers were shelves.

Cards.

Nell.

My foot slid.

I dropped to one knee and caught a chimney.

“No falling,” I told myself. “Falling is for men with Saint Cards.”

The Last Blank warmed.

For one wild second, I thought Nell would speak.

Instead, my father’s writing
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