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Chapter1: The Day of the Mark, the Skill Bound for the Graveyard
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The square outside the Hall of Marks had never looked this clean in my life.

They had scrubbed the stone until the morning light shone white off it, hung blue-and-gold banners from the iron poles, and pushed every market stall back to make room for a crowd that smelled of perfume, sweat, lamp oil, and too much expectation. Fifteen-year-olds stood in a long line under the banners, trying to look steady. Most failed. Some grinned too much. Some whispered prayers. One boy in front of me kept opening and closing his left hand like he was already testing the grip of a sword he had not earned yet.

Above us, the bells of Brandeal rang the third morning call.

My mother had pressed my collar flat before I left home, though the cloth was too old to lie neatly for long. She had said almost nothing. That was worse than if she had tried to encourage me. We both knew what this day was supposed to decide.

In Ardenfall, people liked to pretend a child’s future came from hard work, good sense, and decent blood. That lie lasted until Mark Rite season. Then the whole kingdom stopped pretending and watched the light on your skin decide whether you were worth something.

A broad-shouldered boy from the upper iron district was called first. He stepped up to the black stone dais with his jaw high and his parents standing so straight behind the barrier they looked carved there. The officiant placed a silver rod against the boy’s wrist, spoke the old words, and pale fire ran up his arm.

The crowd inhaled.

A red crest burned into the skin under his thumb, sharp as a blade edge.

“Flame Blade,” the officiant announced.

The square broke open in cheers.

Men clapped him on the back before he had even stepped down. Someone shouted that the Royal Guard would be bidding for him before winter. His mother burst into tears. His father tried to hold his dignity for three breaths and failed on the fourth.

The boy came back down the steps with a look I had seen on rich kids leaving the weapon galleries. Not happiness. Possession. The kind that said the world had just opened a door for him, and he already thought the room behind it belonged to him.

The line moved.

A girl two places after him received Thunder Lance. A lean boy with bright eyes got Beast Veil and turned the whites of his eyes gold for one flashing second, enough to make the younger children squeal with excitement. Another girl from a cloth merchant family got Reinforced Stitching, which was not glorious like the first three, but still useful enough to pull a loud murmur of approval from the artisans gathered near the hall.

Every result had a weight to it.

Not just what you could do. Where you would stand. Which doors would open. Which ones would lock before you ever reached them.

By the time the sixth name was called, I had stopped looking at the dais and started looking at hands.

Calluses told the truth better than clothes. Soot stains under the nails. Old burn scars. Tiny cuts healed white around the fingers. Boys and girls from the better wards still watched the light with hunger, but the poorer ones watched it like a verdict. You could see them counting rent, bread, medicine, coal, work permits, all of it, before the mark had even landed.

My own hands were clean because my mother insisted, but no amount of scrubbing had taken the old oil smell from the skin. I rubbed my thumb against my palm and thought about my father’s spear.

Not the whole thing. Just the break.

That was what always came back first. A jagged split where the shaft had failed just below the reinforced grip. Not snapped clean in battle like the stories said proper weapons did when they met too much force. This had gone wrong from the inside out. The grain had been weak. The core had crumbled. Even as a child, staring at that broken weapon beside the wrapped body they would not let me touch for long, I had known something about it was wrong.

At the time I did not have the words for it. I only had the shape of the anger.

The line moved again.

A noble boy two rows over laughed too loudly when someone ahead of him got Haul. “At least the docks always need backs,” his friend muttered, not quietly enough. A few people snickered. The boy who had received the mark stared at the ground and stepped down with both ears red.

That was how fast it happened. One word from the platform, and a life narrowed.

I looked toward the eastern edge of the square where the poorer families clustered. My mother stood there alone, hands folded so tightly I could see the knuckles even from this distance. She did not wave. She did not smile. She only met my eyes once, then gave the smallest nod.

Stand up.

That was all it meant.

I drew a breath and let it out slowly.

I had no grand dream of becoming one of the kingdom’s bright names. Not really. Boys say those things because the world teaches them what to envy before it teaches them what it costs. I had grown out of that years ago, around the same time I learned what a folded flag and a pity ration looked like.

Still, I had hoped for something usable.

Not glory. Just something that could be turned into decent work. Forging, maybe. Reinforcement. Material Sense, if the gods were kinder than usual. Something with enough weight that when I spoke across a table, people would hear skill before they heard district.

My name was called.

“Bren Mercer.”

The sound of it rolled across the square and seemed to make the air around me sharper. I stepped out of line, felt every eye turn with me, and walked to the stone dais.

The Hall officiant was a thin man with polished rings and the expression of someone annoyed by dust. He did not know me, but I knew his kind. Men who held tablets, stamps, and lists, and believed that made them wise about the lives measured by those things. He checked the slate in his hand, glanced at my name again, and then at the district noted below it.

“Brandeal lower ward,” he said, as though confirming a stain.

I said nothing.

He lifted the silver rod. “Hand.”

I gave him my left wrist.

The rod was colder than I expected. For one instant nothing happened, and my stupid heart leaped with the hope that maybe the delay meant something rare. Then the cold went through the skin and into the bone.

Light slid under my arm.

It was not like the others.

No burst. No clean flare. No bright red sword-fire or blue crackle or noble gold. The light that ran over my wrist was pale, thin, and strange, like moonlight reflected on the edge of broken glass. It spread into lines. Too many lines. Faint threads branching across the inside of my wrist, crossing, separating, joining again.

The officiant’s eyes narrowed.

A mark settled under the skin, not a crest I could admire from a distance, but a small, sharp symbol that looked almost like layered cuts.

For half a breath, the square was silent.

The officiant touched two fingers to the mark, reading it.

His mouth flattened.

“Disassembly,” he said.

No cheer followed.

The silence changed shape. It curdled. Sound came back in scraps instead of a wave—one cough, a short laugh, somebody whispering what did he say, then another voice answering with the kind of delight people only find in someone else’s bad luck.

“Disassembly?”

“Isn’t that for butchers?”

“Corpse sorting.”

“I heard even slaughterhouses don’t ask for it much.”

A woman near the front gave a pitying click of the tongue. “Mercer, was it? The soldier’s boy?”

“Ah,” a man answered. “That family again.”

Again.

That word slid under the ribs better than any knife.

The officiant did not wait for the noise to settle. He lifted his voice and made it official, because cruelty sounds cleaner when spoken as procedure.

“Low utility field. Best suited for carcass processing, material stripping, salvage separation, and waste-yard labor.”

A few people laughed outright this time.

It wasn’t the laughter itself that burned. It was how relaxed it was. Casual. Easy. They had already placed me. Already set me among hooks and offal and the city’s useful filth.

I looked down at the mark on my wrist.

The strange pale lines were still there for a second, hanging at the edge of sight. They ran not only across the mark but outward, over the officiant’s silver rod, over the seam where the black stone on the dais had been repaired, over the brass ring on the man’s finger. Fine joining lines. Faint stress lines. Places where one thing met another.

Then I blinked, and they were gone.

The officiant lowered my wrist as if he did not want to touch it longer than necessary. “Step aside.”

I did not move.

Not because I meant to defy him. Because another sound had reached me from the crowd.

“Like father, like fate.”

The voice came from somewhere left of the central barrier. Male. Amused.

Another answered, “The father died on bad steel and the son gets a graveyard skill. Rotten luck runs in blood, I suppose.”

There are moments when your body knows before your thoughts do. My jaw locked. My fingers curled. Heat climbed the back of my neck so fast it made my vision tighten.

My father, Joran Mercer, had not died on bad luck.

He had died in a Beast Surge outside a farming road watchpost three years earlier, holding a line that should never have broken as fast as it did. I still remembered the day the body came home because of the sound my mother made before she fell against the table. Not a cry. Something duller. Like a struck cupboard door that never swung back.

I remembered the wrapped body.

I remembered the smell of wet canvas.

I remembered the spear.

I had found it near the recovery cart because nobody thought it mattered enough to guard. Standard issue. Ashwood shaft. Iron head. Cheap leather grip. Blood dried dark where the hand had held it. The shaft had split open at the break, and I had stared at the exposed inside long enough to understand, even at twelve, that something there had no right to look the way it did.

Not solid. Not honest.

A recovery clerk had noticed me and tried to take it away.

I had asked why it broke like that.

He had shrugged first. Then, when I would not let go, he had said, tired and irritated, “Because frontier gear isn’t temple treasure, boy. Men on the edge get what they get. For border soldiers, that’s enough.”

Enough.

Enough to fail in his hands.

Enough to put him in the ground.

Enough to send my mother to laundry and patchwork until her fingers swelled at the joints in winter.

Enough to teach me that there were people in this kingdom who could speak over a dead man’s worth with no more feeling than they used to price a sack of grain.

“Boy,” the officiant snapped. “Step down.”

The crowd had started watching with more interest now. Not because they cared about me. Because humiliation grows entertaining when it hesitates.

I stepped down from the dais.

As I passed the lower rail, I heard the comments more clearly.

“Disassembly. He’ll smell like rot before the month is out.”

“At least he’ll be useful to somebody.”

“Those lower wards should be grateful for any registration at all.”

Then, softer but far crueler, an older woman said, “The mother’s had no luck since the husband fell. Poor thing.”

Poor thing.

I looked for my mother again. She had not moved from where she stood, but her face had gone very still. That was how she survived hard blows. Not with tears. With stillness so complete it frightened people into mistaking it for acceptance.

I wanted to go to her.

Instead I was directed to the side table where low- and mid-utility registrants had their assignments provisionally stamped. There was no time given for pride to recover. The day moved on whether you were crowned or discarded.

Boys with bright marks were being congratulated behind me, names copied onto invitation slips from guild houses and city training yards. I stood before a clerk with ink-stained fingers who barely looked at my face.

“Name.”

“Bren Mercer.”

He found the line, dipped his stamp, and pressed it down. “Provisional labor allocation until permanent registration review.”

“What allocation?”

He blew on the page before answering. “Municipal carcass processing yard. South trench district.”

For a moment I thought I had heard wrong. “Today?”

He finally looked up. “You expect them to waste time? Low-tier utility placements report same day unless otherwise instructed.”

A flash of laughter came from the next table, where a boy with Stone Skin was being told three different guild representatives wished to discuss apprenticeship terms with him after the ceremony.

I forced my voice flat. “I have to go now.”

“By dusk check-in. If you fail to report, the mark is listed noncompliant and your labor standing drops before first registration. You don’t want that.”

He slid the paper toward me.

There was a red wax seal in the bottom corner. Municipal authority. Immediate reporting.

I took it.

“Next,” he called, already done with me.

When I turned away from the table, the square seemed even louder than before. Not because the noise had risen, but because I no longer belonged to the day’s hopeful side of it. I had been sorted. People moved around me the way they did around work carts, rain barrels, and beggars who stayed in one place too long.

I found my mother outside the barrier.

She did not ask what the result was. She had heard. Everyone had.

For a few seconds we only stood there while the next applause rose from the dais. Somewhere behind us, a vendor had already started selling sugared nuts to families celebrating good marks. The smell made my stomach twist.

My mother looked at the stamped paper in my hand. “When do you report?”

“By dusk.”

She exhaled once through her nose. Not surprise. Just the shape a bad answer makes when it lands where you expected.

“I can come with you.”

“You still have delivery bundles.”

“I can miss one evening.”

“You can’t,” I said.

She didn’t argue because we both knew the math. Missing work in our district was not drama. It was heat next week or no heat.

Her gaze dropped to my wrist. The mark had darkened into a clean, narrow sigil now, its pale oddness settled deeper under the skin. She touched just above it, careful, as if it might still hurt.

When she spoke, her voice stayed even. “Skill names don’t know everything.”

That almost broke me more than if she had cried for me.

I looked away toward the far chimney line of Brandeal, where furnace smoke cut the sky into dirty stripes. “People do.”

“They think they do.”

I laughed once, without humor.

She let the sound pass. “Eat before you go.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You’ll go anyway.”

That was true. So I nodded.

We walked part of the road home together through streets already sorting themselves by outcome. Families from the better lanes moved quickly, excited, comparing marks, talking too loudly about possible sponsors. Others walked in silence with children whose expressions had gone stiff and old in the space of an hour. A girl from the tannery quarter, eyes red, had received Cleaning. Her uncle kept telling her it was honest work. She kept nodding without hearing him.

That was another kingdom habit. Dressing the wound with words before the blood had even dried.

Our room sat above a cooper’s storage shed in the lower ward, where the alley always smelled of damp wood and iron filings. Inside, nothing had changed. The patched curtain. The cracked basin. My father’s old belt hanging from the peg where my mother kept it because throwing it out would mean admitting memory was less useful than shelf space.

She set bread and onion broth in front of me.

I ate because she was right. My stomach would betray me later if I didn’t.

Neither of us talked much. Outside the window children were already shouting about who had received what. Somewhere a drunken man was singing a marching song five notes off-key. Somewhere else, a woman was fighting with a neighbor over borrowed coal. Brandeal never paused long enough to honor anyone’s disappointment.

When I finished, I stood and reached for my old work coat.

My mother stopped me with two fingers on my sleeve. “Bren.”

I turned.

Her eyes went to my father’s belt on the peg, then back to me. “Do your work. Keep your head. Learn what they’ll let you learn.”

There was more under the words. We both heard it.

Come back.

I nodded once.

She took her hand away.

The road to the south trench district sloped down past the smith lanes, past the cartwright sheds, past the river cranes where freight chains groaned over black water. The farther down I went, the fewer banners I saw from the morning ceremony. Celebration did not travel this direction. The stones grew wetter. The gutters ran thicker. The air changed from smoke and cooking fat to tannin, rot, and old blood.

I knew of the municipal carcass yard the way everyone in Brandeal knew of it. You did not go there unless you worked there, had business with rendered fat merchants, or were too drunk to avoid the wrong alley at night. It sat beyond the slaughter rows and the tanners’ pits where the city wanted its foulest work hidden but not far enough away to stop profiting from it.

The check-in paper got me through two gates.

At the first, a bored guard took one look at the seal and waved me on with the same expression I’d seen on the clerk. Not cruel. Worse. Used to it.

At the second, a woman in a thick apron marked my name on a board and jerked her chin toward the far yard. “Bell’s side. New intake.”

“Bell?”

She snorted. “You’ll know her.”

I did, two minutes later.

The south yard opened in a wide trench cut with drainage channels and iron hooks. Low sheds ran along three sides. Smoke rose from a fat-rendering house at the back. Wagons stood half unloaded under the evening light, and what they carried turned my stomach hard enough that I had to stop breathing through my nose for a moment.

Ironmaw tusks. Split hides. Bone heaps. A Glasswing laid out under a stained tarp, one crystal membrane wing hanging free and catching the light in a way that made it look indecently beautiful for something dead. Blood mixed with rinse water in the channels and ran toward a grate. The smell hit in layers—copper, rot, bile, wet fur, something sweet and wrong under all of it.

Men and women worked through it without ceremony.

Hooks lifted. Cleavers struck. Saws bit. Buckets sloshed. Somebody cursed when a cart wheel caught in a rut. Somebody else laughed at a joke I couldn’t hear over the grinding winch.

At the center of it stood a woman broad as a doorframe, sleeves rolled above scarred forearms, dark hair bound in a knot that had mostly lost the argument against the day. She was shouting at two laborers trying to drag an Emberback shell without bracing it properly.

“If you crack that heat plate, I’ll make you eat the loss yourself,” she barked. “Lift with your backs and your heads, unless you left both at home.”

One laborer muttered something.

She turned so fast he nearly dropped his end.

“What was that, Hobb?”

“Nothing, Marta.”

“That’s what I thought.”

So. Bell.

She saw me at the same moment I realized who she had to be. Her eyes traveled from my boots to my face to the paper in my hand, and whatever she thought of me, she did not waste time disguising it as gentleness.

“You the rite scrap they sent me?”

I walked closer and offered the paper. “Bren Mercer.”

She took it between two thick fingers, checked the seal, and gave a short grunt. “Mercer. Fifteen. New mark.” Her gaze flicked to my wrist. “Show me.”

I turned the mark toward her.

Her brows rose a fraction.

“Disassembly,” she read.

Around us, two nearby workers paused just long enough to glance over. One smirked. The other looked relieved, probably because he had expected deadweight and settled for oddity instead.

Marta handed the paper back. “Hnh. Better than another fool who faints at first gutting.” She jerked her chin toward the yard. “Listen well. This place runs on fast hands and stronger stomachs. You vomit, you clean it. You cut the salvage wrong, you pay for it in bruises if not coin. You wander, you lose fingers or worse.”

Her voice was rough, but not theatrical. The words came from habit, not from enjoying my discomfort.

I tucked the paper into my coat. “What do I start with?”

That made a few heads turn.

New boys usually asked what exactly we do, or do I really have to touch that, or how bad does it smell after dark. I knew because I had watched consignment gangs arrive at work sites before. There was always bargaining before surrender.

Marta’s eyes narrowed in a way that might have been approval if she had been born kinder. “You start by not pretending you’re too good for the place. Then we see whether your mark is worth the skin it burned.”

She pointed toward a side table under the nearest shed roof. Several tools lay there—short stripping knives, hook blades, saws, heavy shears. The steel was used but kept sharper than I expected.

“Get a knife. Apron from the peg. Then come here.”

I obeyed.

The apron was stiff from old use and smelled of lye, smoke, and blood. I tied it on with fingers that were not shaking yet only because they were too busy staying still. I took the lightest stripping knife from the table and turned back.

Marta had moved to a wagon where a mid-sized Gravehound carcass lay among other haul. Even dead, it looked like something that should still be moving—lean, long-jawed, hide dark with ridge-fur, teeth too many and too white. The neck wound that had killed it had matted the fur with black-red blood.

“Start with this,” she said. “Nothing rare. We use hide, teeth, lower bone, some tendon if you’re careful. Most new hands ruin half the value by sunset.”

A worker behind her laughed. “This one got lucky. His fancy rite says he can take dead things apart.”

Marta did not look back. “And your birth said you could think, yet here we are.”

That earned a few short barks of amusement.

She planted one hand on the wagon edge. “You know basic cuts?”

“Some.”

“From where?”

“Repair scraps. Market offloads. Butcher waste.”

She gave me a flat look that said she understood exactly what kind of poverty schooling that was. “Good. Then don’t carve like you’re angry. We get paid on what survives the blade.”

I nodded.

The first step toward the wagon felt longer than it should have. The whole yard seemed to lean in, not openly, but enough that I could feel the shape of their waiting. A marked boy from the ceremony had arrived in his clean collar and district shoes. Either he’d foul himself and run, or he’d prove funny enough to talk about through supper.

I put one hand on the Gravehound’s flank.

The skin was colder than the air. Tense still, though life had gone from it.

And then I saw them.

Lines.

Not imagined. Not memory flashes like on the dais. Real—or real enough that my breath caught.

Pale seams ran through the carcass beneath skin and fur, not visible to the eye exactly, but visible to me all the same. Hundreds of them. Layers of structure. Join points where tendon anchored, where membrane separated from muscle, where the tooth roots ran clean into the jaw. Some lines were strong and bright. Others were weak, frayed, telling me where a careless cut would tear value away with waste.

The yard noise dulled.

Not gone. Just farther off.

My fingers shifted on the hide without me thinking about it, finding where the tension in the body had settled after death. The knife in my right hand suddenly felt less like a blade and more like an answer I had been waiting to hold.

I drew the first cut.

The knife slid under the hide with almost no resistance.

A murmur rose somewhere to my left.

I did not look up.

The lines were leading. Not controlling my hand, not moving it for me, but making the right path so obvious that choosing wrong would have felt ridiculous. I followed the seam under the foreleg, turned at the shoulder joint, lifted, cut, separated. Clean. No tearing. No ragged waste. When I reached the neck tendons, I knew where to angle before I thought the question. The line was thinner there, tucked close to the good fiber, but it shone clear.

A second cut.

The tendon came free intact.

By the third minute I had forgotten the crowd behind me.

Blood smell stayed. Rot stayed. The strain in my lower back stayed. But the disgust had stepped aside for concentration, and concentration was a narrower road than shame. There was only the carcass, the lines, the knife, the order hidden in the mess. Hide off in one sheet. Teeth loosened at the root without cracking the valuable tips. Bone separated at the right knots. Even the worker’s tray at my side seemed to arrange itself in my head before my hands reached for it.

Hide there.

Teeth there.

Usable lower ribs to the second bin.

Damaged scraps to rendering.

Not because someone had taught me a system. Because the thing itself was telling me what it was made to become once it stopped trying to be a beast.

“Hold,” Marta said somewhere close.

I stopped at once and looked up.

She was standing beside the wagon now, much nearer than before. Her gaze was on the opened shoulder joint where I had separated tendon from bone.

“Turn that,” she said.

I angled the carcass with my hand.

She leaned in, not caring that her apron brushed blood. For a moment the whole yard waited on her face.

“Hnh.”

That was all she said, but it was not a dismissive sound this time.

She took the stripped foreleg, tested the tendon pull, then checked the hide edge. No ragging. No torn membrane. No wasted bite marks around the salvageable section. Her eyes flicked to my wrist again.

“How long since you first used the mark?”

“This morning.”

One of the workers behind her made a rude noise of disbelief.

Marta ignored him. “Do the jaw.”

I did.

The lines in the mandible showed me exactly where the roots nestled and how to free the high-value penetrating teeth without splintering them. I felt the knife tip through the gumline, rolled the grip, and the first fang came loose with a wet click.

A muttered curse came from the left.

“By all pits,” someone said quietly.

When I finished the first side, Marta took the tooth from my hand and held it against the light. Not a chip on it.

“How many waste cuts?” she asked one of the regulars.

He stared at the tray, counting by habit. “None.”

“How many minutes?”

“Seven. Maybe less.”

A bigger Gravehound on the next cart had taken two grown men most of half an hour earlier that day. I knew because I had walked past the scraped hide pile on the way in and seen how much had been ruined.

Marta set the tooth down carefully.

The look she gave me had changed. It was not warmth. It was the hard interest of someone hearing a locked mechanism click open under her fingers.

“Finish it,” she said.

I went back to work.

By the time the light lowered and the first lamps were being lit under the shed eaves, I had broken down not just the Gravehound but most of a second carcass and portions of a third. My hands were slick, my shoulders ached, and the front of my apron looked like I had been painted in dark varnish. None of it mattered enough to cut through the strange pressure gathering under my breastbone.

Because now the lines did not stop at beasts.

Once I noticed them, they flickered everywhere. Faint along the handle wrap of my knife where the leather had loosened near the rivet. Thin in the cart wheel hub where the pin sat a fraction off-center. Hairline through a cracked hook bracket on the wall. Most vanished when I looked too hard, but the impression stayed. Connect. Strain. Fault. Joining.

Marta noticed where my eyes had gone while I washed my blade.

“You seeing more than meat?”

I looked at her sharply.

She folded her arms. “You don’t have to answer everything with your neck up. I asked because you’ve looked at three tools and one cart like they insulted your family.”

I glanced toward the wheel hub I had noticed. “That axle pin is wearing wrong.”

A nearby worker barked a laugh. “You’re a wagon master too now?”

Marta’s gaze went to the cart. She walked over, crouched, pressed two thick fingers against the pin, then spat to one side.

“Hobb,” she snapped. “Who set this?”

The same laborer from earlier stiffened. “Kett did, yesterday.”

“Kett’s an idiot. One more full load and that shears.”

The laughter vanished.

She straightened and looked back at me with a quieter face than before. “Interesting.”

The word sat between us for a moment.

Then the main gate clanged.

A late wagon rolled in from the north lane under escort of two municipal carriers. Its bed held mixed salvage from a road skirmish—broken spear shafts, dented shields, split harness buckles, and three bundled carcass halves from smaller beasts. The carriers looked tired and annoyed and eager to hand the lot over.

“Roadside cleanup from the east cut,” one called. “Too damaged for guild pick.”

That last part he said with a shrug. Once the Royal Forge and the higher salvage factors declined a load, what came here was whatever still held value for people willing to dirty their hands for less coin.

Marta wiped her palms on her apron and strode toward the wagon. “Unload the bones to station three. Weapons to the sort rack.”

I should have gone back to scrubbing trays.

Instead my eyes stuck on the heap of broken spears.

Most were standard issue.

I knew the iron collar shape at the socket. Knew the leather binding pattern where the grip was wrapped. Knew the cheap pride of the stamped crown emblem near the lower shaft, already worn half away on some pieces.

One broken spear slid loose as the carriers shifted the pile.

It struck the wagon side, turned, and came to rest with the fracture face exposed toward me.

My mouth went dry.

The break was old enough to have darkened around the edge, fresh enough that splinter fibers still caught the light. And there, in the exposed core beneath the outer wood, was the same wrongness I remembered from my father’s spear.

Not the same damage. The same habit.

A weakness hidden under a surface made to look uniform. The internal line where better material should have run clean through the center was crooked, interrupted, thinned where it had no right to thin. Even from three steps away, I felt it like a hand on the back of my neck.

The noise of the yard pulled thin and far again.

I moved before I had decided to.

Marta was giving directions to the carriers when I reached the wagon. I put my hand on the broken shaft.

Cold wood. Metal grit. Dried blood in the wrap.

And the lines came alive.

Not the clean structural guidance of the carcasses this time. Sharper. Wronger. The spear was full of concealed strain, tiny weak joins, deliberate shortcuts buried under the outer fit. I could see where the core support changed halfway down, where the socket had been seated over a compromise, where the balance had been made to resemble sound construction without being sound. A fracture waiting to become an event.

My father’s hands flashed through my mind. Mud on the knuckles. Grip high on the shaft. Bracing for a charge that trusted the weapon more than it deserved.

“Boy.”

Marta’s voice came from nearby, rough and low.

I did not answer at once.

Because I knew. Not everything. Not enough. But enough for the skin between my shoulders to go tight.

This was not one bad batch.

Not one unlucky failure.

The same break pattern. The same internal lie.

My fingers tightened around the shaft until the splintered wood bit the skin.

“Bren,” Marta said again, closer now. “What is it?”

I looked up at her.

The lamps had been lit in the yard. Smoke dragged low under the darkening sky. Behind Marta, workers hauled carcasses, rinsed blades, cursed at wheel ruts, laughed too loudly to push away the end-of-day stink. The world kept moving. It always did.

But I could still see the wrong line inside the spear.

Like rot in a beam hidden behind fresh paint.

Like a decision made far away and paid for by the man holding the cheap end of it.

“I’ve seen this break before,” I said.

Marta’s eyes did not leave my face. “Where?”

I looked down at the spear again, and for a moment the yard was gone. I was twelve, kneeling by a recovery cart in cold mud with my father’s blood dark in the grain.

“At home,” I said.

Marta said nothing.

The carrier nearest us shifted uneasily. “It’s just broken road gear.”

“No,” I said, before I could stop myself.

The word came out harder than I intended.

Marta’s head turned slightly, not questioning yet, just waiting.

I swallowed once. The taste in my mouth had gone metallic.

“It’s the same,” I said. “The inside.”

One of the workers laughed uncertainly. “Same as what?”

I did not answer him.

Because I didn’t have proof. Only anger, memory, and the sudden awful certainty that memory had not lied to me.

Marta reached out and took the spear from my hand.

Not gently. Not carelessly either.

She studied the fracture face in the lamplight, eyes narrowing as if she knew more about such things than a carcass-yard mistress should. For the first time since I had entered the yard, her expression gave something away before she hid it.

Recognition.

Small. Fast.

But there.

She lowered the spear.

“Put the weapon salvage on the back rack,” she told the carriers. “Careful with that one.”

Then she looked at me again, slower now.

“Shift isn’t over,” she said.

I heard the words. I knew they were instructions. I also knew they were not really about work anymore.

I wiped my palm on my apron and found that I had been gripping the wood hard enough to leave a thin line of blood where a splinter had gone in.

Marta’s gaze dropped to it, then back up. “You still standing?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She jerked her chin toward the deeper yard, where another covered wagon was just rolling in through the rear gate. “Because the night load’s here, and unless your rite came with a noble title hidden in it, you’re earning your place same as the rest.”

The rear wagon was larger than the last.

Canvas covered the bed, but blood had already seeped through in two black streaks. As the driver hauled it to a stop, something heavy shifted inside with a wet thud.

The worker beside me muttered, “Rift haul.”

Another spat over his shoulder for luck.

Marta tossed me a heavier hook knife.

“South platform,” she said. “You’re on the opening cut.”

I caught the knife by reflex.

The steel landed solid in my hand.

The yard lamps smoked. The rear gate clanged shut. Men rolled barrels aside to make room, and the smell coming off the covered wagon was thicker, fouler, fresher than anything I had touched yet. Evening had fully settled now. The celebration bells from the upper wards did not carry this far.

I looked once at the mark on my wrist.

The pale lines were there again, faint under the skin, waiting.

Then I stepped after Marta into the blood-wet light.
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Chapter2: The Strange New Hand in the Carcass Yard

[image: ]


The canvas came off with a wet peel.

Under it lay half an Ironmaw, one foreleg twisted under the body as if it had tried to keep charging after death, and beside it a Glasswing with one wing shattered into glittering sheets the size of roof tiles. Blood had pooled in the wagon bed and gone dark around the iron-rimmed boards. Steam still rose from somewhere under the Ironmaw’s shoulder where the killing blow had gone deep and held heat.

Two other new hands stood beside me on the south platform, both boys around my age, both in fresh yard aprons that had not yet learned what work smelled like. One took a breath through his mouth, regretted it instantly, and bent double over the drain channel. The other went gray around the lips and stared too hard at nothing.

Marta Bell did not comfort either of them.

“You retch, you aim for the channel,” she said, jabbing a finger toward the stone groove running under the platform. “You faint, somebody drags you where the hooks aren’t swinging. You put a blade where it shouldn’t go and ruin a valuable cut, I charge your supervisor and let him skin you later.”

Her gaze landed on me last.

“You’re the one who says he’s still standing.”

“I am.”

“Good. Then stand useful.”

She stepped onto the platform with the ease of someone who had spent half her life around slick boards and hanging weight. One heavy hand slapped the Ironmaw’s flank. “This pig-thing is road kill from the east cut. Tusks intact if you don’t chip them. Lower jaw plates worth coin. Shoulder bone can be ground for composite mix. Hide’s no noble leather, but shield backing likes it. Don’t cut like butchers. Cut like thieves stealing every last bit.”

The boy on my left swallowed hard. “How many of us are on that?”

Marta looked at him as if the question had crawled out from under a barrel. “Half the yard if you work like idiots. Less if somebody here has hands.”

A few of the older workers nearby grinned.

I reached toward the Ironmaw before thinking too much about it. The bristles along its hide were coarse as wire and sticky at the base with blood. The smell coming off the wound was worse up close—mud, iron, hot rot, and something bitter like burned resin. My throat tightened for a second.

Then the lines appeared.

They were denser than the Gravehound’s.

An Ironmaw was built to crash through things. You could feel that in the structure the moment the mark answered. Pale seams ran under the hide in layered arcs, crossing through gristle, locking around the shoulder, spiraling thick around the jaw where the force of the bite had to pass without shattering the skull. Some lines glowed steady and clean. Others flared where pressure collected around the joints. The tusk roots were buried deeper than I would have guessed, angled to distribute impact. Even the scar tissue from old wounds showed as rough knots that interrupted the natural paths.

My nausea loosened its hold on me.

Not gone. It stayed at the edge of the body like rain waiting behind a door. But concentration stepped in front of it and shut most of it out.

Marta saw my focus sharpen.

“Start with the shoulder seam,” she said, testing me.

I didn’t answer. I set the hook knife in at a point where no ordinary eye would have chosen first and drew down along a pale line hidden under the hide. The blade slipped in clean. Not because the flesh was soft. Because it was right.

The second boy made a noise somewhere behind me. “How did he—”

“Either work or watch quiet,” Marta snapped.

I kept going.

The Ironmaw’s skin was thick enough that bad stripping usually came off in ragged slabs. I could already tell that from the half-cured scraps hung farther down the yard. But the lines under my hand told a different story. The hide did not need force first. It needed the seam acknowledged. I cut, shifted angle, slid the hook under a membrane layer, and lifted. The hide peeled away from the shoulder in one broad, ugly, beautiful section.

Someone whistled.

I did not look up.

My left hand found hold points before I consciously searched for them. My right hand rotated the hook knife, then switched to the slimmer stripping blade when the line narrowed toward the neck. A worker brought a bin to my side without being told. I dropped salvage in by category as the cuts opened themselves to me—hide, dense gristle, high-value jaw material, lower-rib bone, scrap fat for rendering.

The retching boy was still coughing into the drain.

The other one had begun hacking at the Glasswing wing with short frightened cuts that were already ruining the membrane.

Marta swore under her breath and strode over. “Stop. Stop, I said. You think crystal membrane grows back after you chew it up?”

“I—I can’t tell where it—”

“Then don’t cut blind.”

She snatched the blade from his hand and shoved him toward a hook station with easier work. “You trim tendons until you earn better problems.”

Then she was back beside me.

By then I had opened the forequarter and reached the heavy muscle under the shoulder plate. The lines there were brilliant, overlapping, full of weight-bearing history. I could see where to separate the dense striking meat from the tendon web without tearing either. The blade moved. My wrist adjusted. The membrane released with a wet, stubborn pull and then gave all at once.

Marta leaned in enough that her shadow crossed my hands.

“Who taught you salvage cuts?”

“No one.”

That answer I gave because it was easier than explaining what it felt like. Easier than saying that the carcass itself seemed to confess if I touched it long enough.

She grunted. “Keep talking like that and I’ll assume you’re either lying or too stupid to know what counts as learning.”

I almost told her I knew the difference.

Instead I set the stripping blade down, braced one boot against the wagon frame, and drew the first tusk root free without cracking the edge.

That shut up the platform for a breath.

Ironmaw tusks were notoriously easy to damage when removed in haste. The visible part looked simple. The buried part wasn’t. Even I had known that much from listening to market handlers complain. Wrong angle, wrong torque, wrong impatience, and you lost value all along the root channel.

The tusk came out whole.

Marta took it from me, turned it in the lantern light, and ran her thumb over the root.

“Damn,” one of the older workers said quietly.

Marta ignored him. “Second one.”

I did the second faster than the first.

By the time I reached the jaw plates, blood had soaked through the front of my apron and down both sleeves. There was grease under my nails. My lower back ached from the angle. But the disgust had narrowed into something manageable, almost distant. Every time the smell surged up, the lines answered and dragged my attention back to structure, to order, to the hidden logic under the mess.

The yard had looked like chaos when I first walked in—meat, stink, blood, flies, iron hooks, shouting, carts. Touch something long enough with the mark awake, and the chaos thinned. Not because the place became clean. Because it became legible.

The Ironmaw’s shoulder came down in sections that should have taken me much longer to separate. The older workers had stopped pretending not to watch. Even the man at the bone saw two stations down kept glancing over every few strokes.

One of them, a scar-faced cutter with a split ear, finally gave up and walked closer. “How long’s he been here?”

“Since evening bell,” Marta said.

The scar-faced man gave a short laugh that held no humor. “No, really.”

She did not answer.

I worked through the lower jaw hinge and opened the plate without splintering it.

The man stopped laughing.

“How many waste cuts?” Marta called without taking her eyes off my hands.

“None I can see,” the scar-faced cutter said after a moment.

“How long?”

He glanced toward the bell clock over the render house door. “Less than a quarter bell.”

That pulled an actual stir from the platform.

A full-grown Ironmaw forequarter could keep two practiced salvage workers occupied most of a morning if they wanted quality out of it. Faster if they didn’t care what they ruined. Everyone on the south platform knew that. Everyone could count the bins already filling at my feet and the pieces coming out whole instead of hacked.

Marta held out her hand.

I gave her the jaw plate.

She turned it once, checked the separation points, then barked over her shoulder, “Bring the membrane tray. If he cuts Glasswing too, I’m not wasting this night on doubt.”

Somebody obeyed at once.

That told me something about her place in the yard. You don’t get that kind of response with a loud voice alone. Not in a place where most of the work was done by people built to resent being ordered. Authority like hers had either been earned or enforced for long enough that the difference no longer mattered.

The broken-winged Glasswing lay beside the Ironmaw under the lanterns, its body light and sickly graceful even in death. The membrane wing was the valuable part. Thin, translucent, and threaded with pale crystal veins that caught and carried magic well enough to make artificers and shieldwrights pay real coin. It also tore if you breathed at it wrong.

Marta set the membrane tray down herself.

“Do this and I stop assuming luck.”

I wiped my hands once on a rag, though there was no point pretending they were clean, and touched the base of the wing.

The lines flashed into place so sharply I almost flinched.

Glasswing structure was nothing like Ironmaw structure. Not brute force. Tension and flow. The crystal veins ran in branching channels through the membrane, each one carrying a faint residue of magical circulation that still glimmered to Faultless eyes—no, not faultless, I corrected myself. Mine. Whatever mine were becoming. The proper cut path threaded between those veins like a river path through ice. Slice wrong and the whole sheet crazed.

I reached for the narrowest blade on the tray.

Marta saw the choice and did not object.

Good.

The first incision had to be shallow enough not to score the vein lattice. I traced the line with the tip, then slid under a seam no thicker than a fingernail. Membrane lifted. I followed. The crystal veins hummed at the edge of sight, guiding my depth. A worker to my right muttered something that sounded like a prayer. Another told him to shut up.

By the time I had freed the first main sheet, the entire platform had gone quiet in a different way than before.

Not mockery. Not curiosity. Watching.

Marta took the membrane from my hands and held it up. Lantern light poured through it blue-white. No tears. No shatter lines. No loss across the vein structure. The woman’s mouth did not soften, but the hard skepticism had gone out of her face.

“What’s your mark do exactly?” she asked.

I stared at the Glasswing body.

“Disassembles.”

A few workers laughed, but it was uneasy laughter this time, not cruel.

Marta did not laugh at all. “That answer’s too small.”

“It shows me where things come apart.”

“Everything?”

I thought of the wagon axle pin. The seam in the platform stones. The leather wrap around my knife grip. The silver rod at the Mark Rite.

“I don’t know yet,” I said.

She seemed to hear the truth in it.

“Hnh.”

She handed the membrane to a runner with more care than she had used on my assignment paper. “Store that high shelf, third rack. If Kett folds it, I’ll fold him.”

The runner hurried off.

Marta looked back to the Ironmaw, then to the half-finished salvage around me. “Keep stripping. I want the shoulder bone and lower plate out before the quarter bell turns.”

One of the older workers, broad-faced and skeptical by habit, said, “That’s not happening.”

I set the hook knife back into the Ironmaw.

“It is if he stops talking,” Marta said.

So I stopped listening.

The next stretch of work lost edges.

Not in a dreamy way. More in the way hard labor sometimes eats time by force. The lines came. My hands followed. I shifted tools as needed, sorted materials automatically, learned the pressure different tissues wanted, learned how much resistance told me I had strayed from the seam and how much meant the seam itself required insistence. Clean Strip was the only name I had for what happened when the blade moved just so and things separated without damage, but the name still felt like a clerk’s tiny label pasted over a much larger machine.

You call a forge hot. That doesn’t explain steel.

By the time the quarter bell rang, the Ironmaw’s valuable sections sat stacked and sorted in bins, and the platform boards under the body were visible where most of the mass had been. Not all. There was still rendering work to do, lower-grade scraping, residue hauling. The ugly part of the yard would never vanish. But the expensive parts had survived me intact.

The broad-faced worker came close enough to inspect the shoulder bone assembly. He picked it up, turned it, and gave a low whistle he seemed embarrassed by.

“No crush damage,” he said.

Marta crossed her arms. “You expected some?”

“I expected a child with a rite-mark and two hours in the yard.”

“He is a child with a rite-mark and two hours in the yard.”

That made a few people grin.

The man shot me a measuring look. “You from a butcher line?”

“Wall soldier’s family,” I said.

His face changed a little at that. Not pity. A sharper kind of understanding. Brandeal had enough dead from the Beast Surges that most people in labor yards knew what a fallen soldier left behind.

“Mercer,” he said. “Joran’s boy?”

I nodded once.

He grunted like a man filing away a piece of scrap that might matter later and went back to his station.

Marta wiped her hands and jerked her chin toward the side rack where cups hung from nails. “Water. Then you sort by value from the bins you filled. Don’t get proud and stupid.”

I took the cup because my throat felt sanded raw. The water tasted of iron barrel hoops and old wood, but it was cold enough to feel like mercy.

Marta stood beside me while I drank.

Up close, the yard mistress smelled of smoke, salt, hide oil, and the same blood-heavy air as the whole trench, but there was another scent under it—wagon grease, rope hemp, rain tar. Freight smells. Not just yard smells.

She saw me notice something, because her eyes narrowed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s a liar’s word.”

I lowered the cup. “You don’t move like you stayed your whole life in one yard.”

She barked a short laugh through her nose. “And you don’t answer like a boy who expects adults to like him. Good. Saves time.” She leaned one shoulder against the rack. “Before this, I ran military consignments. Quarter-trains, salvage returns, ration carts, repair loads. South roads, east roads, sometimes the northern cut if they were desperate enough.”

I looked at her properly then.

That explained the way she had looked at the broken spear. Not full understanding maybe, but not ignorance either.

“Why leave?” I asked.

“Because official logistics are a miracle of theft, lies, and broken axles held together by people too tired to complain properly.” She scratched the side of her jaw. “Also because I hit a superior with a chain hook.”

I waited.

“He deserved it,” she said.

That sounded likely enough that I believed it without hearing details.

She took the cup from my hand and set it upside down on the rack. “Don’t start imagining I’m a friend because I told you a thing. I told you because it saves you from making stupid guesses later. And because if your mark really sees structure, not just meat seams, then you’ll notice things in this yard most people don’t.”

I thought about the axle pin again. About the spear.

“You already did,” she added.

I did not deny it.

Her gaze drifted toward the salvage racks where the road-load weapons had been stacked. “Broken gear comes through here when nobody high enough cares to claim it. Sometimes carts too. Sometimes armor. Sometimes things with official stamps that ought to have lasted longer than they did.”

Something in my chest went colder.

“You’ve seen that before.”

Marta’s mouth flattened. “I’ve seen enough to stop being surprised.”

That was not an answer. It was close enough to one that my hands wanted to clench anyway.

Before I could press, she shoved away from the rack. “Drink’s over. Sort.”

So I sorted.

True sorting was not mine yet. I didn’t have a name for finer distinctions then, only a growing sense that even within one salvage pile, not all pieces deserved the same bin. Some Gravehound teeth had hairline flaws near the root. Some Ironmaw hide sections were denser where impact would matter. The Glasswing shards from the broken wing were not uniformly useful; some still carried clean conduction veins while others were dead glitter. Once I started seeing those differences, ordinary sorting felt blind.

I made mistakes, but not many.

Enough, at least, that when a foreman from the render side came over to complain I was taking too long with classification, Marta cut him off without even turning her head.

“If I let your people grind good jaw plate into fat meal just because you’re impatient, I should let the pigs run the books too.”

The foreman swore. Marta swore harder. He left.

It should have been funny. It almost was.

But every time my attention slipped from the work, I saw the broken spear in my mind. That same dishonest inner line. That same sense of weakness hidden under approved workmanship. The memory of my father’s weapon had never really left. Tonight it had stopped being memory alone and turned into resemblance.

That changed the taste of everything.

The night deepened. The air cooled above the trench, though the render house kept exhaling heat through its slats. One by one the first-shift workers cleared out, replaced by the harder-faced crew who handled the uglier late hauls. The two new boys who had started beside me had been reassigned; one to tendon trimming, the other to bucket runs. Neither looked at me much now.

I knew that look too. The one people give when they’re deciding whether to resent you or use you.

Somewhere past the second night bell, Marta threw me a smaller task that should have been insultingly simple after the Ironmaw. “Sort the break rack.”

I turned.

Against the back wall under a chain lamp stood three long shelves of damaged tools and broken field gear waiting for salvage decisions. Bent spearheads. Split shafts. Cracked shield bosses. Harness buckles with snapped tongues. Mail fragments cut apart for reuse. A dumped history of things that had failed in hands too poor to replace them properly.

My stomach tightened again.

Marta saw it. “Problem?”

“No.”

“Then use your eyes.”

I walked to the rack.

The nearer I got, the more the lines flickered at the edges of sight. Not bright, not clean like with the fresh carcasses. More tangled. Human-made things lied differently. Repairs layered over faults. Cheap substitutions disguised under polish. Bent metal carrying old stress like grudges. I touched a cracked buckler rim first. The joining rivets were loose beneath the wrap. One had been reset badly. Not enough to fool a smith maybe, but enough to pass through hurried inspection. I set it in the strip-for-parts bin.

Next, a spearhead socket torn from its shaft. The metal grain around the collar had been over-hardened, brittle where flexibility was needed. I set it aside.

Then a standard spear shaft came into my hands.

I knew it before I saw the crown stamp.

The length. The leather wrap spacing. The socket ring proportions. Brandeal issue, or close to it.

The shaft had broken three handspans below the grip.

I stopped moving.

The lamp over the rack hissed softly in its glass. Somewhere behind me, a saw bit through bone in slow heavy strokes. Marta was speaking to somebody across the yard, her voice carrying only in fragments. None of it reached the center of my head.

I ran my thumb over the fracture face.

The lines flared open.

There it was again.

The inside of the shaft should have held a steadier core—material chosen to reinforce the impact channel down the length, especially in equipment meant for front-line bracing. Even I knew that now, not because someone had taught me designs, but because the structure itself made its own accusation. Instead the inner line wavered. Better fiber had been interrupted, thinned, replaced or never properly continued. The outer shaping was neat enough to pass a glance. The balance marks near the socket were even. The leather grip had been wrapped to suggest care.

Inside, it was built to fail sooner.

Not always at once. Not obviously. At the exact kind of pressure where a soldier would trust it most.

My hand tightened so hard the splintered edge bit into the pad of my thumb.

Blood welled in a small dark bead.

I barely felt it.

A memory struck hard enough to blur the yard for a second.

My father sitting at our table with a whetstone in one hand and the old practice knife in the other, showing me how not to rush the angle. “Steel’s honest if you listen to it,” he had said. “Bad work tells on itself.” I had been too young then to understand how much bitterness already lived under those words. I thought he meant craftsmanship the way other fathers talked about weather.

Now I knew better.

Marta’s boots sounded on the planks behind me before I turned.

“You found another?”

I held the spear out without looking away from it.

She took it, turned the break toward the lamp, and went still for a fraction of a second. Smaller than before. Still there.

“You see something specific,” she said.

“Yes.”

“What?”

“The inside is wrong.”

That sounded childish the moment it left my mouth. I hated it.

Marta did not mock me for it. “Wrong how?”

I forced myself to look, really look, and put shape to what the mark was showing me. “It carries force badly. The outer shaft and the core don’t agree. There’s support missing where support should run straight.” I swallowed. “Not from damage. From how it was made.”

Marta studied the fracture again. “Can you tell that from one break?”

I thought of my father’s spear lying against the recovery cart, rain on the wood, my hands small and filthy from trying to touch evidence nobody else cared to keep.

“No,” I said. “I can tell it from two.”

Her eyes lifted to mine.

For the first time since I had entered the yard, the woman did not look at me like a labor assignment, a useful oddity, or a boy to be tested. She looked at me like I had just placed a live coal in her palm.

“This one from the road skirmish?” I asked.

She nodded once. “East cut haul. Mixed dead, broken field gear, no officer claim.”

“Can I see the rest?”

“Of the spears?”

“All of it.”

A lesser person might have told me I was reaching above myself. Marta only stared for two long breaths, then jerked her chin toward the shelf.

“Quickly. And don’t start inventing patterns because you want to find them.”

So I checked.

Three more standard shafts. Two from the same issue type. One older pattern, patched twice. A shield grip with a hidden rivet flaw. A mail collar with rings of different grade mixed into one supposedly uniform weave. I could not prove all of it with words yet. I did not have the trade language or the authority. But the mark kept showing me the same thing under the official pieces—cuts made for economy, substitutions made for someone else’s profit, weak joins hidden where the common soldier would never be asked to inspect.

The patched older spear was the only honest break among them. Used too long, repaired too many times, finally cracked along a strain scar anyone could understand. I set that one apart out of instinctive respect.

The others went in a separate pile.

Marta watched the whole process without interrupting. When I finished, she crouched by the small stack I had made and touched each piece in turn, not because she saw what I saw, I thought, but because she was measuring whether the same kind of ugliness had followed them all.

“You said you saw this before,” she said at last.

I kept my voice level by force. “My father’s spear.”

The bone saw had stopped. The yard seemed quieter for it.

Marta rose slowly. “Joran Mercer was east-line wall levy, wasn’t he?”

“He died in a Surge north of the farm roads.”

“I know where he died. I handled return loads that season.”

That hit me harder than I expected.

“You saw him.”

“Not him specifically.” Her face hardened in that practical way adults use when memory is too old or too expensive to touch gently. “Too many came through. Broken men, broken carts, broken gear. Enough to teach me that official reports are written by whoever most needs the breakage to sound respectable.”

She hefted the spear once, then set it back down.

“You think your father’s weapon failed for the same reason.”

I thought about denying that. It would have been safer. Less naked. Instead I heard my own voice come out low and flat.

“I think it didn’t fail by accident.”

Somewhere across the yard, one of the render workers shouted for more fuel. Marta ignored him.

Her eyes dropped to my cut thumb where the blood had dried in a narrow line. “And if you’re right?”

I looked at the rack. At the broken gear waiting to be melted, stripped, forgotten. At the crown stamps worn into wood and iron to turn poor work into official truth.

“Then people knew,” I said.

That was what turned the air wrong in my lungs.

Bad workmanship was one kind of evil. Laziness. Incompetence. Carelessness. You could hate those and still sleep if you were tired enough. That thought was colder. If the same fault lived in multiple spears, if the same internal lie kept appearing in state gear handed to men who stood where the monsters hit first, then somebody farther up had decided that risk belonged in their hands and not elsewhere.

My father’s death shifted under that thought. Not smaller. Sharper.

Marta stood with one hand braced on the shelf.

“You’re not shouting,” she said.

I looked at her.

“Most boys your age, if they decide they’ve found murder in a wood shaft, they either shout or cry or start making vows fit for cheap plays.”

“I’m working.”

That almost made her smile. Almost.

“Good answer,” she said. “Keep it.”

She picked up the four suspect pieces and moved them to the top shelf instead of the melt bin. “These stay aside.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t like throwing out questions before I know who profits from the answer.”

Nothing else she had said all night landed as cleanly.

I studied her face, trying to judge how much she already suspected. She did not let me.

“You’ve got a skill nobody in that Mark hall understood,” she said. “That makes you useful. It also makes you dangerous if the wrong people notice before you know what you’re seeing.”

“You think they would care?”

Her laugh this time was dry and ugly. “If you start proving that expensive failures aren’t failures, they’ll care plenty.”

The chain lamp hissed again overhead. Outside the trench walls, somewhere distant, I could hear the rumble of late carts on Brandeal stone and the thin call of a night peddler still trying to sell hot chestnuts to drunks. Ordinary city sounds. So normal they felt insulting.

Marta took the spear pile in both arms.

“Finish your shift,” she said. “Hands keep moving, mind keeps sharper. Tomorrow, if you still think the same when sleep’s been through your skull, you show me exactly what your mark sees.”

She turned away, then stopped after two steps.

“Mercer.”

“Yes.”

“That line your father got fed—about border soldiers getting what they get?”

My jaw tightened.

“I’ve heard versions of it,” she said without turning back. “From quartermasters, factors, men with soft hands and tidy books. Usually said when something expensive went missing before it reached the people meant to die with the cheaper version.”

I did not trust myself to speak.

Marta glanced over one shoulder, face cut in half by lamplight and shadow. “Don’t do anything stupid tonight. Anger’s common here. Evidence is harder.”

Then she carried the broken spears toward the office shed.

I stood there a moment longer than I should have, staring at the empty space on the rack where they had been.

The mark on my wrist felt warm.

Not painful. Alert.

As if the pale lines under the skin had noticed what I had noticed and were waiting for the next piece of the structure to show itself.

When I went back to work, the yard no longer looked like a punishment site. It looked like a graveyard that still talked if you knew where to place your hand.

I stripped lesser salvage until the last bell of the shift. My body kept moving on what Marta had said—hands keep moving, mind keeps sharper—but the thought underneath everything had changed shape. At sunset I had come here believing the city had thrown me into filth because my skill belonged with the dead.

By full night, standing ankle-deep in rinse water and blood, I knew something worse and more useful.

The dead were leaving messages.

***
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I stepped out of the south trench yard with dawn not far off and the smell of it all still living in my clothes.

The city above the lower works was quieter at that hour, not peaceful exactly, just thinner. Furnaces banked low. Alley dogs nosed through ash heaps. A cartman slept upright on his bench with the reins looped around one wrist. The air beyond the trench tasted almost clean by comparison, and still I could not get rid of the copper stink in the back of my throat.

My hands hurt when I flexed them.

Not from one big strain. From a hundred small motions done hard and careful and without rest. The cut on my thumb had sealed. My shoulders felt full of grit. Under the exhaustion, though, something else sat awake and sharp.

I kept seeing the line inside the spear.

When I turned into the cooper’s alley, the sky over Brandeal had gone from black to a bruised gray. Light touched the upper chimneys first, then the cracked slate roofs, then the puddles in the lane. I paused outside our door to scrape the worst of the yard filth from my boots because my mother hated the smell of the trench and because part of me could not bear to drag that whole night over the threshold without warning.

She was already awake.

Of course she was. Women who keep poor households learn to divide sleep into pieces and trust none of them.

The moment I stepped in, she looked up from the wash basin and her face changed at whatever she saw in mine.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat.

She handed me a rag and a bowl without asking questions first. That was another thing I loved her for and could never say properly. She understood that some answers come easier when the hands are busy.

I scrubbed at the blood under my nails. Most of it came from beasts. One thin dry line came from me.

“How bad?” she asked quietly.

“The work?”

She nodded.

I
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