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Chapter1: The Box Without a Keyhole
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The house sounds wrong without my grandfather in it.

Not quiet. Wrong.

Boards still creak in the same places. The kettle lid still rattles when the stove gets too hot. Wind still slips under the back door and brushes the floor with that dry whisper that always makes me think somebody is standing there in wet clothes. None of it has changed, and that is what makes it wrong. The sound should have changed. The air should have changed. Something should admit he is gone.

Instead the house keeps pretending.

I stand in the middle of the front room with my sleeves pushed up and a box of chipped bowls at my feet, staring at the wall where his coat used to hang. The peg is empty. I keep looking at it anyway.

“Stop that,” I mutter, and the room gives it back to me in a flatter voice.

Outside, wheels grind over the lane. Somebody shouts to a mule. Greyridge keeps moving. The town always does. Loads go up, loads come down, roofs leak, shutters warp, people argue about grain weights and bridge planks and whether the north road is worth repairing before winter. A funeral ends, and by next morning somebody still needs a cart axle lifted into place.

I know that. I have always known that.

It still feels indecent.

I crouch and reach for the bowl box. My fingers stop halfway there because I catch myself listening for the tap of a cane from the workroom. A useless pause. The kind that keeps happening today. My hand closes on the rim of the box instead.

Three days.

That is what I have left before the landlord comes with his man and his neat little ledger and starts counting what we still owe. Three days to clear a house that smells like iron filings, old oil, paper dust, dried herbs, lamp smoke, and the sharper ghost of the bitter tea my grandfather drank whenever he stayed up half the night over a mechanism too stubborn to yield.

There is no money hidden in the walls. No long-lost rich uncle. No miracle. Just tools, furniture, shelves bowed under books nobody in town wants to buy, and drawers full of the kind of small useful things other people never notice until they need them badly.

Keys. Pins. Springs. Screws. Tiny brass plates. Bent nails sorted by length. Scraps of leather. Cracked lenses. Coils of wire.

Too many keys.

I glance toward the workroom door and feel my mouth tighten.

The whole house is full of them.

Hooks by the stairs. Ceramic bowls on shelves. Bundles wrapped in cloth and tied with tags in my grandfather’s narrow hand. House keys, chest keys, cabinet keys, keys with fancy heads and keys filed down to almost nothing, broken keys he swore could still teach you something if you looked at the teeth long enough.

“Every lock tells on itself,” he used to say, laying a bit of metal in my palm and closing my fingers over it. “Every maker thinks he’s clever. Every clever man leaves a habit somewhere.”

I was twelve the first time he let me open a jammed box without him touching it. I still remember the feel of the pick in my sweating fingers and the bark of his laugh when I slipped and stabbed my own thumb.

“Good,” he said while I sucked the blood off it. “Now you’ll remember not to force the wrist.”

He taught me that way with everything. Never softly. Never cruel, either. Just like he expected my hands to learn faster than my pride.

I drag the bowl box to the stack near the door and nearly kick a crate of books. One of them slides open. A fall of old papers shows itself, tied in twine.

Not papers. Receipts. Order slips. Names from town. Hinge repairs, chest latches, cart-hasp fittings, one iron-bound lockbox for the mill, two cabinet catches for the priest’s sister, one narrow skeleton key copied by request and paid in smoked trout because the customer’s purse had gone missing.

Normal things.

I kneel and begin sorting them anyway, because sorting is movement and movement is better than standing still in a dead man’s house and letting memory come at me from corners.

By noon the front room is worse.

Piles grow. Sell, keep, burn, maybe. The maybe pile gets larger every time I look away. My stomach goes hollow enough to ache, but when I cut bread and cheese in the kitchen I only stare at the knife marks in the table where my grandfather once carved a lock diagram straight into the wood because he could not find a scrap of paper fast enough.

I touch the groove with my thumb.

He died in that bed in the room behind me, and all I have left to argue with are marks in wood.

I eat standing up. Half a heel of bread. Cheese too dry at the edges. Cold tea from yesterday that tastes like tin. The house is chill though the sun is high, the kind of mountain chill that clings to stone and shaded boards even in fair weather. I should open the shutters wider. I should carry another load out. I should stop looking at every object as if it might turn and explain him.

Instead I take the plate to the washbasin and catch sight of his boots under the bench by the back wall.

I freeze with the plate in my hand.

They are old. I know that much. I have seen them there all my life. Dark leather, thick soles, scuffed hard across the toes, straps at the ankles, not town boots and not field boots either. For work, I used to think. Heavy work. Winter roads maybe. He never wore them in front of me. Never once. He kept them oiled better than anything else in the house, though. Even after the straps began to crack.

When I was younger I asked why he kept boots he never used.

He snorted without looking up from the hinge he was filing. “Because they still know the road better than you do.”

I had laughed because I thought he was joking.

Now I set the plate down and crouch in front of the bench.

The leather smells sharp and clean despite the dust. My fingers trace the edge of one sole. Studded. Reinforced. There is a nick near the heel, deep and straight, like something bit the leather and scraped off. I turn the left boot a little and something catches the light inside the cuff.

A mark.

Not stitched. Pressed into the inner leather where it would sit against the ankle. Three lines meeting in a hooked circle, faint from wear.

I do not know it.

That bothers me more than it should.

My grandfather marked everything in this house that mattered to him, but I know his habits. Tiny nicks under drawer lips. A dot of red paint beneath a shelf. A scratch on the underside of a chair arm where only a hand searching would find it. He liked useful secrets. Practical ones.

This isn’t one of those.

I straighten too fast and hit my shoulder on the table edge. Pain bites down my arm. I hiss between my teeth, rub the spot, then look around the kitchen as if something might have shifted while I wasn’t paying attention.

Nothing has.

Still, I leave the boots where they are and go back to work with that pressed mark sitting in my head like a fishbone in my throat.

By late afternoon I have emptied the workroom shelves onto the floor.

That is a mistake.

My grandfather’s workroom is narrow, crowded, and mean about where it lets light in. One window, small and high. One bench scarred dark from years of oil and filings. Pegs. Drawers. Wall racks. A hanging lamp over the bench. A stool with one repaired leg. The smell in here is deeper than anywhere else in the house, thick with metal and old lampblack and the bitter resin he used on weather-seals.

When the shelves were full, the room looked contained. Purposeful.

With everything hauled down, it looks ransacked.

I stand in the middle of it with dust on my knees and a bundle of lockplates under one arm, breathing through my mouth.

“All right,” I say.

My voice lands among the tools and dies there.

I set the plates on the bench and wipe the back of my wrist across my forehead. Dust streaks the skin. My left hand leaves a gray print on the wood. I stare at it for a moment, then begin checking drawers. If there is anything worth a decent price, it will be in here. Rare metal. Fine tools. Spare parts the guild smith might actually take off my hands.

The top drawers are the same as always. Picks wrapped in cloth. Tension bars. Old files. A jeweler’s loupe with a cracked edge. Brass blanks. Wax sticks. Thread. Nothing strange.

The bottom left drawer sticks. It always has. I have watched my grandfather shove it shut with his knee a hundred times. Today it slides out too easily, and my first thought is that I must be remembering wrong.

My second thought comes when I see the drawer is shallower than it should be.

I pull it all the way out and turn it.

The back is false.

Not neatly obvious, either. Not the kind he used to give me for practice when I was small. This one is made to be ignored. The grain lines line up almost perfectly. Tiny side catches, spring-loaded. You would need to know where pressure goes and where it does not.

A hard little beat starts in my throat.

I set the drawer on the floor, crouch, and run my fingers under the lip. There. A give near the right edge. Another on the underside. Not enough. The front? No. Side wall? No. My fingers move faster. I stop myself, breathe once, and begin again.

“Every maker leaves a habit somewhere.”

My wrist loosens. I shift pressure with my thumb, then the heel of my hand. One catch clicks. A second answers. The backplate rises a hair.

I stare at it, suddenly cold.

I should not be surprised that my grandfather hid things. He hid sweets from mice, money from drunks, better tools from borrowers, and once an entire cured ham from the priest’s dog by hanging it in the chimney. But this—this is built.

My fingernail slips under the edge. I lift.

Inside lies a key.

Of course it does. One long iron key, blackened with age, heavier than it looks. No tag. No marking on the bow. Just a plain shaft and cruel-cut teeth.

I let out a breath through my nose. Half laugh, half something else.

“A key,” I say to the empty room. “Very funny.”

I almost put it aside with the others. Almost.

Then I notice the underside of the drawer compartment is lined in thinner wood than it should be.

I pick up the iron key again and tap gently. Hollow.

My pulse starts punching harder.

The false back had a false bottom.

I look at the key in my hand. It feels colder now. Not because it is magic. Just because my skin has gone hot.

The workroom door is open behind me. Dusk has not fallen yet, but the room is dimming into that colorless hour where edges blur. I get up, go shut the door, and drop the latch into place before I realize I am doing it.

Then I kneel again.

The thin board has no visible seam. I test the iron key against the drawer cavity and find, near the front left corner, a slot so fine I would have called it a crack if the key had not been there. It goes in halfway. Stops. Needs turning with pressure down, not up.

I do it.

Wood knocks softly under my hand.

Not in the drawer.

Under the floor.

I jerk back, nearly losing my balance. The sound comes again when I shift. Beneath the stool. The board there sits a breath higher than the rest—not enough to see unless you are crawling at floor level with half the room torn apart.

I am already moving before I think better of it.

The stool scrapes away. I lie flat, cheek against dusty boards, and search the seams with my fingertips. One nail head near the corner is false. The key teeth fit it after all, not as a lock but as a wrench. Turn. Lift. The board gives.

Under it is another layer.

My mouth has gone dry.

There is a recessed iron ring blackened almost invisible against the wood. I hook two fingers into it and haul. The second panel rises with a groan thick enough to sound angry.

Cold breath comes up from the dark below.

Not cellar cold. Still-house cold. Air that has not moved in a long time.

I sit back on my heels and stare into a space no bigger than a grain chest, built between joists under the workroom floor. My grandfather’s lamp light hangs over it in a shaky circle. Dust motes drift through the beam and disappear into the black.

There is no pile of coins. No stack of temple silver. No body. That last thought hits so hard I almost laugh again just to shake it off.

There is a box.

It sits alone on a narrow shelf built into the hollow space, wrapped in a cloth so dark with age it has gone the color of soot. I lower myself carefully, one foot braced, one knee on the floorboard, and reach in.

The air inside smells dry. Stone, old leather, and something faintly bitter, like burnt herbs.

The cloth comes away in my hands.

The box beneath it is black, but not painted black. It swallows the light in a way wood should not. Not glossy, not matte. Just dark. Smooth-sided, rectangular, a little longer than my forearm and narrow enough to carry in two hands.

There is no keyhole.

I turn it once. Twice. My skin prickles.

No hinge line. No clasp. No seam visible except a thin groove that runs around the middle. The surface is cool and heavier than any plain wooden box has a right to be. Not metal either. Stone maybe, but it does not feel like stone.

Letters are cut into the lid.

I know the older trade script well enough to read maker marks and shrine warnings, but this is older than most of the scraps my grandfather ever let me handle. The forms are stiff, the cuts deep and deliberate. I trace them without touching the grooves directly.

“Let no hand without the will to inherit touch this.”

My stomach tightens.

Inherit what?

I look back into the hidden compartment. There is nothing else. No note. No instructions. Just the space where the box has rested for years under my feet while I fetched tools and swept filings and thought I knew this room.

I set the box on the floorboards.

A dozen ordinary answers try to force their way in. Sell it. Take it to the guild. Better, take it to the temple and let them deal with it. Everybody knows the rule. If an old thing wakes or glows or whispers or looks like it survived too long on purpose, you do not keep it under your bed and hope for the best. You hand it over.

My grandfather knew that rule better than anyone.

And yet he carved a hole under his own floor and hid this from everybody.

A mean pulse begins beating behind my eyes.

“Why?”

The box does not answer. The letters on the lid sit black in the lamplight.

My knee cracks when I stand. I nearly leave it there. Nearly close the floor and pretend I found nothing, because suddenly every board in the room feels like it has been lying to me.

Instead I carry the box to the bench.

I do not open the workroom door again. I light the hanging lamp and the little side lamp both. Their glow pushes back the dusk and paints the tools in copper and shadow. The box sits between my hands like a cut-out piece of night.

No seam but the one around the middle. No mechanism. No opening. I fetch magnifying lenses, fine picks, a thin brass probe, chalk. I run the probe along the groove. Nothing. Tap the sides lightly. Hollow? Not exactly. There is space within, but the sound does not travel right. I dust chalk over the surface to catch any hidden catches. The chalk skids and wipes away too cleanly. I hold it near the lamp flame. The black does not warm. I press my ear against it and hear only my own blood.

I should stop.

Instead I take the lid-side edge between both hands and try a careful twist.

Nothing.

I breathe out slowly through my teeth and set it down. My grandfather’s stool waits beside the bench. I drop onto it and stare.

The inscription comes back to me. Let no hand without the will to inherit touch this.

Will to inherit.

Not blood. Not name. Not the right tool or the right trick.

I rub both hands over my face hard enough to wake myself up. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

It sounds weak the moment I say it.

There is a cut on my right thumb from packing crockery earlier. Shallow. Barely more than a split in the skin where the bowl rim caught me. My gaze sticks on it anyway.

No.

I know better than to feed blood to old things. Even children know that. Especially children in a town close enough to broken ruins that half our grandmothers can tell a story about some idiot who touched a relic bare-handed and spent the rest of his short life with smoke coming out of his mouth or teeth growing where nails should be.

I know better.

Still I look at the inscription again, and I hear my grandfather’s voice from years ago, rough and impatient.

If you’re afraid of every tool, boy, you may as well use your teeth.

“Damn you,” I say.

I go to the basin, wash the dust off my hands, come back, and sit down again. The cut on my thumb has opened a little with the washing. One dark bead gathers there.

I hold my hand over the lid for a long moment, jaw tight enough to hurt, then let one drop fall.

The bead strikes the black surface and does not spread.

It vanishes.

The lamp flames dip.

Every hair on my arms lifts.

The groove around the box shines white for one sharp breath, as if moonlight has been poured into it. I jerk back hard enough to knock the stool legs crooked. A sound starts inside the box—not a click, not a grinding. More like a long-sealed breath being released from between teeth.

The seam parts.

Not wide. A thin line first, then enough to lift.

My heart slams once so hard it stings.

I do not touch it immediately. The room feels tight, packed with a pressure I can taste at the back of my tongue. The lamps flutter again. A few tools on the pegboard tremble and knock softly together.

Then the pressure eases.

I reach out with both hands and raise the lid.

Inside, a white shape lies nested in dark cloth.

For a stupid second I think bone.

Then the light shifts and I see edges.

A fragment of something longer. A piece of an object made to join another piece. It is about the length of my hand from wrist to fingertip, tapering slightly, not cut like any normal key I know. No regular teeth. Instead it has layered ridges and channels that seem to move when I tilt my head, not moving really, just refusing to settle into one shape. The material is pale as old ivory and faintly luminous from within, though when I blink the glow seems less like light and more like memory of light left clinging to it.

Not metal. Not stone. I have touched both all my life. This is neither.

Beside it lies a rolled scrap of parchment scorched dark at one edge, and next to that a flat gray stone disk with a groove around its rim and a thumb-sized depression in the center.

A recording stone.

My breath catches in my chest.

My grandfather owned one ordinary message stone once, years ago, used for guild orders that had to go up-country fast, but those are common enough and never last long. This one is old. Older than any I have seen in a private house. The surface is worn smooth except where the thumb hollow still holds the faintest trace of silvery residue.

I do not touch the white object first. I cannot. My eyes keep going to the stone.

He left a message.

For me? For whoever found this. Same thing maybe. Maybe not.

My hand shakes when I pick it up.

The surface is cold, then warmer as my thumb settles into the hollow. It resists for half a breath, and I know with stupid sudden certainty that it will only work once and I am about to spend whatever my grandfather locked into it years ago.

I swallow.

“Please,” I say, not sure to whom.

I push a thread of my own little bit of magic into it the way he taught me with lampstones and heat plates and the broken garden ward he used to make me reset every spring. Just enough. Gentle.

The stone wakes.

A pale ring runs around the groove. Light rises, thin and soft, and then his voice fills the room.

Not memory. Not imagination. His voice.

“If you found this,” Tobias Harrow says, cracked and dry and impossible, “I am already gone.”

The bench edge digs into my free hand. I do not feel it until later.

For a second I can’t breathe at all.

He sounds older than he did last winter. Tired in a way I never heard from him when he was sitting three feet away pretending he needed nothing from anybody. I shut my eyes and the workroom sways under me.

“Listen before you do anything foolish,” the voice says. “If the mark has not yet taken you, it may soon. If it has, then you have less time than I wanted for you.”

I open my eyes.

Mark?

The stone throws no image, just voice and light.

“Do not hand it to the Temple.”

The words strike so hard and clean I actually flinch.

“Not to any priest, not to any sealing officer, not to any man who speaks of duty before he speaks of cost. Go north. At the Last Gate, you will learn what I hid, and why.”

My mouth has gone dry again. North. Last Gate. Those words live where old stories live. Far-country words. Hero-tale words. The kind children in Greyridge play at with sticks until they are old enough to need real work.

Then his voice roughens, lower.

“Do not open it alone.”

The room seems to shrink around the sentence.

“This is not a key for opening.”

The light in the groove pulses once.

“If you are hearing this, then I failed to bury the road deeply enough. I am sorry for that above all things. Trust little. Watch who is eager. Go north.”

A breath. Not recorded for effect. A real breath, taken through old lungs when he was still alive.

Then, quieter, almost like he is speaking to the bench instead of to me:

“You have my name. I pray you did not inherit the rest.”

The stone goes dark.

No crackle. No second message. Just silence.

I sit without moving, thumb still pressed into cold dead stone, and stare at the grain of the bench because if I look anywhere else I think something inside my chest will give way.

He knew.

He knew he was dying? Of course he must have. He had been thinner. Coughing more. Sleeping with that stubborn, angry stillness of a man trying not to admit pain had moved into his bones and would not be argued out. But a message hidden under the floor is not the act of a man who thinks he has years.

My eyes sting. I drag the back of my hand across them hard.

“Damn you,” I say again, and this time it breaks halfway through.

The room does not answer.

I set the spent stone down very carefully because my fingers have turned clumsy. North. Temple. Mark. Do not open it alone. Not a key for opening.

The white object waits in its cloth as if it heard all of it before I did.

I make myself look at the parchment next. Anything to keep from listening for a voice that will not come back.

The rolled skin is brittle at one edge, blackened like it has been licked by fire but not consumed. When I unroll it, the center is blank.

No. Not blank. Pale with age, faintly fibrous, and crossed by almost invisible pressure lines where writing once might have been or might yet appear. I turn it toward the lamp. Nothing. Toward the window. The last of the evening light has thinned to a blue wash. Still nothing except one ragged scorch line that curls near the corner like a river seen from too high.

I hold it closer to the side lamp.

Nothing.

“Fine,” I mutter, though there is nobody to spite but a dead man and whatever old craft he chose to trust over plain speech.

The white object draws me again. I do not want to touch it. I want very badly to touch it.

I wrap the parchment back up and set it aside, then slide two fingers under the pale piece and lift it from the cloth.

Cold.

Not dead cold. Deep cold. The kind that reaches into the bones of the fingers holding it. Light runs under the surface in hair-thin veins. The shape makes more sense in my hand: a half of something longer, yes, but not snapped. Made as one half. One side ends in a flat plane of interlocking ridges where another part should meet it. The other tapers into a narrow curved tip.

A half-key.

The thought comes whole and immediate. Not because it resembles any household key. It does not. But because every line of it speaks of joining, of fitting, of answering absence with shape.

My thumb shifts against the smoother side.

Something bites.

Not teeth. Not metal edges. A force, sudden and intimate as a hot wire laid under my skin. The half-key flares white in my hand.

I cry out and nearly drop it. Too late.

Pain lashes from my left palm straight up my arm. My fingers spasm shut around the thing. Light floods between them. Not bright enough to blind, but sharp enough to turn the workroom into white-edged shapes. The air thickens. My heartbeat slams out of rhythm. For one mad instant I feel space pull—not the room, not the walls, something farther, larger, as if a road I cannot see has noticed me noticing it back.

My left hand burns.

I wrench the half-key away with my right and it finally lets go. I stumble backward into the pegboard hard enough to send three old wrenches clattering to the floor.

The half-key hits the bench. Light gutters along its edges, then fades to that faint inner glow again as if nothing happened.

I clutch my left hand to my chest.

It hurts. Gods, it hurts.

I force my fingers apart.

At the center of my palm, red lines are rising under the skin.

No cut. No blood. Just lines, as if somebody is drawing beneath the flesh with a needle heated white. They spread while I watch, one hooked curve and three branching strokes, then a narrow line that runs toward my wrist like the start of a root. The skin around it flushes dark. My breath comes thin and ugly between my teeth.

The mark from the boot.

Not exactly the same. Related. The same shape spoken in a harsher tongue.

Mark.

“If the mark has not yet taken you, it may soon.”

A hard knock sounds somewhere below the window.

I jerk so violently pain sparks through my arm again.

Another knock.

Not the door.

The shutter.

I stare at it. The room has gone quiet in a new way. Not house-quiet. Outside quiet. The lane noise is gone. No cart wheels. No voices. Wind has dropped. Even the kettle in the kitchen has stopped its faint metal tick.

Then something scrapes along the outer wall.

Slow. Dragging.

My whole body goes tight.

Fox? Dog? Greyridge mongrels nose around plenty after dark.

No.

Whatever is outside is heavy enough that the boards feel it. I back away from the window without making a sound and snatch the nearest thing from the bench—an iron pry bar about as long as my forearm. My left hand throbs with every heartbeat.

Another scrape.

Then a smell seeps through the shutter slats.

Ash.

Not hearth ash. Not wood smoke. Wet, bitter, wrong. Like burnt wool and rotted leaves and metal left too long in blood.

I know that smell.

Everybody in Greyridge knows it.

Ashmist.

My stomach drops so hard it almost folds me.

The stories from the north road stop being stories when a caravan limps in with gray-sick mules and men who swear the fog moved against the wind. We hear enough. Copses gone black in a single night. Goats birthing things with clouded eyes. Wolves that keep running after spear wounds. People vanish in the high places sometimes. Then somebody finds what is left, or does not.

Ashmist does not come this far south.

Not like this. Not to my window.

The shutter jerks inward with a violent bang.

The bar across it holds. Barely. Wood splinters. A sound bursts through the crack—half snarl, half coughing scream. Not a wolf. Not any animal I know cleanly enough to name.

I stumble back another step. The lamp swings overhead, throwing the room into lurching shadow.

Something slams against the shutter again. One slat breaks. Through the hole I see an eye reflecting lampfire, clouded white around a pin of black, ringed in fur clotted gray as if it has been rolled in soot and old grease.

Ashbeast.

The word lands in my head cold and heavy.

It hurls itself at the shutter a third time. The bar cracks in the middle.

I move.

No thought. Just movement.

I grab the half-key, the parchment, the dead recording stone, shove all three into the leather satchel hanging by the bench, nearly drop it because my left hand screams when the strap drags across my palm. I snatch the lamp off its hook with my right, slash the latch up with the pry bar, and kick the workroom door open just as the shutter behind me explodes inward in a spray of wood.

A body hits the floorboards.

I do not look back fully. I see enough in the edge of my vision—too long in the limbs for a dog, too lean through the ribs, hide crawling with black-gray streaks that smoke faintly where they split the skin. Its claws dig furrows in the boards. Its breath rattles wetly. Ash sifts from its coat when it moves.

It was on the window ledge.

It came to the window.

For me.

The thought nearly trips me.

I lunge into the hall, slam the workroom door, drop the crossbar. The beast hits from the other side at once. Wood jumps under the blow.

The kitchen.

Back door.

I run.

The lamp flame tears sideways in the rush of air. Shadows slap across walls. My boots skid on the hall rug, catch, keep going. Another crash behind me. The workroom bar groans. That door will not hold. Not against something that feels no pain right.

I shoulder through the kitchen and almost go down because the bench is half blocked by sorted bundles I stacked there earlier. My shin cracks against the crate edge. I swear, hook the satchel higher, and wrench the back door open.

Night hits me like cold water.

The yard lies under a thin moon and a wash of drifting cloud. The woodpile throws long bent shadows. Beyond the fence, Greyridge climbs the slope in scattered lamps and dark roofs, all ordinary, all impossibly far.

A low huff sounds to my left.

I turn.

Another shape stands by the well.

Smaller than the first. Lower to the ground. Its fur hangs in strips. One shoulder bulges wrong as if bone grew back crooked. Gray vapor leaks from its mouth each time it breathes.

My heart seems to stop and then hammer so hard I feel it in my teeth.

Two.

The thing by the well crouches.

I fling the lamp.

Not at its head. At the woodpile beside it.

The lamp shatters. Oil blooms fire across stacked split logs with a whoomph that punches heat against my face. The beast jerks sideways, snarling, and I am already over the fence before I fully know how. My coat catches on a slat. Cloth tears. I hit the lane hard, roll once, come up with the pry bar still in one hand and pain roaring in my left.

Behind me glass breaks again. The kitchen window? Workroom? I do not know.

A shout rises somewhere uphill.

Then another.

Good. Bad. I cannot tell. If townsfolk come with lanterns and poles, the beasts may turn on them. If I stop to warn them, the things may catch me first.

Something thunders over the fence behind me.

I run.

Greyridge at night is all angles and bad footing. Stone steps, drainage ruts, stacked lumber, coop fences, hanging signs that swing low enough to crack a skull if you forget them. I know every lane. I have hauled crates through them in snow and rain and spring thaw muck. I cut left between the cooper’s shed and the tanner’s side wall, boots skidding on packed dirt, then down the narrow drop where runoff carved the ground uneven.

A snarl tears the air behind me, closer than it should be.

I risk one glance.

The smaller beast is on the lane. Moonlight catches gray streaks along its spine. It runs wrong—too fast, head low, shoulders jerking with a stiffness no living animal carries. Its paws spit dark dust where they strike stone.

My lungs seize with cold. I drive harder.

The guild.

Not home. Not temple. The guild.

The thought comes as simple as breathing. The Compass Guild hall sits near the lower square with its own yard, its own watch, its own fools mad enough to answer trouble at night because they charge by danger and not by prayer. If anyone in town can put down Ash-touched creatures without letting them get into a crowd, it is them.

I cut across a cobbled yard and bang through a half-open gate. Somebody curses from an upper window. A dog erupts barking. My left hand burns hotter with every step now, the mark in my palm pulsing like a buried ember.

The lane opens toward the lower square.

People. Too many.

Three men at the alehouse door. A woman with a basket. Two boys carrying kindling. They have not seen what is coming.

“Inside!” I shout, voice cracking raw. “Get inside!”

The woman startles, half turning. One of the men frowns at me, drunk enough to take offense before he takes warning. “Harrow, what—”

The smaller beast launches from the dark mouth of the lane.

Everything breaks at once.

The boys scream. The basket hits the ground and apples fly. One of the men stumbles backward through the alehouse door so hard it bangs off the wall. The beast lands on the cobbles in a spray of black grit and whips toward the nearest movement.

I am closer.

Good.

I do not think it in words. My body just turns. I grab the fallen basket in my good hand and hurl it. It hits the beast across the muzzle. Not enough to hurt. Enough to pull it half a step toward me.

“Here!”

It comes.

I run again, straight for the square, straight for the lamplight where more eyes will see and more hands might help and the guild doors stand thick and reinforced. My breath is tearing now, chest raw, each pull of air colder than the last. The satchel pounds against my ribs. The pry bar weighs twice what it did in the house. Behind me claws strike sparks off stone.

The square opens wide.

Guildhall on the far side. Two stories, long porch, lantern over the doors, compass wheel sign hanging black against the moon. Warm light in the front windows. Voices inside.

I have never seen anything so beautiful.

I hit the square at a sprint and nearly fall because my legs have turned unreliable under me. “Guild!” I shout. “Open up!”

The beast closes.

I hear it more than see it. Hear the sudden scrape and wet breath. I twist sideways on instinct. Pain explodes along my coat as claws rake fabric and miss flesh by a blessing’s width. I slam shoulder-first into the square pump, bounce off, almost lose the satchel. The pry bar flies from my hand and skids away ringing.

The guild doors burst open.

Light spills across the square. A voice barks something sharp. Boots pound.

The beast wheels toward the new motion.

I clutch the satchel strap with my burning left hand before I can stop myself and nearly black out from the pain. White sparks burst behind my eyes. For one blind instant the mark in my palm feels not merely hot but pulling, as if it has caught on some line stretched north beyond the mountain ridge, beyond Greyridge, beyond sense.

Then a spear whistles past my ear.

It strikes the beast in the shoulder and drives it sideways with a meaty crack. The thing screams—not like an animal, not like anything that should live through that sound—and twists, trying to bite the shaft.

“Down!” somebody roars.

I drop.

Another shape rushes past me from the guild steps. Steel flashes in lantern light. A shield slams into gray hide. Men shout. The beast hits the cobbles, skids, writhes. Ash spills from the wound around the spear and smokes faintly.

My vision pulses in and out. I push myself onto one elbow. The square tilts. People are moving at the edges, hauled backward by stronger hands, doors slamming, voices rising from windows. The guild lantern above the porch swings, making the whole scene leap and shudder.

Then all at once the beast goes still.

Not dead exactly. It collapses inward. Fur sinks. Limbs draw tight as if strings inside it have been cut. In three breaths there is no body left, only a low heap of black-gray ash on the stone and the spear standing in it like a marker in a grave no one asked for.

Nobody speaks for a beat.

I realize I am shaking hard enough that my teeth knock.

“Alec.”

A woman’s voice. Sharp, controlled, close.

I drag my gaze up.

Maeve Doran is coming down the guild steps with her sleeves rolled and her dark hair tied back so tight it pulls the corners of her eyes narrower than usual. She is not tall, but everybody in Greyridge steps out of her way when she walks fast, and right now she is walking very fast indeed. Lantern light catches on the brass clips at her collar and the scar across one knuckle where a client once tried to grab her over a contract dispute and regretted it.

Her eyes hit my face, then the ash behind me, then the satchel strap clenched white-knuckled in my left hand.

They stop there.

Not because of the bag.

Because of my palm.

The pain has thinned enough that I can look too. In the square light the mark shows clear and ugly, red-black now instead of raw crimson, the hooked curve fully formed, the line up my wrist darker than the rest like ink under skin.

Maeve’s expression changes so slightly most people would miss it.

I do not.

She knows that look. Or knows enough.

“What happened?” she says.

Questions crowd my throat and jam there. My grandfather’s voice is still in my ears. Do not hand it to the Temple. The half-key sits in the satchel under my arm like a second heart. Behind my ribs, grief and fear and something harder, sharper, more stubborn than either are all trying to stand up at once.

The guild doors behind Maeve are open.

Warm light. Stone floor. Witnesses. Walls thick enough to keep teeth out for one night.

Maybe not secrets.

Not for long.

But one night.

I get my feet under me, sway, and force the words out.

“I need in,” I say.

Another shout goes up from the dark lane behind me.

Not one voice.

Several.

Maeve turns her head.

Somewhere uphill, something hits wood hard enough to splinter it.

Her gaze snaps back to me.

“Inside,” she says.

I run for the light.
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Chapter2: Ash on the Reception Desk
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The guildhall smells like wet wool, lamp oil, and old steel.

It smells alive.

My boots leave gray smears across the stone floor as I stumble in, and somebody behind me slams the doors hard enough to rattle the iron straps. Warmth hits my face. So does noise. Chairs scrape. Men bark questions. Somebody swears when they see the ash on my coat. Another pair of boots runs past me toward the porch.

I stop three steps inside because my legs do.

The room lurches.

A broad front hall opens around me, all thick beams and dark boards overhead, notice slates on the left wall, contracts pinned in rows, a heavy reception counter ahead, and long tables beyond where off-duty hands drink, mend straps, compare scars, and lie about the size of what they killed. I know the room. I have hauled crates here, delivered repaired hinges here, waited in this hall while my grandfather argued over a lock contract with a man who thought a guild seal should make bad workmanship legal.

I have never stood in it with a mark burning in my hand and ashbeast dust on my clothes.

“Don’t stand there,” somebody snaps. “If you’re going to faint, do it where we can mop it.”

Maeve Doran comes around the counter as if the whole room belongs to the line of her shoulders. It usually does. Her sleeves are rolled, her dark vest buttoned neat despite the hour, a ledger still tucked under one arm from whatever she had been doing before I brought half the mountain’s bad luck to her doorstep. She is not breathing hard. She does not look alarmed. She only looks at me the way she looks at cracked bridge reports and men who say something is probably fine.

Then her gaze drops to my hand.

Her face does not change much.

It changes enough.

“Sit,” she says.

I do not want to sit. Sitting feels too much like letting other people decide what happens next. Still, my knees are shaking hard enough to betray me if I argue, so I let her steer me to the side of the counter where the guild keeps the ugly chairs for clients who may be angry, bleeding, drunk, or all three.

I hit the seat and grab the counter edge with my good hand before the room can finish tipping.

Someone slides a mug toward me. Water. I gulp half of it and nearly choke because my throat remembers how to work all at once.

“Start with what chased you,” Maeve says.

Around us, the hall moves fast but not wildly. Two spearmen head back outside. One of the older porters throws a blanket over the patch of ash near the threshold. A healer’s apprentice I know by face only is already asking whether the watch bell should go up. Nobody screams. Nobody freezes. This is why I ran here.

“From my house,” I manage. “One came through the workroom shutter. Another was in the yard.”

“Came from where?”

“I don’t know.”

“You saw Ashmist?”

“No. Just the smell. And them.”

“House touched before tonight? Sick livestock? strange fog? dead birds?”

“No.”

Maeve’s questions come clipped and clean, not wasted. My answers feel slow, stupid. I keep hearing the crash of the shutter. Keep seeing that white-clouded eye through the broken slat. My left palm throbs against my ribs where I have tucked it away from sight, but the heat won’t hide. It pulses up my wrist like it wants out.

“Anyone else at the house?” she asks.

“No.”

“Anyone hurt in the square?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

She glances toward the doors. “You think or you know?”

“I saw one go down. I didn’t stay to count after that.”

“Good. Counting is for people not being chased.”

A guildhand in a split leather apron appears at her shoulder. “Second one didn’t make the lane,” he says. “Collapsed by the tanner’s wall. More ash than carcass.”

Maeve nods once. “Bucket the residue. No bare skin.”

He nods back and goes.

Her eyes return to me. “What did you touch?”

The question lands so fast and square I almost answer honestly.

Almost.

My gaze flicks, just once, to the satchel strap crossing my chest.

Maeve sees that too.

Of course she does.

She sets the ledger on the counter, opens it to a blank page, and takes up a pen. “You ran straight here with something on you or about you that the beasts wanted. If I waste the next five minutes pretending otherwise, I deserve what comes through my front door.”

The room seems to tighten around the words.

I look past her at the far tables where half a dozen guild members have turned openly now, no longer pretending not to watch. A few I know. Toren with the flattened nose. Old Sella who still climbs scaffolds faster than men half her age. A lanky boy from the tannery district who passed his probation last spring and has not stopped standing like he’s taller since.

No Temple robes yet.

That thought hits before I can stop it.

Maeve catches it in my face. “They’ve already sent for the Temple,” she says.

Cold moves down my back.

“I didn’t ask them to.”

“No one asked you if you wanted procedure.” She dips the pen. “Ash-touched beasts in town means watch notice, guild report, Temple notice if relic involvement is possible.”

Relic.

The satchel suddenly feels heavier than iron.

I lean forward, too quick. The chair feet scrape. “If they come, you don’t hand them anything.”

Maeve stills.

One of the spearmen by the door turns his head.

Maeve’s pen hovers over the page, then lowers without writing. “That’s a bold line from a boy with soot in his hair and no authority worth naming.”

“My grandfather told me not to.”

The moment the words leave my mouth I want them back. Not because I spoke of him. Because of the way I spoke of him. Not as advice. Not as memory.

As instruction.

Maeve’s eyes narrow slightly. “Tobias?”

I nod once.

Her mouth flattens. She does not look surprised. She looks irritated in a tired, specific way, as if a man who has already died has still found a method to complicate her evening.

“What did Tobias tell you not to hand over?” she asks.

I swallow.

The room is too open for the truth. I feel it in my teeth. Still, lying badly to Maeve is as useful as trying to hide a wagon under a blanket.

“Something I found under the floor,” I say. “In the workroom.”

A few heads turn more openly now. Tobias Harrow’s workroom, to some people in Greyridge, is almost as interesting as his funeral was. Old man, strange habits, too many keys, too little patience, and enough useful work done over the years that every second household in town can tell some story about him. If anyone found a buried king’s coin or a cursed saint finger, people would sooner believe it happened under his floorboards than anywhere else on the street.

Maeve plants the pen down. “Back room.”

I do not move immediately.

She looks at my hand again, then at the satchel. “Now, Alec.”

I get up because my body knows better than my pride.

She leads me through the side door behind the counter into the intake office, a narrower room lined with shelves, pigeonholes, and three locked cabinets. One lamp on the wall. One table. One shuttered window. A washbasin in the corner. The room has no softness in it anywhere. I am grateful.

When she shuts the door behind us, the front hall noise dulls to a low throb.

“Satchel on the table,” she says.

I set it down and keep one hand on the strap.

Maeve folds her arms. “I can do this with patience or without it.”

“Temple notice is your rule,” I say. “Not mine.”

“And ashbeasts breaking into town is my problem whether you like it or not.” She tips her chin toward the satchel. “Open it.”

The heat in my left hand spikes again, as if the half-key inside hears us. I try not to show it. The mark has crept a little farther since I last looked. The line stands darker under the skin of my wrist now, a thin hooked shadow running up toward the sleeve edge.

I draw a breath that doesn’t help and open the satchel.

The spent recording stone comes out first. Then the rolled parchment. I leave the wrapped half-key inside.

Maeve’s gaze flicks to the remaining bundle at once.

“What’s that?”

“A tool,” I say.

She gives me a look so flat it nearly strips paint. “From where?”

“From the box.”

“What kind of tool?”

“I don’t know yet.”

That at least is true.

Maeve reaches for the parchment instead. “This first.”

I almost stop her, then remember the blank skin reveals nothing in lamplight. She unrolls it with careful fingers. The scorched edge shows black against the pale hide. The center stays blank.

Maeve turns it once. “Old.”

“That’s all I know.”

“Recording stone?” She nods at the gray disk.

“Spent.”

“You used it.”

“Yes.”

“What did it say?”

My throat closes again, not from fear this time. From hearing his voice in memory and wanting, stupidly, to keep it from being anybody else’s possession.

Maeve waits.

I force myself to answer in pieces. “He said if I found it, he was already gone. He said not to hand it to the Temple. He said to go north. He said... he said I’d learn why he hid it at the Last Gate.”

Maeve says nothing.

The lamp on the wall hisses softly. Somewhere outside in the hall someone laughs once, too sharp to be amusement. A chair leg squeals over stone.

“The Last Gate,” she says at last.

I nod.

She stares at the recording stone for a long moment, then lifts her eyes to me. “And the rest?”

I look down.

“Alec.”

I do not want to say it. Saying it makes it live in air instead of under my skin where I can still pretend I imagined part of it.

“He said if the mark hadn’t taken me, it soon might.”

Her gaze drops instantly to my left hand.

The sleeve hides most of it. Not enough.

“And?”

“He said not to open it alone.” I wet my lips. “And that it isn’t a key for opening.”

Maeve’s eyes flick once, fast, toward the bundle left in the satchel.

Then she takes a slow breath through her nose and moves to the door.

For one sick second I think she is going to call the Temple anyway.

Instead she slides the bolt across it.

The sound is small. Final.

When she turns back to me, her voice has gone quieter. “Show me your hand.”

I hesitate.

“That was not a request.”

I peel the sleeve back.

The mark looks worse in the office light. A red-black hook in the center of the palm, three branching strokes spreading toward the thumb joint, the dark line running up the inner wrist and disappearing under cloth. The skin around it is flushed, not blistered, but tense, as if something beneath wants more room than flesh means to give.

Maeve leans in without touching. I see the exact moment she recognizes the pattern is not a random burn. Her eyes sharpen, then shutter.

“You know it,” I say.

“Not enough.”

“You know something.”

“I know Tobias Harrow did not spend forty years mending pantry locks because he enjoyed listening to housewives complain about damp hinges.” Her gaze lifts to my face. “And I know you have walked in here wearing the part of his trouble that survived him.”

The words hit hard because they feel true in a way I do not want.

“I didn’t ask for any of it.”

“No.” She straightens. “But it asked for you.”

Before I can answer, three hard knocks crack against the office door.

Maeve closes her eyes once, not in fear, just in the manner of a woman whose list of anticipated annoyances has begun arriving on schedule.

“Doran,” a man’s voice calls from outside, deep and level. “Temple business.”

My skin goes cold despite the mark’s heat.

Maeve does not move at once. “You brought them fast.”

“The watch runner nearly tripped over himself to be useful.”

She looks at me. “Wrap the hand. Now.”

I snatch the strip of clean cloth hanging by the basin, wind it over my palm and wrist one-handed as best I can, clumsy with urgency. By the time I knot it, there are already more voices outside the door. Not shouting. Controlled. Worse.

Maeve lifts the latch and opens.

Halden Pryce fills the doorway without crowding it.

He is broader than I expected, though maybe that is the robe layers. Temple sealing officers in stories are always drawn narrow and severe, all stern bones and white hands. Halden has the severe part, but not the narrow. He looks built to stand where something bad is trying to get through and refuse it for a long time. His hair has gone silver at the temples and is cut short. Lines bracket his mouth. His robe is not ceremonial white but work gray under a darker mantle pinned with the Temple ring. Travel dust clings to the hem. Two junior clerics stand behind him, one holding a leather case, the other a ward staff capped in brass.

Halden’s eyes go first to Maeve, then to me, then to the table.

Not greedy. Not excited.

Assessing.

“You have the witness,” he says.

“Witness is generous,” Maeve replies. “The boy brought the trouble in with him.”

“I can smell that from the hall.”

So can I. The ash stink clings to my coat. Under it sits the dry mineral cold of the bundle in the satchel and the bitter taste of my grandfather’s message and the raw animal memory of claws on stone.

Halden steps into the room only after Maeve shifts aside enough to let him. That, more than the Temple pin, tells me something. He notices thresholds. Notices permission, even if he intends to press it.

His gaze lands on the wrapped hand. “Uncover it.”

My stomach tightens. “No.”

One of the junior clerics stiffens, offended for him. Halden does not.

“Ash-touched creatures breached town limits,” he says. “You arrived with residue on your person. If a relic woke and marked you, concealment is not prudence. It is recklessness.”

“It’s mine,” I say before I can stop myself.

Stupid.

Halden’s eyes sharpen. “Then you admit possession.”

Maeve cuts in. “He admits panic and poor phrasing. He has admitted nothing formal.”

“Guild protection does not supersede relic law.”

“Temple urgency does not erase guild hazard jurisdiction inside town boundaries.”

For the first time Halden’s expression shifts, not much, just enough to say this argument is old and he is tired of having it with whichever guild officer is breathing nearest. “If an unregistered civilian has come into possession of a seal object or related mechanism, it must be surrendered for containment.”

“Must,” Maeve says, “be evaluated first if active contamination, beast convergence, and probable ruin resonance are involved. Unless your people have developed field teams overnight and forgot to brag about it.”

The junior cleric with the ward staff flushes.

Halden ignores him. His gaze returns to me. “What did you find?”

I can still lie.

The thought flares and dies. Not because I suddenly trust him. Because lying now will turn all the pressure in the room harder and uglier, and I do not know enough yet to survive that.

“A box,” I say. “Hidden under my grandfather’s workroom floor. It opened. There was a recording stone. A parchment. And...” I stop.

“And?” Halden prompts.

I hate the steadiness of his voice. Hate that it makes me want to answer rather than shout.

“And a piece of something,” I say. “A half-key, I think.”

The room holds still.

Even Maeve, who already guessed enough, goes quieter around the shoulders.

Halden’s face does not give me triumph. It gives me something worse.

Concern.

“Show me,” he says.

“No.”

“Alec,” Maeve says warningly.

“He told me not to hand it over.”

Halden’s gaze hardens at that. “Tobias Harrow told you.”

“My grandfather.”

“Yes.” There is no disrespect in the word when he says it. There is iron, though. “Your grandfather hid restricted objects for reasons I have spent fifteen years trying to untangle. You may love him and still inherit his errors.”

My hand tightens on the satchel strap.

“He also might’ve had reasons you don’t like.”

Halden’s eyes stay on mine. “Quite possibly. Bring it here.”

“No.”

Maeve exhales, long and annoyed. “Wonderful.”

Halden lifts one hand, not to seize, only to steady the room. “Boy. Listen very carefully. I am not asking to rob you of your dead. I am telling you that if you are carrying one of the Gate fragments, the creatures that came for you tonight will not be the last. The mark will worsen. Ashmist will answer you more easily than before. Old thresholds may answer you as well. If you keep it hidden without sanction or containment, you do not merely endanger yourself.”

The way he says Gate fragments makes something inside me tighten hard.

He knows what it is.

Maeve catches it too. “You know the term.”

Halden does not look at her. “I know enough to dislike hearing it spoken in a town office before dawn.”

Before dawn.

I look toward the shutter without meaning to. The window is still dark, but not full-night dark. The color outside has thinned at the edges.

How long have I been running from one room into another?

Maeve’s attention flicks between us, calculating. “You said if,” she says to Halden. “Not that it is.”

“I have not seen it.”

“You recognize the mark anyway.”

“I recognize danger.”

“That is not the same answer.”

Halden’s jaw sets. “No. It is usually the answer given to people who do not need the rest.”

I almost laugh. Not because anything is funny. Because at least one thing in the room is honest.

Maeve catches the sound I do not make. “You want the object,” she says. “I want to know why beasts hit a locksmith’s grandson the same night Tobias’s hidden cache comes to light. He isn’t your sealed chest yet.”

“He is not your probationary porter either.”

“No. But I can make him something closer than civilian.”

I turn to her. “What?”

She does not answer me. She looks at the satchel, then at the wrapped hand, then at Halden as if she is sighting down a tool she already knows how to use.

“Appraisal room,” she says. “Now.”

Halden’s brows draw together. “You are not serious.”

“More serious than I was ten minutes ago.”

“That mirror is for guild aptitude, not relic adjudication.”

“It is also older than most men who quote procedure at me, and it reacts honestly when people don’t.” Maeve picks up the parchment and the spent recording stone and thrusts them back at me. “Bring your satchel. If the boy is going to stand in my hall with Ashbeast dust still falling off him, I want every scrap of leverage before your superiors decide to take my roof apart.”

Halden says nothing for one beat too long.

Then he steps back from the door.

“Very well,” he says. “But if this is what I think it is, your leverage will be short.”

Maeve gives him a thin smile with no warmth in it. “Then enjoy the next few minutes while I have some.”

***
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The appraisal room sits behind the training yard, two doors down from the guild infirmary and up a short set of steps because the floor there was rebuilt after the spring floods eight years ago. I know that because I helped haul the stone.

I have never been inside.

Most townsfolk never are unless they join, test, or cause enough trouble for a guild officer to decide classification is easier than common sense.

The room is circular, windowless except for a narrow slit high overhead where the last of the moon hangs like a shaved coin. Lanterns burn in brackets around the wall. The floor is marked with old rings and sigils worn smooth by boots. At the far side stands the mirror.

It is taller than a man and broader than a door, framed in dark metal etched with the Compass Guild’s four-point wheel. The surface is not silver-backed glass. It is pale stone polished to a dull sheen, veined faintly blue under the lanternlight. I have seen it from a distance once when the room door stood open. Up close it makes the hairs along my neck rise.

Old things do that when they still work.

Halden stops two paces inside and watches the mirror as if it might insult him first.

Maeve gestures me to the center ring. “Satchel off. Hand uncovered.”

I set the bag down reluctantly and unwind the cloth from my left hand. The air in the room feels colder at once.

A few guild members have followed at a distance, enough to crowd the doorway but not enough for Maeve to bark them away yet. I see Toren again, Sella, a pair of trainee archers, and one young man standing with his arms folded like he would rather be anywhere else than awake at this hour. He is about my age or a little older, fair-haired, cleaner than anybody just dragged out of bed has a right to look, sword-belt already fastened. He notices me looking and notices the bandage in my other hand a moment later. His eyes narrow, sharp rather than frightened.

I know him by reputation before I place the face.

Tristan Cole.

Guild favorite. Fast blade. Faster mouth when he thinks somebody deserves it. People in town say he takes to a sword the way some men take to winning arguments—too naturally to be trusted by the rest of us.

Right now he just looks annoyed that I have interrupted whatever proper work he had expected from the morning.

Maeve circles to the mirror’s side and unlocks a narrow compartment in the frame. From it she draws a small brass key, a flat crystal plate, and a stylus. She slides the crystal into a groove near the base. The mirror hums low, like a hand laid on a drum skin.

“We do this once,” she says, mostly to me and partly to the room. “Aptitude, resonance, basic channel stability. If it spikes, nobody panics. If it cracks, everyone ducks. If it lies, I throw it out a window.”

“It weighs more than you do,” Tristan says from the door.

Maeve does not look at him. “Then I throw you first.”

A low ripple of uneasy amusement passes through the doorway crowd and dies quickly.

Halden folds his hands behind his back. “If you are hoping for a guild label to erase Temple claim, that will not satisfy anyone worth writing to.”

Maeve keeps adjusting the mirror. “I am hoping for documentation, Officer Pryce. You may have forgotten the joy of records. I have not.”

She nods at me. “Step forward.”

I do.

The circle markings on the floor are cold through my soles. The mirror’s surface clouds, then clears. Nothing in it reflects quite right. My shoulders look too narrow. The satchel on the floor appears farther from me than it is. My left hand glows with a pulse of red-black that no ordinary eye sees.

“Right palm to the stone,” Maeve says.

“Left hand’s the marked one.”

“I am aware. Use the right. I want to know what you are before the mark does.”

I press my right palm to a round plate set waist-high in the mirror frame.

At first, nothing.

Then the stone under my hand warms. A line of pale light runs up the frame. The mirror’s surface darkens from dull gray to deep smoke. Shapes move inside it, not images I understand, just layered marks and old guild script. I can read only bits as they wheel past—channel stability, spatial aptitude, hazard response, unknown variance, and then too much too fast for the eye to keep.

Maeve’s stylus begins scratching over the crystal plate.

“Age.”

“Eighteen.”

“Trade background.”

“Repair work. Hauling. Odd jobs.”

“Formal training.”

“None.”

“Useful lies.”

“No.”

“That was a chance to improve your standing.”

A few people at the door laugh under their breath.

The mirror emits a deeper hum. The surface flashes silver once.

A symbol appears near the center—a simple path line broken by three gates.

Maeve stops writing.

Halden’s head lifts.

The room seems to take one careful step closer without anybody moving.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

Maeve does not answer right away. Her eyes are fixed on the mirror as more script forms around the symbol, older and narrower than the guild hand used for common classifications. She reads under her breath, expression sharpening with each word.

Then a second line burns in across the first.

Wayfarer’s Key.

The words stand white for one long breath.

My skin goes cold everywhere except my left hand.

“What is that?” I say.

Tristan has stopped leaning on the doorframe. The annoyance is gone from his face. In its place is the look of a man who has just watched a mule speak.

One of the trainee archers whispers, “Legacy class?”

Maeve swears softly.

Halden’s stillness changes. Not into alarm. Into certainty.

“Remove him from the plate,” he says.

Maeve does not move.

“Aptitude designation only,” Halden says, each word clipped now. “That is enough.”

“Not for me.”

“A dangerous skill resonance paired to a Gate mark is already more than this town should host.”

Maeve looks up from the mirror. “And yet here we all are.”

The symbol in the mirror shifts. The path line branches, doubles back, then resolves into a new pattern of concentric outlines like corridors seen from above. My heart kicks harder. I know that feeling. Hidden spaces. Pressure points. Ways through.

The mirror knows something about me I have never had words for.

Not talent exactly. Not the way people say a man is strong or quick or born lucky. This is stranger. More embarrassing. More intimate. All the little things my hands and eyes do before I can name them. The way I always spot when a wall sits too thick. The way I know when a latch will catch before I touch it. The itch between my shoulders when a room has a second exit it is not admitting to.

My right palm starts to sting.

Maeve sees it. “Off,” she says, and I jerk my hand away.

The mirror dims a fraction. Not fully. The words Wayfarer’s Key stay faintly visible under the surface.

The room exhales.

“What does it mean?” I ask again.

Maeve sets the stylus down carefully. “It means the guild mirror thinks you are predisposed toward route-finding, mechanism breach, seal interface, spatial tracking...” She stops, lips flattening. “And it thinks the category is older than the rank tables I use on ordinary fools.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer I have.”

Halden steps closer at last. “It is an inheritance designation.”

The word lands badly.

“From him?” I ask, and hate how young it makes me sound.

“Possibly.” Halden’s gaze moves to the wrapped bundle in the satchel, then back to me. “Or from what chose him before you.”

Maeve snaps, “Do not start talking like a scripture wall. Either say what you know or say nothing.”

Halden’s jaw shifts once. He looks at the mirror again, and when he speaks his voice is quieter than before. “There are old function paths tied to threshold systems. Most are dead. A few leave residues in bloodlines, apprenticeships, or those drawn into contact. If the object he carries is one of the fragments, the mark and this resonance are consistent.”

I stare at him. “Fragments of what?”

He does not answer.

Maeve laughs once, sharp. “Of course.”

Halden turns to me. “Give me the half-key.”

The room goes silent enough to hear a lantern pop.

I feel every eye on the satchel.

“No,” I say.

Halden does not raise his voice. “You do not understand what is on you.”

“Maybe not. But I understand enough to know both the things from my house came for it, not for the weather.”

“That is exactly why it belongs in containment.”

“Temple containment.” My mouth twists before I can stop it. “My grandfather seemed to have opinions.”

Halden’s face goes still as carved stone. “Your grandfather had many.”

Maeve cuts across before either of us can say something that leaves a mark. “He also had a grandson who now carries active hazard interest. That puts the matter in my hall whether the Temple likes the taste of it or not.”

Halden looks at her as if measuring whether she is merely stubborn or fully irresponsible. He must decide on the first, because he says, “You want the guild involved? Then involve it properly. Not by hiding him in your office and hoping dawn forgets.”

Maeve’s eyes narrow. “You offering terms?”

“I am stating the reality you are already trying to reach on your own.” He nods toward the mirror. “He needs legal movement if he is to be watched and not immediately seized under
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