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  Chapter 1

The squalid stall had little worth noting—a few hagfish coiled limp in a chipped clay basin, eyeless and pale, the milky slime they wept in life still beading on their flanks in death, a clutch of turnips with soil still clinging to them, and a string of dried peppers that had long since lost their color.

Vorain picked up a hagfish more out of curiosity than hunger, the dull routine of a man who knew that eating was a duty the body insisted on regardless of circumstance. The slime came away on his fingers in a long, pale thread that he wiped against the edge of the counter without expression. He sniffed at the fish to see whether the rot had set in yet, and reckoning it had not quite turned, made to turn away.

Around him, Yan For’teh continued its slow surrender to the sea. The building across the narrow lane had shed another course of bricks since last he’d come this way; the gap in its facade gaped like a missing tooth, and salt-stained cloth had been nailed over the wound by someone who still bothered.

Most did not bother anymore. The cobblestones beneath his boots were perpetually slick, green with the algae that came in on the tide and never entirely left.

“Four coppers, my lord.”

Vorain turned. Behind the counter stood a boy of perhaps twelve, thin—not gaunt, but nowhere near well-fed. He had said it plainly, without malice, with the flat directness of someone who had learned to state prices before customers could leave.

Vorain regarded him for a moment. He recalled the last time someone had demanded money of him—a Harven smuggler, ten years prior, who had wanted gold for passage through the dredge-gates and had made the mistake of placing a hand on Vorain’s arm to emphasize the point. The memory was brief and not unpleasant. The man had been swift about dying, at least.

He had no such intentions toward the lad. The boy was just too young to have known who he was. He reached for the drawstrings of his purse and found them stiff; the damp that lived in Yan For’teh lived in leather and joints alike. His left knee registered its customary complaint as he shifted his weight. The purse came open. Silver caught the grey morning light. He looked down at the coins and realized, with a dull surprise that unsettled him more than it should have, that he had forgotten how many coppers made a silver. The knowledge had simply left him. He had not needed it for many decades now.

“Lad,” he said, pulling out a gleaming coin, “how many coppers to a silver?”

The boy had stopped hearing him. His eyes were fixed on the coin in his hand with the particular stillness of someone who has never seen that much money in one place and was now doing the quiet arithmetic of what it might mean. His mouth had come slightly open.

Vorain waited.

The silence was interrupted by a sound from behind the stall—a curtain thrown back, a woman’s footsteps on the boards—and then a hand descended on the boy’s shoulder with enough force to make him flinch.

The mother was perhaps thirty-five, though she looked older, as most of them did in this city. Her dress was clean in the way of things scrubbed until the color left them, and her face had that specific expression Vorain had seen many times before—someone calculating how badly a situation has gone.

“Inquisitor Sanhar!” Her voice was low and controlled. She pushed the boy behind her without looking at him. “Please forgive him. He doesn’t understand.”

She began to apologize in the careful, thorough way of people who cannot afford to be misunderstood, and Vorain listened just long enough to be certain the matter was settled before he turned away, pulling his cloak closer against the damp.

As he left, he caught the tail of the mother’s words to the boy—fierce and hushed—explaining what the black tower was, what the man in the dark cloak commanded, why you did not ask that man for coppers.

Vorain’s knee ached. The tide smell was stronger than it had been an hour ago. And he still hadn’t learned how many coppers were in a silver.



  
  Chapter 2

The upper levels of the Black Tower were reserved for the worst of them—the tide-speakers, the worshippers of the abyssal gods. Degenerates who could find a weapon in every puddle and an army in every harbor. Once, the answer would have been distance—deep hinterland, stone walls with no horizon worth naming.

However, after decades of decline, the Kirvian empire no longer had much of it to offer.

The sea was the thing to keep from them, and so they were given height instead—the tower’s cold upper stories a poor substitute.

For Vorain Sanhar, Lord Inquisitor and the Master of the Black Tower, the climb was a necessary cruelty. And he was feeling it in his knee by the third landing. He stopped at the key rack on the fourth, working the iron ring loose from the hook, and the pause stretched longer than it needed to as his fingers fumbled at the lock mechanism in the cold. He cursed the abyssal gods under his breath—it was what the climb had always extracted from him, a small, meaningless oblation to the pain.

The stairwell smelled of mold and old salt and the peculiar chemical reek of the sealing compound they packed into the window frames each winter, which never fully stopped the water and never fully dried. Nothing in this damned city ever fully dried.

Marec, the guard at the chamber door was a steady man—Vorain had chosen him partly for that steadiness, for the watchful vigilance he brought to a post that most men found maddening. Which was why the expression that crossed his face as Vorain reached the landing registered at all: a brief tightening around the eyes, a sharp intake of breath, the bracing posture of a man preparing to absorb a blow he cannot deflect. Vorain slowed.

“Has something happened?” The guard’s gaze went to the middle distance, the careful non-focus of a man deciding his words.

“The prisoner had been quiet through the night.” It was not an answer.

Vorain held his eyes for a moment longer than was comfortable, found nothing he could grip, and let it go. He turned the key.

The chamber was as he had left it—the chain rig, the low stool, the iron basin that had not been emptied often enough.

The prisoner was slumped in the same configuration, wrists bound above him, head dropped forward so that the mass of tattoos across his collarbone and shoulders were visible: the concentric wave-rings of the drowned court, the gaping mouth of some deep-sea behemoth inked across his sternum, the hundreds of devotional marks crowding his forearms in the dense, overlapping script.

The man, like all tide-speakers, had spent years decorating himself for gods that could not care less. Neither did Vorain. The iconography was nothing new to the Lord Inquisitor. He had encountered hundreds of these vermin before, bled them, effaced the marks of the abyssal gods.

The thing Vorain had not left behind were the bite marks—a careful, ordered procession of them running the length of the prisoner’s right thigh. Not bruises. Not accidental injuries. Punctures, paired and patterned, the spacing too even to belong to any beast Vorain could name. The teeth had been small, and there had been many of them, and whatever had set them to the man had taken its time. Each set of marks traced the line of a tattoo, as though the thing had been reading him with its mouth.

“Who did this?” he asked quietly. The prisoner stirred, which was more than Vorain had expected—he had not been sure the man was still conscious. The head came up slowly. The eyes were wrong, too wide and with the fixed quality of a man whose mind was somewhere else entirely.

The lips moved. Vorain waited. What came out first was the seafolk tongue, the back-of-throat consonants and swallowed fricatives he had spent nineteen years learning to parse.

“Kn’afern,” the prisoner said, more breath than voice. “Kn’aferh da kol.” Then, surfacing slightly, as if some part of him had registered the wrong language: “A woman.” The head swayed on its axis. A pause that lasted too long. “Or — not a woman. Something…” The gaze drifted, fixing on a point a foot to Vorain’s left, on nothing visible. “Something shaped like one.”

Vorain did not fill the silence.

“Her hands,” the prisoner said finally, with a vacant reverence. “Her hands were cold.”

His chin found his chest again. Vorain stood with his hands at his sides and said nothing for several seconds.

Something moved at the edge of his vision.

The iron basin in the corner—the one that had not been emptied often enough—held a shallow finger’s depth of slop water, brown and rancid and skinned over with the filth of days. Beneath the surface, something stirred. A slow, muscular curling, then a sudden whip-coil that broke the skim and ran back under.

Vorain drew his blade and crossed to it. He set the point into the water and lifted.

What came up on the steel was long and pale and the color of skin too long drowned, perhaps half the length of his forearm. A worm, after a fashion—except that worms did not carry double rows of pale, jointed legs along their full length, nor the cluster of small hooked claws working at the front end, nor the segmented mouth-piece that opened and closed on nothing as it writhed against the blade. It had come from a place where the sun did not reach. It thrashed with a fury wholly out of scale with its size, the legs seeking purchase on the iron, the claws clicking faintly, the body folding back on itself in a way that suggested it was deciding whether to climb the blade.

Vorain held it up to the lamplight for a long, even moment, his face giving nothing. Then he flicked it back into the basin. It hit the water and went still in the manner of something patient rather than something dead.

He did not look at it again.

Then he bellowed the guard’s name.

The guard came in with his eyes already lowered. Vorain placed himself between the man and the door and let the silence settle. “Someone entered this chamber,” he said. “Someone bled my prisoner in my absence. You were at that post through the night and you will tell me who passed you, and when, and under whose authority.”

“I can’t say, Lord Inquisitor.” The guard’s jaw was tight. He was not a coward—Vorain had seen him hold his nerve in worse rooms than this—but he was frightened now in a way that had nothing to do with Vorain. That alone was information. “I mean no disrespect. But I cannot say.”

“Cannot.” Vorain let the word sit.

Then, quietly, with the particular flatness he used when he wanted a man to understand that something was ending, he continued, “I am the master of this tower. Every breath drawn within these walls, every key turned, every prisoner bled—it happens because I permit it. So I will ask you once more, and you will consider your answer carefully. Who visited these chambers last night?”

The guard looked up then, and what was in his face was not defiance. It was something closer to pity. “The tower stands by the crown’s grace, Lord Inquisitor. It always has.” His voice was low, almost gentle, as if he were explaining something to a man who had been away a long time. “I was told to stand aside. Thus I did.”

He said nothing further. He did not need to. Vorain held his gaze for a moment—long enough to be certain the man had nothing more to give—then turned and walked back out to the landing. He set one hand on the damp stone wall.

Below, very faintly, he could hear the sea testing the foundations, the same slow, patient pressure it applied to every stone in this city. For thirteen years he had commanded this tower. Thirteen years, and only tonight did he understand that there had always been a leash on him, and that someone, somewhere, had just begun to draw it in.



  
  Chapter 3

The gate guards stepped aside without a word. No salute, no dipped head—just the mechanical parting of bodies, the way water moves around a stone. Vorain noted it and said nothing. He had learned long ago that the loss of deference came in stages, each one quiet enough to dismiss until you looked back and saw the whole distance you had fallen.

He passed beneath the arch into the castle’s outer hall, and a gust of damp wind flowed over him. The ever-present salt and rot was accompanied by the creep of moisture that had been working through the mortar for decades. The walls had gone dark with it. Where tapestries still hung, their lower edges had bloomed with mold in colors that had no names in the old heraldic registers. A section of the vaulted ceiling had been patched with timber that didn’t match, the repair itself now beginning to gray and bow.

He had stood in this same entrance hall thirty years ago, armored and bloodied from a campaign that still had songs written about it. That day the guards had stood at full attention, the stewards had bowed at the waist, and the king himself had come to the top of the stairs. He could have sketched the scene from memory, down to the angle of the king’s hand on the rail. What he could not do was reconcile it with the cold, indifferent corridor that surrounded him now.

He moved with the careful deliberateness that his ruined leg demanded—not quite a limp, but a negotiation with each step, a constant quiet tally that never fully left his attention. The wide corridor opened toward the seaward side of the castle, and through the arched windows the sky was the color of pewter, the water below it worse. A gust came through a gap where the window casements had warped beyond closing, and it stirred the white at his temples and carried the cold right through his coat. He paused, ostensibly to adjust his gloves, and let his gaze travel upward toward the upper gallery.

She was there—the princess. Kiera stood at the balcony rail with the particular stillness she had always possessed—not the stillness of someone at rest, but of someone who had chosen not to move, which was a different thing entirely. Her dark hair hung loose for once, lifted and pulled sideways by the wind off the water. Her eyes, when they found his, showed nothing he could name. He gave a short nod. She held his gaze a moment longer than courtesy required, then looked back to the sea. Vorain looked away first, drawing two fingers across his beard, and continued walking.

The throne room was already in the grip of the morning’s business when he arrived. He positioned himself near the rear colonnade, where the shadow was thickest, and settled into the particular patience that two decades of inquisitor’s work had built into his bones.

At the center of it all, flanked by clerks and stewards who moved around him like anxious satellites, King Romerof sat in the high chair with the look of a man serving a sentence. He had aged badly—the great frame gone soft and ponderous, the eyes dim beneath folds of skin, the hands resting on the armrests with a looseness that suggested he had surrendered any expectation of needing them.

Before him, two minor lords from the river districts argued about a boundary dispute with a fervor entirely disproportionate to its stakes. The younger of the two had gone red in the face. The king was watching the middle distance. Vorain had forgotten today was arbitration day. He exhaled slowly through his nose and made himself comfortable against the cold stone pillar.



  
  Chapter 4

The voices washed over Vorain, and his mind once again went down paths he told himself he was merely examining, not dwelling upon. Kiera’s silhouette—her hair flowing in the raucous wind.

From where he sat, he could see through the high windows behind the throne into the sea-facing courtyard—decrepit now, but once pristine. The arches framing the windows had been cut with the old sea-king motifs—gulls, twined fish, the breaching whale—but salt had eaten the stone until the figures were half-erased, the heraldry rewriting itself into something nameless. Below, the courtyard’s flagstones lay buckled in long furrows, and the central fountain stood dry, its basin choked with brine-crust and the brittle bones of last autumn’s leaves. He had trained Kiera himself there, back when she was seventeen and the king had thought it prudent she know more than needlework and court protocol.

That had been back when the queen still drew breath, and the girl had not yet surrendered her smile—a small, careless thing she wore before she learned to ration it. He had watched it leave her by degrees over the seasons that followed, the way salt works its slow erasure on carved stone, until the mother was three years in the cold ground and the daughter’s face had been scoured down to its hard, essential lines.

He remembered the early sessions—her controlled fury when she failed a form, the rapid, almost frightening absorption of everything he demonstrated. She had none of her father’s openness; what she had instead was a relentless precision, and something behind it that only surfaced in rare unguarded moments, a quality he had never been entirely able to classify.

He had kept his distance then as he kept it now because the math of his station and his age had always been clear enough. The wars had still been raging, and cults continued to pull men down beneath the tide. He had told himself that after—after the drowned temples of abyssal gods had been torched, once the raider strongholds had been obliterated, after the fighting was done—the calculations might shift.

They had not. What had shifted instead was his body—remade by iron, scored by rope-edge, opened across a dozen skirmishes, and at last broken by a cultist’s hook.

And there had been Mira. Between the mourning of her and the long inventory of his wounds, what had returned from those years was not, by any reckoning that mattered, the same man.

As he recollected her, his fingers had curled, unbidden, around the pendant of the holy wheel at his neck.



The boundary dispute reached some temporary resolution that satisfied no one, and the clerks began shuffling papers for the next item.

Vorain straightened slowly, his hip making its customary protest.

Beyond the courtyard, he could see the line of the sea, dark and heaving, gnawing steadily at the breakwaters as it had gnawed at them for decades. The castle was losing. The city was losing. Most things were, in the end—the only question was the pace and who was watching when the last of it went under.

He turned his attention back to the throne and waited for the king to look up and see him, knowing already from long experience that whatever Romerof gave him today would be less than what he had come for, and that he would take it anyway, and return to the tower, and make it sufficient.
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