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Chapter1: The Thirsting Sister's Grave Marker
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I smelled thirst before I saw the city.

Dust had a taste when people ran out of water. It sat on the tongue like old ash and dry bone. It got into cloth, into hair, into the cracks of lips. By the time I reached the outer gate of Veyrhold, the wind had scraped the skin around my knuckles raw, and the black coffin on my back had gathered a pale coat of sand.

No one stopped me at the gate.

The guards were too busy staring at the temple square.

A bell rang without strength from somewhere inside the city. Not a warning bell. Not a market bell. A thin bronze note, struck again and again, calling people to kneel.

I walked toward it.

Veyrhold had been built around wells. I could tell from the stones. Old streets sloped toward dry basins. Roof gutters still hung over empty jars. Every house had hooks for rain chains, and every chain had been polished by hands that had nothing left to hold.

The people had gathered around the square in silence.

Silence in a thirsty city was different. No horses stamping. No children whining. No merchants calling. Even breathing seemed measured, as if every open mouth spent something the body could not spare.

At the center of the square stood a wall of sun-baked white clay.

Someone had written on it in uneven letters.

MY SISTER WAS NOT SAVED BY GOD.

SHE DIED THIRSTY.

The words had been scratched in with a broken tile. The strokes were clumsy. A child's hand, or one shaking too hard to hold steady.

A boy knelt below the writing with his wrists tied behind him.

He was thin in the way hungry boys got when they tried to look sharp instead of weak. Brown hair stuck to his forehead. His mouth was split at one corner. He glared at the ground because glaring at the men around him would have earned another blow.

A vicar in blue-white robes stood before him, one hand raised toward the wall.

"Erase it," the vicar said.

Two temple soldiers stepped forward with iron scrapers.

The crowd lowered their heads.

Not one person looked at the boy. Not one looked at the words. Their eyes slid away, fast and trained, as if the letters themselves carried disease.

I stopped at the outer edge of the square.

The coffin shifted against my shoulders. The straps creaked. Under the black wood and iron, a low warmth pulsed once against my spine.

The vicar heard it.

He turned.

His face was lean, shaved smooth, and clean in a city where no one had enough water to wash properly. A silver rain-drop hung at his throat. Velm's sign. A god's tear, they called it.

"What business brings a grayborn traveler into a holy correction?" he asked.

I did not answer at first.

The boy's head lifted a little. His eyes found the coffin, then my face. He looked afraid. Good. Fear kept people alive longer than faith did.

One of the soldiers scraped the wall.

The first stroke tore through the word SISTER.

The coffin warmed again.

"Stop," I said.

The soldier froze with the scraper still pressed into the clay.

The vicar's lips thinned. "That writing is blasphemy."

I looked at the broken strokes. The letters had been carved deep, then smeared where someone had tried to scratch them larger with bleeding fingers. Beside the last word, there was a small mark. Not part of the sentence. A shape like a crooked bird.

A private sign. A grave without stone.

"No," I said. "It is a grave marker."

The crowd stirred.

The boy's throat moved. He swallowed nothing.

The vicar took one step toward me. "There are no graves in Veyrhold. The dead return to Velm's mercy. Their names are spoken once and released."

"Released," I repeated.

The word sat badly in my mouth.

Behind the vicar, near the temple steps, stood three children in rain-blue cords. Two girls and a boy, all washed cleaner than the rest of the city. Their hair had been combed wet. That meant the temple still had water somewhere. A silver bowl waited at their feet. Deep enough for a child's face.

A woman in the crowd trembled so hard her shawl slipped from one shoulder. She did not reach for it. Her eyes stayed on the children.

The boy below the wall saw me looking.

"They're next," he rasped.

A soldier kicked him in the side.

The boy folded with a sound he tried to bite in half.

"His tongue has already been judged," the vicar said. "He wrote a forbidden cause of death. He named divine neglect. He refused correction. By Velm's mercy, he will be cleansed before sunset."

"His name?" I asked.

The vicar blinked once. "The condemned?"

"The sister."

No one answered.

The square tightened around the silence.

The boy pushed himself upright. Dust stuck to the wet at his lip. "Lysa," he said.

The woman with the shawl made a small broken sound and clamped both hands over her mouth.

The vicar turned on him. "You were warned."

"Lysa Kint," the boy said louder. His voice cracked on the second word. "She carried water for the temple cistern. She got one cup a day. She gave it to me. Then she stopped waking up."

"Enough."

"She was twelve."

The soldier raised his scraper like a club.

I moved.

The coffin was heavy. It always was. But weight had a language, and mine knew my hands. I caught the soldier's wrist before the iron came down. Bone shifted under my fingers. He gasped and dropped the scraper.

The second soldier drew his sword.

I turned my shoulder. The black coffin took the blade across its side with a dull clang. Sparks spat from the edge, small and brief. The coffin did not mark.

The crowd stumbled back.

The vicar lifted his rain-drop charm. "Kneel."

The word carried more than command. A pressure rolled through the square, damp and cold, pressing toward the joints. People dropped at once. Knees hit stone. Foreheads bent. Even the soldiers bowed their heads.

The pressure reached me and broke against the coffin heat at my back.

I stayed standing.

The vicar's eyes sharpened.

"You stand before Velm," he said.

"No," I said. "I stand before the dead."

"You will kneel."

"Does a funeral man kneel to a corpse?"

The square stopped breathing.

The vicar's face lost its clean softness. For a moment, under the silver and washed skin, he looked like every other thirsty man in the city.

Then he smiled.

"Bring forth the mercy of rain."

The temple doors opened.

At first, all I heard was water.

Not falling water. Not a river. Something thick moving inside a sealed throat.

The thing that came out of the temple had the body of a water buffalo and the height of a house. Its hide was dark blue, slick and cracked like drying river mud. Horns curled from its skull, each one holding a knot of black cloud. Its hooves did not strike the ground. They sank into stone as if the square had turned to wet clay beneath them.

The crowd bent lower.

A man near me whispered a prayer and forgot the last word halfway through.

The god-beast opened its mouth.

Dry wind poured out.

It hit the square in a wave. Jars cracked. Dust leapt. The woman's shawl tore from her shoulder and flew toward the temple steps. The children in rain-blue cords huddled together beside the silver bowl.

The boy at the wall coughed until his bound hands shook.

The beast's eyes rolled toward the writing.

It hated those words.

That told me enough to begin.

I reached up and unfastened the coffin straps.

The black coffin fell from my back.

Stone split under it.

Several people screamed. The beast lowered its horned head. The clouds around its horns growled without thunder.

The vicar stared at the coffin. "What did you bring into this holy city?"

"Not a weapon," I said.

I set my palm against the coffin lid. The iron was warm now, almost skin-hot.

"A record."

The locks opened one by one.

Clack.

Clack.

Clack.

Black ash breathed through the seams.

The lid unfolded outward, not like a chest, not like a door. Hinges turned where no hinges should have been. A narrow furnace mouth opened inside, red without flame. Beneath it, a small anvil pushed forward on rails of bone-dark iron. Thin plates, etched with names too small for most eyes, slid into place along the inner walls.

The crowd crawled backward.

The boy did not move.

He stared into the coffin as if he could hear something from it.

The ash rose.

It did not scatter with the wind. It hung around me in a slow ring. Some flecks glowed. Some carried marks. Not letters anyone in the square would have been taught to read, but names did not need permission to remain names.

I touched the wall.

The carved sentence trembled under my fingers.

"Lysa Kint," I said.

The furnace took the name gently.

The boy flinched as if I had struck him.

I looked at him. "Was that her mark?"

His eyes jerked to the crooked bird beside the words.

He nodded once.

"She cut it into her cup," he said. "So no one would steal it."

The furnace breathed.

The mark lifted from the wall in a thread of pale dust and slid into the red.

The god-beast pawed the stone. Where its hoof struck, a puddle formed and vanished, sucked back into its own hide.

Water marks crusted the joints behind its forelegs. Old salt. Not from rain. Not from cistern water. Deep water left different teeth in the skin.

I stepped toward it.

The vicar raised both hands. "Velm is the giver of rain. He withholds only from the unclean. He returns water to the faithful."

"Liar," the boy whispered.

The soldier beside him hit him again.

The coffin snapped.

Every name plate inside rang once.

I turned my head.

The soldier stopped breathing through his mouth. His sword shook. I did not raise my voice.

"Touch him again and I will need your name too."

He backed away.

The god-beast charged.

The first step cracked the square. The second threw people from their knees. The horns lowered, bringing the black clouds down with them. Rain smell hit my face, rich and cruel.

I reached into the coffin and took a hammer that was not yet a hammer.

It was only a black handle, a strip of bone, a knot of ash, a wet shine with no shape.

Evidence first.

Name second.

Declaration last.

The beast's dry wind struck me in the chest. My coat snapped back. The skin inside my nose split. Blood touched my lip and dried almost at once.

I tasted the lie in the wind.

Not drought.

Theft.

The city had wells. The aqueduct stones beneath the square still carried damp in their lower cracks. Velm had not failed to send water. Something had drunk the city from below and called the emptiness a test.

I drove the bone strip into the furnace slot.

The ash ring tightened.

"Velm," I said, and the god-beast shuddered at the name of what held its chain. "Rain-beggar. Cistern-thief. Little god of empty bowls."

The vicar shouted over me, but his words blurred against the coffin's roar.

I saw water close over a horned head.

Not with my eyes.

In the furnace.

A small god bloated with stolen rivers. A shrine flooded from within. Worshippers outside dying with dry tongues while the god beneath them thrashed in a chamber full of water it could not stop drinking. Hooves scraping stone. Mouth open. Lungs full.

The death slid into my arms.

Cold pressed around my ribs.

My throat closed.

For one breath, I drowned standing in a dry square.

Then the furnace spat out the shape.

A maul dropped into my hands.

The head was dark iron, round and heavy, crowned with a ring of drowned horns. Water crawled over it in the wrong direction, climbing upward along the metal before vanishing into the haft. Every movement pulled at the air like a tide.

The god-beast was almost on me.

I set my feet.

"Lysa Kint died of thirst under a god who hid water beneath his altar," I said. "The nameless dead of Veyrhold cracked their tongues praying to a thief."

The maul grew heavier.

The vicar's face twisted. "Silence him!"

"Velm did not give water."

The beast leapt.

"He drowned in what he stole."

I swung.

The maul did not hit like iron.

It hit like the bottom of the sea.

The god-beast's skull folded sideways under pressure that did not belong in open air. Its horns burst. The black clouds collapsed into ropes of filthy rain. Stone beneath the beast sank with a deep groan, as if the square had become an ocean trench for the length of a heartbeat.

The shock threw me back three steps.

The beast did not fall.

God-beasts rarely knew when a body had been broken.

Its skull pulled itself straight with a wet crack. Blue hide knitted. New horn buds pushed out through torn flesh. The vicar laughed once, too loud.

"Velm's mercy cannot be slain by iron."

I rolled my shoulder. The maul pulled at my arm, eager for the water inside the beast.

"Good," I said. "This is not iron."

The beast opened its mouth.

A column of dry wind blasted the square, stronger than before. It ripped tiles from roofs. A child in rain-blue cord slipped near the silver bowl and screamed. The woman with the shawl lurched forward, but fear stopped her halfway.

I moved before she could decide.

The maul struck the ground.

Pressure bloomed outward in a circle. The dry wind broke against it and dropped, crushed flat into the stones. Dust became mud. Mud became black water. The beast's forelegs sank to the knee.

I ran in.

The coffin chains snapped out behind me, not to hold me, but to feed the maul. Ash streamed along them. Names flickered in the red furnace mouth.

Old men who had died beside empty wells.

Mothers who had chewed cloth to make spit for their infants.

Workers sealed beneath the temple cistern.

A girl with a crooked bird cut into her cup.

The maul's head darkened.

The beast dragged itself free and swung one horn at me. I ducked under it. The horn passed close enough to tear hair from my temple. I planted my left hand against its wet hide.

Death sat there under the skin.

Not the beast's own. Its master's.

Gods left fingerprints on what they made.

I drove the maul upward into the beast's jaw.

The head burst.

Water exploded into the sky.

For a breath, the entire square filled with rain.

People lifted their faces before they remembered to be afraid. Mouths opened. Hands rose. The children at the temple steps cried out and reached upward.

Then the rain turned black.

It came down warm, streaked with blue blood and ash. It splattered robes, stones, faces, the silver bowl. The crowd recoiled. Some gagged. Some sobbed. One old man kept his mouth open anyway until his wife pulled him down.

The beast's body sagged, but its ribs still moved.

I climbed onto its shoulder.

The vicar stumbled backward. "No. No, Velm's vessel cannot—"

I raised the maul over the beast's spine.

The coffin furnace roared behind me.

"Those denied water are recorded," I said.

The maul fell.

Deep pressure cracked through bone, blood, blessing, and borrowed myth.

The god-beast flattened against the square.

Not crushed from above.

Crushed from everywhere.

Its body caved inward as if an unseen ocean had closed its fist. Horns shattered. Hide split. Black water burst from every seam and rushed along the street gutters, filling the dry channels for the first time in too long.

The beast stopped moving.

The rain continued.

Thin at first. Dirty. Then clearer.

The clouds above the broken horns unraveled across the sky, and real rain found the city under them.

No one cheered.

People in Veyrhold had forgotten how to trust falling water.

I stepped down from the corpse. The maul loosened in my grip. Its shape ran back into ash and wet iron, then broke apart into black flakes that returned to the coffin.

The drowning left slowly.

My lungs still worked too hard. My fingers would not close for a moment. Cold water that was not there pressed behind my eyes.

I wiped blood from my lip and walked to the wall.

The soldier with the scraper had dropped to both knees. Not in prayer. His legs had quit.

The vicar stood alone near the temple steps, soaked in black rain, silver charm dark against his throat.

"You have damned this city," he said.

A little girl in rain-blue cord crawled away from the silver bowl and ran into the crowd. The woman with the fallen shawl caught her so hard they both nearly fell.

The vicar did not look at them.

He looked at the dead beast.

I picked up the iron scraper.

The boy watched me with wide eyes. Rain ran through the dust on his face and made pale tracks.

"Don't," he said.

His voice was raw.

I looked at him.

He shook his head once, fast. "They'll punish her name. They'll take it. They'll take it from Ma too."

"Then carve it deeper."

His mouth opened.

No sound came out.

I knelt in front of the wall, but not for the vicar, and not for Velm.

The clay was softened by rain now. The damaged letters could be repaired. I worked carefully. A grave marker did not need beauty. It needed to last.

MY SISTER WAS NOT SAVED BY GOD.

LYSA KINT DIED THIRSTY.

Beside the words, I cut the crooked bird again.

The boy made a sound behind his teeth.

I set the scraper in his bound hands and closed his fingers around it.

"Again," I said.

He stared at me.

"Your hand knows the mark better than mine."

The soldier had tied the knots badly. Temple men trusted fear more than rope. I cut the binding with the edge of a coffin plate, then stepped back.

The boy rubbed his wrists. His hands shook when he touched the wall.

The vicar's voice came thin. "This is rebellion."

"No," I said. "It is a name."

He reached inside his robe.

I heard glass click.

The coffin behind me gave a low warning heat.

The vicar pulled out a small crystal bead, no larger than a plum, clear except for a thread of blue light coiled inside. Temple communication work. Expensive. Not meant for minor city priests unless someone higher wanted quick answers.

His thumb smeared blood over the bead.

The blue thread woke.

A voice came through the rain.

Soft. Male. Calm enough to make the square colder.

"Vicar Lethen."

The vicar swallowed. "Your Grace—"

"The rain has changed," the voice said.

The vicar's eyes flicked to me.

The boy's scraper stopped against the wall.

The blue light inside the crystal turned black at the edges.

The voice spoke again, still gentle.

"You saw a man carrying a black coffin, didn't you?"

The coffin furnace pressed heat into my back.

In front of me, the boy carved his sister's bird into wet clay while the dead god-beast bled into the gutters.

The crystal waited in the vicar's shaking hand.
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Chapter2: The Grayborn Traveler
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The crystal did not blink.

It listened.

Rain tapped against the dead god-beast, against the wall, against the silver bowl turned black at the rim. No one in the square moved. Even the children had stopped crying, not because they were calm, but because fear had taken the shape of silence again.

Vicar Lethen held the crystal too tightly. His knuckles whitened around it. Blood from his thumb slid into the grooves and made the blue-black light inside pulse.

The voice inside the crystal remained gentle.

“Answer me.”

Lethen swallowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”

“Is the beast intact?”

His eyes went to the crushed body in the square.

The god-beast’s ribs had folded into themselves. Black water seeped through the stones. One horn lay near the temple steps, split open like rotted wood.

“No,” Lethen said.

The crystal dimmed for a breath.

“Is the man still there?”

Lethen looked at me.

I kept my hand near the coffin latch. The furnace had settled, but not cooled. It never truly cooled.

“Yes.”

The boy stood beside the wall, scraper in hand, rain running down his face. He had carved the crooked bird three times now. Once beside Lysa’s name. Once below it. Once smaller, near the bottom where a child might touch it without temple men noticing.

His wrists were bleeding where the rope had cut him.

He did not seem to feel it.

The voice in the crystal said, “Do not challenge him.”

Lethen’s mouth twitched.

That hurt him more than the dead beast did.

“Your Grace, he has profaned the square. He has named a false cause of death. He has—”

“Do not challenge him,” the voice said again.

Rain slid down the vicar’s cheek. It looked almost like a tear. It was not one.

“Then what is your will?”

“Mark him. Watch where he goes. Seal the wells. Close the south gate. Send riders by the dry canal road. If the boy remains alive, take him.”

The boy’s scraper stopped.

The woman in the crowd made a sound through her hands.

Lethen’s eyes flicked toward the boy.

The coffin heat touched my spine.

The voice continued, soft as cloth over a blade. “The black coffin must not reach the old roads.”

I took one step toward Lethen.

He flinched.

The crystal light shivered.

“Who is listening?” the voice asked.

I stood close enough to see Lethen’s breath fog faintly against the bead. Cold came from it. Temple craft. Memory-threaded.

“Sevrin Crowe,” I said.

The square heard the name. Some did not know it. Some did. Those who did pulled their heads lower.

The crystal went still.

Then the voice spoke my name back.

“Sevrin Crowe.”

There was no anger in it. No fear. That made the man more dangerous than Lethen.

“You remember names,” I said.

“I keep records.”

“No. You keep locks.”

A pause.

Lethen’s fingers shook around the crystal. He wanted to throw it away. He wanted to press it to his ear. Both wants fought across his face.

The voice said, “The dead are not served by dragging the living into ruin.”

The boy’s jaw tightened.

I looked past Lethen, into the dark temple doorway. The three children in rain-blue cords had been pulled into the crowd by hands that did not want to be seen. Good.

“The dead were not served by your bowl,” I said.

“You killed a holy vessel in front of starving people.”

“I gave them rain.”

“You gave them blood first.”

The rain on my face had turned clear. The black streaks were washing down into the gutters. The city smelled different now. Wet clay. Open stone. Old cisterns waking.

Lethen whispered, “Your Grace, I can still call the inner guard.”

“No,” the voice said.

I heard cloth shift through the crystal, as if the man on the other side had turned away from a desk.

“Let him leave Veyrhold.”

The boy stared at the bead.

The woman with the shawl stared too.

Lethen’s face opened in disbelief. “Your Grace?”

“Let him leave. Then burn the wall.”

The boy lunged.

I caught him by the back of his soaked shirt before he reached the vicar. He fought like a stray cat, all elbows and bone.

“No!” he shouted. “No, you don’t touch it! You don’t touch her!”

Lethen backed away from him, not from fear of the boy. From fear of me.

I held him until his heels scraped mud.

The crystal voice said, “That is the brother?”

The boy stopped struggling.

His breath came hard.

Lethen’s lips parted, then closed. He did not want to answer. Names had weight. Even he knew that.

The voice softened further.

“Marlo Kint.”

Marlo went rigid.

The woman sobbed once.

The crystal had taken the name from the square. From Lethen’s report, from some temple ledger, from the walls under the city. It did not matter. Temple records crawled everywhere.

“Your sister’s name was spoken once,” the voice said. “You were given mercy. Do not waste it on stubbornness.”

Marlo’s hands curled.

I felt the moment his body chose to leap again.

I dragged him back before he could move.

The crystal light turned toward me though the bead had no eye.

“Take him with you if you want him alive, Crowe.”

That was not mercy.

It was a hook.

I released Marlo.

He stumbled and spun toward me. Rain dripped from his chin. His eyes were too bright.

“What does he mean?” he demanded. “Take me where?”

I did not answer him.

I looked at Lethen. “The wall stays.”

The vicar’s mouth tightened. “You are in no position to command holy ground.”

I lifted the coffin by one strap.

The square remembered the sound it made when it fell.

Lethen stopped speaking.

I set the coffin onto my back. Its weight settled over my shoulders and hips. The straps crossed my chest, damp leather creaking. The furnace inside gave one dull pulse, like a heart far under stone.

“The wall stays,” I said again.

The crystal voice said, “For now.”

I did not like that.

I liked less that he knew I had heard the promise inside it.

I turned from the vicar and walked to Marlo. He held the scraper at his side, ready to stab someone with it. A boy’s weapon. Useless against armor. Useful for dying fast.

“Give it to me,” I said.

“No.”

“You will cut your hand.”

“Good.”

I took his wrist, not hard. He tried to pull away. I opened his fingers one by one and removed the scraper.

He glared up at me. “That was mine.”

“It was temple iron.”

“I used it.”

I looked at the wall. The letters sat wet and dark. Lysa Kint’s name held.

“For now,” I said.

His face changed. Hurt first. Then rage. Rage was easier for him, so he took it.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes.”

“They’ll burn it.”

“Not while I am in the square.”

“But when you’re gone.”

I wiped the scraper clean on Lethen’s discarded altar cloth and set it upright against the wall beneath Lysa’s name.

Marlo’s voice cracked. “You said it was a grave.”

“It is.”

“Then protect it.”

The words hit where he meant them to.

The coffin warmed against my back. Not warning. Not hunger. Recognition.

I had stood before other walls. Other marks. Other names cut shallow because the living had no time and less hope. I had protected some. I had arrived late for more.

Marlo shoved my hand away.

“You can kill that thing, but you can’t stay for one wall?”

“Can you?”

He blinked.

The rain beat down harder.

“You stay,” I said. “They take your mother’s memory of Lysa. They take yours after. They burn the wall while you watch. Then they write that your sister returned peacefully to Velm.”

His nostrils flared. He wanted to deny it. He could not.

“Come with me,” I said, “and they use you to find me.”

His mouth opened.

“So no,” I said.

That cut deeper than I expected. His face went still, the way a child’s face goes still when he refuses to cry in front of enemies.

“I didn’t ask yet,” he muttered.

“You were going to.”

“Maybe I was going to tell you to rot.”

“Better.”

His hands shook. He shoved them under his arms.

I turned toward the woman with the fallen shawl. Marlo saw where I looked and stiffened.

She stood half-hidden behind two neighbors. Her cheeks were hollow. Her eyes never left the boy.

“Your mother?” I asked.

He looked away. “No.”

The woman flinched.

The lie came too fast.

I took one of the small bone plates from the coffin’s outer slot. Blank, thin, dark at the edges. Not for forging. For holding.

I pressed my thumb to its surface until the furnace heat rose through it.

“Lysa Kint,” I said.

The name carved itself in pale lines.

The woman covered her mouth again.

I held the plate out to Marlo. “Give this to her.”

His eyes dropped to it.

“If they burn the wall, the name remains.”

He did not take it.

“That’s a grave?”

“A small one.”

“It’s ugly.”

“Yes.”

His mouth trembled, then hardened. He snatched the plate and turned away from me. He walked to the woman without looking at her face.

She reached for him.

He pushed the plate into her hands instead.

“Don’t lose it,” he said.

She folded around him.

For a moment he let her hold him.

Then he pulled free like her arms burned.

I walked away before the moment turned into a chain.

The crowd parted.

No one blessed me. No one thanked me. Good. Thanks were often another kind of rope.

At the edge of the square, a man knelt beside a gutter where clear rainwater ran over black blood. He cupped his hands, hesitated, and drank.

Others watched him.

He did not die.

Hands reached down all along the gutter.

I kept walking.

Behind me, Marlo shouted, “Hey!”

I did not stop.

“You don’t even know where the south gate is!”

I knew. Cities built around thirst had habits. The best road followed the old canal line, and the temple would close that first. The voice in the crystal had said so. That meant I would not use it.

Marlo caught up to me anyway.

He had the stride of someone who had run from soldiers before. Quick, uneven, too much energy wasted on anger.

“I said you don’t know where you’re going.”

“I heard.”

“There are four gates.”

“Five.”

He frowned. “No there aren’t.”

“The fifth is under the mill bridge.”

“That’s not a gate. That’s a drainage arch.”

“It opens.”

He looked at me with fresh suspicion. “How do you know that?”

I stepped over a cracked rain jar. “Water leaves cities even when people cannot.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only one you need.”

He spat rainwater. “You talk like old doors.”

I kept walking.

The streets beyond the square had begun to wake. Doors opened by finger-widths. Faces looked out. Rainwater ran from roof chains into jars, bowls, helmets, cupped cloth, anything that could hold it. No one laughed. People who had been punished for hope did not return to it quickly.

Temple bells began to ring behind us.

Not the thin correction bell.

Alarm.

Marlo glanced back. “They’re moving.”

“Yes.”

“You said they wouldn’t touch the wall while you were there.”

“I am not there.”

He swore.

A woman across the street heard him and made a warding sign. Then she saw me and stopped halfway through.

Two temple soldiers turned the corner ahead.

They saw the coffin first.

One reached for his horn.

I picked up a wet paving stone and threw it.

It struck the horn before it reached his mouth. Brass bent against teeth. The soldier dropped hard, both hands over his face.

The second drew his blade.

I did not open the coffin.

He was human. Frightened. Following orders that would rot him from the inside if he lived long enough to understand them.

I stepped into his reach, caught his sword arm, and drove my knee into the inside of his thigh. His leg folded. I took the sword, turned it, and struck the back of his helmet with the hilt.

He went down breathing.

Marlo stared. “You didn’t kill them.”

“No.”

“They would’ve killed you.”

“They were slow.”

“That’s not why.”

I walked past the bodies.

He followed.

The rain thickened, drumming on roofs. Water ran down the alleys, carrying dust, blood, old leaves, rat bones, temple ash. The city drank through every crack.

At the next crossing, a group of temple workers dragged chains across the road. Behind them, two priests pressed blue seals to doorposts. Shutting homes. Marking families. Punishing anyone who had looked too long at the wall.

Marlo saw it too.

His face changed.

“My ma,” he said.

I caught his shoulder before he ran.

He twisted. “Let go.”

“They want you to run back.”

“That’s my mother.”

“She has the plate.”

“You think a scrap of bone stops them?”

“No.”

“Then let go!”

His voice tore on the last word.

The workers across the street heard. One priest turned.

I pulled Marlo into the mouth of a narrow alley and pushed him behind a stack of broken jars. He tried to shove past me. I put one hand on his chest and held him there.

“Breathe quietly,” I said.

“Don’t tell me—”

I covered his mouth.

His teeth caught my palm.

I let him bite.

The priest’s sandals slapped closer through the rain.

Marlo tasted blood and stopped.

The priest paused at the alley entrance. He was young. Younger than me. His blue hood stuck to his cheeks. He held a wax tablet in one hand, stylus in the other.

“Who’s there?” he called.

The coffin gave a soft creak.

I touched its side with my bitten hand.

Not open.

Not here.

A name plate slid under my fingers, warm and restless. The furnace always offered the easiest answer. It had many.

I did not take one.

A rat burst from under a broken jar and ran across the priest’s sandal.

He cursed and jerked back.

Marlo did not breathe until the priest moved away.

I lowered my hand.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist and looked at the blood on his lips.

“You should have let me go.”

“Yes.”

That stopped him.

I crouched so my eyes were level with his. “I should have. I didn’t.”

His anger had nowhere to land for a breath.

Rainwater trickled down between the jars. Somewhere nearby, a baby cried, and someone hushed it too quickly.

“They’ll take her,” he said.

“Maybe.”

His fists closed.

“I won’t tell you she is safe,” I said. “I do not know that.”

His eyes shone. “Then what good are you?”

I had no clean answer for him.

The coffin weight pressed into my shoulders. Inside it were names I had saved too late. Names I carried because no one else could. None of them warmed the hands of the living.

“Not enough,” I said.

He stared at me as if I had struck him in a language he understood.

Shouting rose from the main road.

The temple had found the downed soldiers.

I stood. “The drainage arch.”

“I’m not going with you.”

“Good.”

I left the alley.

He followed three steps behind.

We moved through the service lanes, away from bells and toward the old mill quarter. Twice, soldiers crossed nearby. Once, a temple hound sniffed the air and whined, but the rain and god-beast blood had filled the city with too many wrong smells. It pulled its handler toward the square instead.

The mill bridge sagged over a dry canal choked with reeds and broken stone. Rainwater had begun to gather in the channel, not enough to flow, enough to make the mud shine.

The drainage arch sat below the bridge, barred with iron and packed with old silt.

Marlo stopped beside me. “Told you. Not a gate.”

I set my hand on the bars.

Rust had eaten the lower hinge. The temple had sealed it from outside years ago and forgotten that water pushed from within. A city always betrayed its keepers somewhere.

“Move back,” I said.

Marlo folded his arms.

I looked at him.

He moved back.

I took a coffin chain in both hands and looped it through the bars. The chain links woke under my grip, ash-black and warm. Not a weapon. Leverage.

I pulled.

The hinge groaned.

On the bridge above, boots struck stone.

A soldier shouted, “There!”

Marlo looked up.

I pulled again.

The hinge screamed. Rust burst. The bars tore from the arch with a sound like a throat opening.

Crossbow bolts snapped down from above.

One struck the coffin and bounced into the mud. Another cut my sleeve. A third hit the broken bars.

Marlo swore and ducked.

I shoved the torn gate aside. “Through.”

“You first.”

“Through.”

He crawled into the arch, cursing me with every movement.

I backed in after him, coffin scraping stone. More bolts struck the bridge wall. One soldier leaned over the edge with a hooked spear.

I caught the spearhead under my arm and pulled.

He came over the side with a short scream and landed in the canal mud. He did not rise quickly.

The arch tunnel stank of old water, mold, and dead eels. Marlo crawled ahead on hands and knees. His shoulder blades pressed sharp under his wet shirt.

The tunnel narrowed.

The coffin scraped both sides.

For a moment, stone closed around me.

A white flash moved behind my eyes.

Metal under my back.

Cold light.

A tag tied to a toe.

Paper burning somewhere I could not reach.

I stopped breathing.

“Hey,” Marlo hissed from ahead. “Coffin man?”

The tunnel came back.

Mold. Rain. Mud. The weight on my shoulders.

I forced air into my lungs.

“Move,” I said.

“I am moving. You’re the one stuck.”

“I’m not stuck.”

“You sound stuck.”

I pushed forward until stone tore a strip from the coffin’s outer lacquer. The furnace inside clicked in irritation.

The tunnel spat us out beyond the wall into a ditch full of thorn grass and rainwater.

Marlo rolled onto his back and stared at the gray sky like it had insulted him.

I stood and looked back.

Veyrhold rose behind us, temple spire cutting through rain, alarm bells shaking water from the air. Smoke lifted from somewhere near the square.

Marlo saw it.

He sat up too fast. “The wall.”

I did not speak.

The smoke thinned, dark and wet, not enough for a building. A small fire fighting rain.

His hands dug into the mud.

I waited for him to run.

He did not.

He shook once, then reached into his shirt and pulled out something tied with cord.

A small clay shard.

On it, scratched so faintly rain had nearly taken it, was the same crooked bird.

“My mark,” he said, not looking at me. “Hers was better.”

He shoved it back under his shirt.

I adjusted the coffin strap.

“You know the north ridge road?” I asked.

His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Temple riders will take the canal road. The ridge is slower and drier.”

“You asking me?”

“Yes.”

He stood slowly, suspicion fighting with the need to know more than I did. “Maybe I know it.”

“Then take it.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Take the ridge until you reach the goat shrines. Hide there. Someone from Veyrhold will come when the gates loosen.”

“You mean my ma?”

“If she can.”

“And you?”

“I go west.”

He stared. “That’s not the ridge.”

“No.”

Rainwater ran from his hair into his eyes. He wiped it with his sleeve and left mud across his forehead.

“You’re really leaving me here.”

“Yes.”

“I can show you the old roads.”

“No.”

“I know temple marks.”

“No.”

“I can read some ledgers.”

“No.”

“I’m fast.”

“No.”

“I hate you,” he snapped.

“That helps.”

He kicked mud at my boots.

I let it hit.

His face twisted again, too much feeling for one body. He turned away before I could see which one won.

I started west.

The ditch climbed into low fields beyond the city. Rain struck the dry earth and raised a smell like opened graves. Behind me, Marlo stood under the broken wall, small against Veyrhold’s bells.

I did not look back after the third step.

At the twelfth, the coffin warmed.

Not from danger ahead.

From the road behind.

I stopped.

A stone flew past my shoulder and hit the mud.

“I’m going west too,” Marlo said.

I turned.

He stood ten paces back with his fists clenched, chin lifted, and fear all over him.

“No,” I said.

He took one step forward.

I waited.

He took another.

Temple horns sounded from the city wall.

Marlo did not look back.

Neither did I.
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Marlo followed badly.

Not loudly. Badly.

He knew how to keep his feet out of loose stones. He knew when to duck below ridge grass, when to freeze at a bird’s sudden flight, and how to step on the side of his foot when dry earth cracked under heel pressure. Those were useful things. Street things. Hunger things.

But he watched me too much.

A boy watching the person he followed forgot to watch the world.

“Your left,” I said.

He looked right.

A thorn branch snapped back and cut across his cheek.

He hissed, caught the curse between his teeth, then glared at the branch like it had chosen a side.

“You said left.”

“I know.”

“You could’ve said my left.”

“I did.”

He wiped blood from his cheek with his sleeve. “You talk wrong.”

I kept walking.

Behind us, Veyrhold had become a low gray stain under rain. Temple horns had stopped after dawn. That did not mean the search had ended. It meant the search had learned where not to make noise.

Riders would take the roads. Hounds would take the wet ground. Priests would take the villages ahead and ask who had seen a black coffin pass.

No one forgot the coffin.

That was why I kept to the high scrub, where stones broke scent and wind cut tracks thin.

Marlo stumbled again.

I stopped.

He nearly ran into the coffin.

“What?” he snapped.

“You are breathing through your mouth.”

“So?”

“So any hound behind us has your fear, your blood, and your thirst.”

His face went red under the dirt. “I’m not afraid.”

I looked at him.

He looked away first.

“I’m thirsty,” he muttered.

I unhooked the small tin flask from my belt and threw it to him.

He caught it with both hands, suspicious even of water. He shook it once.

“That’s it?”

“That is mine.”

He drank too fast anyway.

I took the flask before he emptied it.

He wiped his mouth. “You killed a god-beast and carry only that much water?”

“The god-beast was large. My flask is not.”

“That’s stupid.”

“Yes.”

The corner of his mouth twitched before he crushed it flat.

Wind moved across the ridge. It carried wet grass, sheep dung from some lower pasture, and the faint bitter smell of temple incense.

I crouched.

Marlo stopped talking at once.

Good.

Below the ridge, the old toll road cut between two leaning stone posts. A broken wayhouse sat beside it, roof half-caved, door hanging inward. Someone had patched the east wall recently with pale boards. Too pale. Fresh wood in an abandoned wayhouse always meant either thieves or officials.

Sometimes both.

A strip of blue cloth fluttered from the well frame.

Temple blue.

Marlo saw it and whispered, “We go around.”

“We go down.”

His eyes bulged. “That is around?”

“That is a marked road point. Better to see who marked it.”

“Better to not be seen by who marked it.”

I started down.

He made a strangled sound behind me but followed.

The wayhouse yard was mud over old cobbles. Wheel ruts had filled with rainwater. A dead mule lay near the far fence, ribs open, flies slow in the wet air. Its harness had been cut, not worn through.

I crouched beside it.

Marlo hovered too close.

“Don’t touch that.”

I was already touching it.

The mule had not died from exhaustion. The mouth foam was wrong. So were the gums. Gray at the edge, dark near the teeth. Poison mixed into feed. Quick enough to drop the animal before it could scream much.

The cut harness told the rest.

Someone wanted a traveler delayed here.

“Inside,” I said.

Marlo backed away. “You just said it’s a trap without saying it’s a trap.”

“Yes.”

“And now we go inside?”

“Yes.”

“I hate the way you survive.”

I unlatched the coffin’s lower strap but did not lower it.

The door creaked when I pushed it open.

The common room smelled of damp wood, old smoke, and ink.

Not ale. Not rot.

Ink.

A woman sat at a table near the cold hearth with three ledgers stacked beside her and a short knife laid across the top one.

She did not reach for the knife.

That was the first sensible thing she did.

She had dark auburn hair tied at the nape of her neck, cut shorter at the sides so it would not fall into her eyes when she wrote. Her travel cloak was brown and mud-stained, but the collar beneath it was too clean. Not rich. Disciplined. Her hands rested flat on the table, fingers long, nails trimmed close.

Ink marked the side of her right thumb.

Temple record ink did not wash out with road water.

Her eyes moved from my face to the coffin, then to Marlo.

“Grayborn traveler,” she said.

“Road clerk,” I answered.

Her mouth tightened a little. “I do not work this road.”

“No.”

Marlo leaned around the doorframe. “Then why are you sitting like you own it?”

The woman looked at him.

He held her stare for half a breath, then shifted behind the coffin. Not completely. Enough to pretend he had not.

“I was waiting,” she said.

“For temple riders?”

“For whoever killed Velm’s vessel.”

The room settled around that.

I stepped inside.

The floorboard under my right boot gave a small hollow note. Cellar space below. Too shallow for hiding men. Deep enough for a message casket.

The woman noticed me notice it.

Her fingers moved toward the knife.

I looked at the knife.

She stopped.

“What is your name?” I asked.

“Eris.”

“Full name.”

Her jaw worked once. “Eris Vale.”

The coffin warmed slightly.

Not warning. Listening.

“Former temple,” I said.

Marlo made a small choking sound behind me. “Former?”

Eris’s eyes did not leave mine. “Record office. South archive division.”

“Death records?”

“All records become death records if the temple keeps them long enough.”

That was not a temple line.

I moved to the table. The ledgers were not temple ledgers, but they had been copied from them. Margins too narrow. Date marks in shrine order. Condemnation symbols written smaller than tax symbols. A temple habit: money spoke louder than death even on paper.

Eris watched my hand hover over the top ledger.

“If you open that without permission,” she said, “I will be unhappy.”

I opened it.

Marlo coughed into his fist.

The first pages listed bounty notices.

Mine took three lines.

BLACK COFFIN BEARER.

GRAY REGISTRY UNCONFIRMED.

APPROACH NOT ADVISED.

OBSERVE. MARK. REPORT.

No reward written.

That was interesting.

Men were usually told what a death was worth before they were sent toward it.

Eris’s copy had notes beside the order.

No fixed settlement.

Travels with movable forge.

May respond to death inscriptions.

May spare noncombatants.

Does not kneel.

The last note had been underlined twice.

Marlo leaned over my arm. “You have paperwork.”

“Most diseases do.”

He looked offended for me.

Eris said, “I did not write the first notice.”

“But you added to it.”

“I prefer not to die from ignorance.”

I turned a page.

More reports. Broken rumors from towns I had passed through. A burned chapel gate. A plague pit reopened. Three names restored to a village shrine. A dead minor god found under a collapsed granary with its mouth full of prayer beads.

Some reports were true. Some were wrong. One claimed I had teeth of black iron.

Marlo read that line and stared at my mouth.

I closed the ledger.

“Who are you selling it to?” I asked.

Eris’s face did not change quickly enough.

Marlo took two steps back. “I knew it.”

“You knew nothing,” she said.

“I knew she had murder eyebrows.”

“I do not have murder eyebrows.”

“You have betrayal eyebrows.”

Her eyes flicked to him. “You are Marlo Kint.”

His mouth shut.

The room changed.

Rain tapped through the broken roof into a bucket near the hearth. Slow. Measured. Too much like a clerk’s stylus.

I put my hand on the coffin strap.

“How do you know that name?” I asked.

Eris looked at Marlo now, properly. Not as baggage. Not as a witness. As a written line that had stood up and started bleeding in front of her.

“Veyrhold correction notice,” she said. “A boy condemned for unauthorized cause inscription. Sister: Lysa Kint. Mother: Sella Kint. Status pending memory tithe.”

Marlo went white.

His voice came out thin. “Pending what?”

Eris’s gaze moved back to me.

She had realized too late what she had said in front of him.

“Answer him,” I said.

Her fingers curled around the edge of the ledger.

“The temple may require a family member to surrender memory of the deceased as part of corrective mercy.”

Marlo stared at her.

Words failed him for once.

I had seen anger in him, fear, sharp little sparks of pride. This was different. This hollowed the face from behind.

“They’ll take Lysa from Ma,” he said.

Eris did not soften her voice. “They will try.”

He lunged at her.

I caught him by the back of his shirt again. He fought harder this time, twisting, clawing for the table.

“You wrote that down!” he shouted. “You wrote her down like a tax!”

Eris rose so fast the bench scraped back.

“I copied it,” she said. “I did not order it.”

“That makes it clean?”

“No.”

The word struck plain.

Marlo stopped fighting for a moment.

Eris looked at him, then down at the ledgers. Her hands were steady, but her throat moved once.

“No,” she said again, quieter. “It does not.”

A hoof struck stone outside.

Then another.

The three of us went still.

Eris’s eyes closed for half a breath.

“Riders,” I said.

“Two,” she answered. “Maybe three.”

“You marked us.”

Her eyes opened.

“Yes.”

Marlo made a small vicious sound. “Betrayal eyebrows.”

I reached for the coffin latch.

Eris’s hand shot out, palm open, not toward the knife.

“Not inside,” she said. “There is oil under the floor.”

I paused.

She swallowed. “They told me the coffin burned. I did not know how hot.”

I looked down at the hollow floorboard.

Message casket below.

Oil line beside it.

Trap meant to hold me in fire long enough for riders to watch where I crawled out.

“Move,” I said.

Eris grabbed the ledgers.

Marlo stared at her. “She comes?”

“She knows the room.”

“I know she sold us!”

“I also know the back wall opens,” Eris snapped.

A voice called from outside. “Vale!”

She flinched at the name.

The voice came closer. Male. Helmeted by the sound of it.

“Open in the name of the High Funeral See.”

Eris gathered the top two ledgers, then hesitated at the third.

The knock hit the door.

“Vale!”

I took the third ledger and pushed it against her chest.

Her eyes flashed. “Careful with that.”

“Then carry it.”

She did.

Marlo whispered, “Why are we trusting her?”

“We are not.”

Eris crossed to the hearth and kicked the ash pan aside. Behind it, a low panel opened into a narrow passage black with soot.

“Chimney crawl,” she said. “Old smugglers’ route. The stable wall outside is broken.”

The door shook under a boot.

I let Marlo go first.

He crawled in, still glaring at Eris as if glare could bruise.

Eris followed with two ledgers under one arm and the third held close to her ribs.

I took the knife from the table before I entered.

She looked back. “That is mine.”

“Not now.”

The door burst open as I ducked into the crawl.

Oil caught behind us.

Blue-white flame ran across the floorboards.

Heat punched through the passage. The coffin answered with a low growl, hungry for burned things.

I pressed my palm against its side.

“No.”

The furnace settled with a click like teeth closing.

We crawled through soot and old brick while men shouted behind us. The passage narrowed around my shoulders. Marlo moved fast ahead. Eris did not. She tried to protect the ledgers from soot and slammed her elbow twice against the wall doing it.

At the end, Marlo kicked out a rotten board and rolled into rain.

Eris came after him, coughing.

I emerged into the stable ruins as smoke pushed out behind me.

A temple rider rounded the corner.

He had a short spear in hand and a blue seal across his brow. Not a common soldier. A retrieval officer. He saw Eris first.

“Vale,” he said. “Step aside.”

She stood with one hand braced on the stable wall, ledgers pressed to her chest.

Her mouth opened.

No sound came.

The rider looked at me.

His spear lowered.

“I am ordered to observe,” he said.

“Then observe from farther away.”

He smiled a little. “And if you run?”

I threw Eris’s knife.

Not at his throat.

At the seal on his brow.

The blade struck flat-first with enough force to snap his head back. The seal cracked. Blue light spilled across his face like broken ink. He screamed and dropped the spear, clawing at his own forehead.

Marlo stared. “You can throw knives?”

“Yes.”

“You threw her knife.”

“Yes.”

Eris looked at the retrieval officer writhing in the mud. “That seal reports pain.”

“Good.”

“That means they know you struck him.”

“They already knew I was here.”

More hooves hit the yard.

I lowered the coffin.

The ground sank under its weight.

Eris stepped back fast. Marlo stepped back faster.

The latches clicked.

One rider came through the smoke with a hooked chain. Another raised a crossbow from the saddle.

“Down,” I said.

Marlo dropped.

Eris did not.

The crossbow fired.

I opened the coffin half an inch.

Ash snapped out like a black hand and caught the bolt before it reached her eye. The bolt hung in the air, shaking.

Eris stared at it.

The coffin spat it aside.

“Down means down,” I said.

This time she dropped.

The first rider swung his hooked chain toward my legs. I stepped over it and drove my heel into the chain links. He pulled. I pulled harder. He came out of the saddle and hit mud shoulder-first.

The second rider turned his horse.

I caught the fallen chain, wrapped it once around my forearm, and threw the hook.

It caught the rear axle of the old stable cart behind the horse. The rider spurred forward. The cart lurched, slammed into the horse’s flank, and broke apart. Horse and rider went down in a tangle of mud and rotten wood.

The retrieval officer was still screaming.

Too loud.

I picked up his spear and struck the side of his head with the haft. He folded into the mud, breathing.

Marlo rose slowly. “You keep not killing them.”

Eris looked at the men. “That is inconvenient.”

I turned to her.

She held my stare. “Living witnesses report. Dead ones do not.”

“Dead ones remain,” I said.

She looked away first.

The wayhouse burned behind us. Smoke poured into the rain. Temple oil did not die easily. It clung blue at the edges of wet wood.

Eris went to the fallen retrieval officer and tore a leather tube from his belt.

Marlo snapped, “Looting already?”

“Recovering what he took from me.”

She opened the tube and pulled out a narrow roll of temple vellum.

The moment she saw the seal, her face changed.

It was small. Almost nothing. Her lips parted. Her fingers tightened too slowly.

I knew that look.

A body could be alive and still hear a death pronounced.

“What is it?” I asked.

She did not answer.

Marlo edged closer despite himself.

Eris broke the seal with her thumb and unrolled the vellum.

Rain struck the writing. Temple ink resisted water. It had been made to survive tears, blood, and inconvenient weather.

I read upside down.

ERIS VALE.

FORMER RECORD FUNCTIONARY.

ASSOCIATION RISK: HIGH.

MATERNAL RECORD PURGED.

USE AS LEVERAGE IF RECOVERED.

Below that, in smaller script:

Mother entry no longer active.

Name release denied.

Cause file sealed under Nimeria index.

Eris stopped breathing.

Marlo frowned. “What does maternal mean?”

“Mother,” I said.

He looked at her.

Eris’s eyes moved across the lines again. Once. Twice.

Then she laughed.

It was a bad sound. One piece. No humor in it.

“They said fever,” she whispered.

Rain slid from her jaw onto the vellum.

“They said my mother died of marsh fever during a census trip. They gave me the ash token. I processed the release myself.”

Her voice stayed even. Too even.

“I signed the line.”

The coffin warmed.

Eris touched the smaller script with one finger.

“Cause file sealed,” she said. “Under Nimeria.”

The name pulled cold through the stable yard.

Even Marlo felt it. He rubbed his arms.

“Nimeria?” he said.

Eris folded the vellum carefully. Too carefully. “Forgetfulness office. Memory tithe root index. Records go there when the temple wants a person’s death to stop belonging to any living family.”

She put the vellum inside her coat.

Marlo stared at her with a harder kind of confusion now. He wanted to keep hating her. She had made it difficult by bleeding in the same place.

“You sold him,” he said.

Eris looked at him. “I tried.”

“That’s supposed to make it better?”

“No.”

“You say no a lot.”

“I have had practice.”

The burning wayhouse cracked behind us. A roof beam fell inward and threw sparks into the rain.

I lifted the coffin back onto my shoulders.

Eris watched the movement. Her eyes went to the scratched lacquer where the drainage tunnel had bitten it, then to the ash still clinging to the seams.

“You can read sealed causes,” she said.

“Sometimes.”

“You can break them open.”

“Sometimes.”

“I can get you into places where they keep the paper.”

“No.”

The answer came before she finished.

Her eyebrows drew together. Marlo looked almost pleased.

Eris stepped toward me. “You need records.”

“I find them.”

“You find grave marks, songs, wall scratches, old bones. You miss archives.”

“I do not walk into cages.”

“You already do. You just prefer the cage to be on fire.”

Marlo made a small sound that might have been agreement before he remembered who said it.

I looked at Eris’s hands.

Ink. Soot. Rain. No tremor now.

She was not begging. Not yet. She was building a case because cases were what she had left.

“The temple will change routes after today,” she said. “They will seal minor offices. Burn field copies. Move death ledgers into protected shrines. You cannot strike every wall until the right one cracks. I know their filing orders. I know which lies are written clean and which are written over older ink. I know how they hide a cause without erasing the body of the record.”

“Why?”

Her jaw tightened. “Because I did it.”

Marlo’s face darkened.

Eris did not look away from me.

“I copied false causes. I corrected names into release forms. I made clean pages out of ugly deaths because I was told grief needed order.” Her fingers curled around the edge of her coat where the vellum rested. “Then I found my mother’s file missing from the place where it had always been. Then I found a gap shaped exactly like her.”

Smoke rolled between us.

The riders in the mud groaned.

Far down the road, another horn answered.

Eris heard it. “More will come.”

“Yes.”

“Then take me with you.”

Marlo barked, “No.”

I said nothing.

Eris drew herself up, rain-soaked, soot-marked, one sleeve torn, temple ink staining her thumb like an old bruise.

“I am not asking for mercy,” she said. “I am asking for the road that leads to the record they sealed.”

Marlo stepped between us as if his bones weighed more than they did.

“She tried to hand us over.”

“She did,” I said.

“She’ll do it again.”

“Maybe.”

Eris flinched at that. Only once.

I looked at her. “If you come, you walk behind me until I say otherwise. You do not mark roads. You do not send signals. You do not open a ledger near fire unless I see the page first.”

Her mouth tightened. “You give orders like a grave.”

“Graves keep what is placed in them.”

Marlo threw both hands out. “Are you hearing yourself? That means yes?”

I looked toward the road.

Hooves. Four at least. Maybe six. The rain made distance uncertain.

Eris followed my gaze.

She pulled one of the ledgers from under her arm and opened it to the inner cover. With her thumbnail, she tore out a folded strip hidden beneath the binding thread.

Blue temple signal paper.

Marlo swore and reached for it.

Eris held it away from him and gave it to me.

“Last one,” she said.

I took it.

The paper smelled of salt and cold wax. Temple watchers could read it from a mile if wetted with blood.

I fed it to the coffin seam.

The furnace swallowed without opening.

Eris watched it burn inside black iron.

Something moved across her face then. Not fear. Not relief.

Hunger, maybe.

Not for power.

For an answer with a name on it.

I turned west.

Marlo stayed where he was. “I didn’t agree.”

“No,” I said.

“I still hate this.”

“Yes.”

Eris stepped into place behind me, close enough to follow, far enough not to be trusted.

The road bent through thorn scrub and rain.

Behind us, the wayhouse burned blue at the edges. Ahead, temple horns moved closer through the wet fields.

Marlo muttered something to Lysa under his breath and walked after me.

Eris did not ask where we were going.

After a while, she said, “If I slow you down, leave me.”

I kept my eyes on the mud ahead.

“No.”

Her steps faltered once.

Marlo looked at me like I had lost what little sense he thought I owned.

I did not turn.

“If the temple wants you alive,” I said, “I want to know why.”

The coffin warmed against my back.

Eris touched the folded vellum inside her coat, and the rain kept falling over all three of us.
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Chapter4: The Night Raid of the Sacred Dead
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The rain stopped before nightfall.

That was worse.

Rain covered tracks, softened scent, filled the world with noise. After it passed, everything began to speak again. Mud kept footprints. Wet leaves held broken edges. Smoke lay low. Blood smelled brighter in clean air.

Marlo walked with both arms wrapped around himself, chin tucked, pretending his teeth were not chattering.

Eris walked three paces behind me.

Not two. Not four.

Three meant she had chosen the distance. Close enough to answer if spoken to. Far enough to show she understood the knife still sat between us, even if I had taken the real one from her.

The ledgers were wrapped under her cloak. She kept touching them with her left hand.

Marlo noticed.

“You petting your lies so they don’t bite?” he asked.

Eris did not look at him. “Paper bites more honestly than people.”

“That sounded clever in your head, didn’t it?”

“No.”

His mouth opened, but a yawn ruined whatever insult he had prepared. He snapped his teeth shut and scowled at the road.

We left the old toll track after the third broken shrine marker.

Temple men liked roads. Their dead liked roads too, when ordered by men who had forgotten how fields worked. I took us through a line of black pines and down into a charcoal hollow where the ground was stained dark from years of burning wood.

A hut leaned there, half sunk into the slope.

The roof held. Mostly.

A cold pit sat beside it, filled with old ash and rainwater. Someone had once carved little marks into the hut beam: not names, only cuts. One long, two short. One long, one short. A count of sacks, maybe. Or days. Or people who had waited here and kept themselves from being erased any way they could.

I touched the beam.

The coffin gave no heat.

Not a grave, then. Not yet.

“We stop here,” I said.

Marlo looked at the hut, then at the trees, then at me. “This place looks like it eats children.”

“Then stay outside.”

“It also looks like outside eats children.”

Eris pushed past him and ducked through the low doorway. “The roof is better than the sky.”

Marlo muttered after her, “Betrayal eyebrows gets first pick of dry floor. Great.”

Inside, the hut smelled of old smoke, wet earth, and mice. There was one room. A broken cot. A stone hearth. No stored grain. No hidden altar marks. No temple blue.

I set the coffin against the far wall, close enough to reach without standing.

The floor groaned.

Marlo stared at it. “Does that thing ever get lighter?”

“No.”

“Of course not.”

Eris crouched by the hearth and checked the ashes with two fingers. “Cold for weeks.”

“Do not light it,” I said.

“I was not going to.”

“You looked like you were.”

“I looked at ash. That is different from worshiping flame.”

Marlo snorted once.

I gave him the last strip of dried goat meat from my pouch.

He took it fast, then slowed as if speed made him look needy. His pride had sharp little legs. It ran everywhere before he could catch it.

Eris watched the meat but did not ask.

I took out a second strip and held it toward her.

She looked at my hand.

“I have food.”

“You have temple ration tablets. They taste like chalk and obedience.”

Marlo paused mid-chew. “You ate obedience?”

“Once.”

“And?”

“Dry.”

He laughed before he could stop himself.

The sound startled him. He looked at the floor and chewed harder.

Eris took the meat. “Thank you.”

I sat beside the coffin and unfastened the top clasp of my coat.

No one spoke for a while.

Night settled into the hollow. Water dripped from pine needles. Somewhere uphill, a fox barked. Farther away, too far for Marlo’s ears, a horn called once and died.

Eris heard me shift.

“How far?” she asked.

“Two ridges.”

She drew her cloak tighter. “Riders?”

“No.”

Marlo swallowed. “That’s supposed to be good?”

I listened again.

The horn did not repeat.

“No horses,” I said.

His face changed in the dark. “Then what?”

I did not answer yet.

The coffin knew before I did.

A low heat moved through the iron ribs against the wall. Not the hungry heat of a god-trace. Not the quick warning of temple craft.

Old heat.

Bone heat.

I stood.

Eris stood with me.

Marlo scrambled up a breath late, hand going to the scraper he no longer had.

“What?” he whispered.

I pressed two fingers to my lips.

He shut his mouth so hard his teeth clicked.

Outside, the hollow was still.

Too still.

No frogs. No mice in the wall. Even the fox had gone quiet.

Then came the first step.

Wet leaves did not crush under it.

They parted.

A second step answered from the other side of the hut.

Then a third.

Not patrol rhythm. No shift of tired legs. No cough. No leather creak from men easing weight. Just steps placed one after another with a patience the living rarely kept.

Marlo whispered, barely sound, “Temple?”

Eris’s face had gone pale in the dark.

“Sacred remains,” she said.

I looked at her.

Her eyes stayed on the doorway. “Corpse soldiers.”

Marlo’s breath hitched.

The first one appeared in the doorway.

It had been a man once. Tall. Broad through the shoulders. Temple linen wrapped the bones and what little flesh clung between them. A bronze prayer plate had been nailed over the face. Blue-white blessing ran through the gaps in its ribs like trapped lightning.

It carried no sword.

Its hands were enough.

The prayer plate turned toward me.

A voice came from inside its chest, not its mouth.

“Gray registry. Black coffin. Recover.”

Marlo backed into the wall. “It talks.”

“No,” I said. “It repeats.”

The corpse soldier lunged.

Fast for dead bone.

I met it at the threshold and drove my fist into its sternum.
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