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One

Irontrap
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The hunt began at midnight, by the meeting rock outside Milford. They were waiting for me when I arrived, gathered among the low trees—Roggan and Teg leaning against the crooked trunk of an ash, little Mirry, Konna, and Fin crouched at the base of the ancient carved plinth.

“Our leader is late?” Roggan said, loping out of the shadows to shake my hand.

I frowned, my gaze moving over the unkempt group. Six of us. Six for a hunt, six for a killing.

It’ll be enough, Argo, I thought. She’s old. She might not even be able to run.

The mood was jovial, like all the hunts I’d been on before. There were smiles, whispers, faces giddy with anticipation. Roggan was practically bursting from his skin, jostling his silent brother and grinning. The littler ones were quieter, though they too had a glitter in their eyes. Mirry was attempting to look serious and warrior-like, practicing her fearsome expressions in the reflection of her blade. Konna and Fin, seven and eight, were much less enthusiastic. Mirry had probably forced them to come.

“D’you think she’ll eat us?” I heard them whisper.

“She might try.”

“I hope she eats Mirry.”

We made our plans quickly, agreeing on hand signs for “gather” and “attack” and “run for your life.” The younger ones watched closely, terrified of missing some crucial bit of information. I wanted to say something to comfort them, tell them that if Roggan could understand what was going on, they could, too. But then, perhaps it was wise to be frightened tonight. I wasn’t good at talking anyway.

We waited two minutes to see if there were any stragglers hoping to join us. Then we set out from under the ancient trees and into the marsh, walking quietly beneath a fat, silver moon. The ponds had turned to mirrors in its light. A gentle wind whispered among the reeds and whistled in our ears as we hopped the waterways, our boots squelching. We were headed in the direction of Castleford. That’s where she had been sighted, halfway along the High Road, out on the marsh.

Miss Ginny Laurels, the locals had named her, because from a distance it looked as if she were wearing a laurel wreath on her head. Most likely it was a comb of some sort, like the sort on a rooster. Or it might have been put there by some tribe of mountain Wildlings, worshipping her as a god. Whatever the case, she and her leafy head had been spotted wandering these parts, close to the High Road. Three days ago she had been glimpsed on the High Road itself, walking upright in the mist, like a human. It was a tinker’s boy who saw her. Obviously she hadn’t seen the boy, or he’d not have survived to tell the tale.

Thousands like her had been unleashed one dark night, seventy years ago, and countless times in the centuries before that. Crimson Vultures and Glass Dukes and screaming gods and wraiths. Most had been rooted out, hunted down over the decades by villagers and mercenaries. But some got away, hiding in caves and silent woods and reappearing at inopportune times. Vestiges, we called them, walking relics of those violent years. Sometimes signs of one would appear without warning—a killed goat still tethered in a yard, a flock of wild geese, plump white bodies raining down out of the sky. Then a family would be found in their cottage, blood slicking them like wine, and the warning bells would ring in every village.

This beast would not get so far. We would cut her at the quick.

“It’s a bad night,” Teg said, wiping his forehead, and everyone looked at him curiously. Everyone always listened when Teg spoke. I often wondered, had he been a foot taller and broader of shoulder, if he would have been the leader instead of me.

“No worse than any other,” said Roggan. “Is it?”

Teg didn’t answer.

Worry knotted in my stomach, but my mind told me there was nothing to fear. She would be ancient, rickety, half-dead. But even an old Vestige can be dangerous. . . .

My thumb ran over the raised scars on my forearm, the feathery-shaped ridges where talons had broken skin. I had my own history with the Elduari’s beasts. Not a family existed that didn’t have some terrible story involving one of them, either from the time of the last Release, or from some unlucky encounter long after they should have been vanquished.

Beware of the Little Lord deep in the trees. . . .

Folk had whispered for years about his black eyes and hundred limbs, how he lurked in the forest behind Milford, caught in some circle of stone. I’d never quite believed the whispers. Until one day, six summers ago, I did. My sister had been the same age as Mirry was now, and just as brave and foolish. Her screaming rang again in my ears, a shudder piercing me as I remembered the thin shape in the trees, the teeth and limbs, and me tearing blindly through the brush, too slow, too slow—

I would keep the children back. There was no stopping them from joining. It was a long-standing tradition that all who wanted to could hunt. But I would not see them hurt.

They were whispering to each other again, low and frightened. Mirry was telling tales about Vestiges, tales I had heard a hundred times: a bull standing stock-still in a field long after the cows had come in, the farmer going to investigate, and then a Bone Serpent, a skeletal, snake-like Vestige, bursting from the beast’s stomach in a shower of guts. Or a Crimson Vulture sweeping through the night sky, alighting on a roof and piercing it with his maw, plucking the sleepers from their beds like worms from the earth.

I shook my head. She’d have her siblings in tears before long.

“You three,” I said, trying to rearrange my face into something less grim. “You’re quick on your feet. Good eyes. You’ll be our lookouts.”

They all twisted about to stare at me, mouths open. They weren’t falling for it, not for a second, but that wasn’t my problem. Better a peeved, unhappy heart than one ripped from your chest and eaten.

We were coming up on the High Road. Its arches glimmered in the moonlight, spanning the marsh all the way to Castleford. Beyond the road’s left shoulder the marshes stretched, reeds and silver water all the way to the bay. To the north of the road lay the woods, the foothills, and eventually the mountains. Ginny Laurels had probably come from there, hiding for years among those inhospitable peaks. Perhaps she had come down for help. They did that sometimes, Vestiges, so desperate for kindness and companionship in their last days that they lost all fear.

We’ll help you, I thought bitterly, scanning the marshes. Death can be a kindness, too.

We started along in the High Road’s shadow, our boots squelching.

Sixty-three, sixty-four, sixty-five.

I counted the way-signs as we went, the numbers picked out in wrought-iron on the pillars.

At seventy-seven we broke away, heading once more onto open land.

We’d not gone more than twenty paces when I stopped in my tracks. Teg ran into my back. They all crowded around to see what had caught my eye. It was a rumpled, flattened circle in the grass, a small pile of bones at its center.

“Stay back,” I said, kneeling.

The bones were birds mostly, and ferrets. They gleamed, white as pearls, stripped clean of any meat or gristle. It could have been done by any number of marsh beasts. But then I spotted the doll made of cornhusks—the sort they handed out at harvest festivals—and a single little shoe, and blood. Blood on the reeds, black in the moonlight. We all saw it at once. Mirry and the little ones gasped.

A thread of tracks led away from the trampled area. They were odd, dragging tracks. I could not begin to picture the thing that had made them. . . .

“Roggan?” I whispered, rising. “Stay with the young ones.”

Before Roggan could protest, Teg and I forged ahead. More blood, dried but not old, the red still deep and vivid. And then, in the silver pool ahead, just below the surface of the water, a body, floating face up. It was a child, younger even than Mirry.

The girl’s eyes were wide and milky with moonlight. I could see the little flowers stitched into her apron, no doubt by her mother’s hand. She had been laid in the pond gently, like an offering. A horrible wound leached into the water, coiling threads of blood.

Ginny Laurels had not come here for a peaceful end. She had come to kill.

I turned my face away, an ache springing up in my chest. And then the ache turned to hate, vicious and familiar. Whatever this beast was, it was still strong—strong enough to outrun a child and snatch her up in its claws. Suddenly I didn’t want the little ones here. Teg could take them back to the village. Roggan and I would finish this.

I was about to turn and tell them when I heard a snap, distant but clear. Then a dark blur at the corner of my eye. Far across the marsh, a thousand paces at least, standing on the other side of a wide swath of water, stood a figure. She was on her hind legs, I suppose, almost human. She was watching us from among the reeds. And then her head turned slowly, a bony triangle with a long beak and a hideous, fleshy crest, and she was looking at the three children and Roggan.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Teg said, and we both broke into a run, baring our blades at the same time. She turned her attention back to us, almost lazily. Then she ducked, and in a fluid motion, vanished into the reeds.

My skin prickled. She wasn’t going away. She was going around. Around the pond and straight for Roggan and the children.

I let loose a high, warbling whistle, our warning call. Roggan heard. I looked over my shoulder, saw the little group standing back-to-back, daggers and swords unsheathed. I faced forward again, Teg and I picking up speed, watching the monster move through the reeds. She would not reach them before us. We would cut her off easily. . . .

But she was fast, far faster than one so old should ever be. I heard the odd chittering of her breathing echoing across the water. We were running full tilt now. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, propelling me forward. I felt alive and terrified, the world sharp and clear around me. Teg surged ahead. And then we were at the edge of the reeds, and she was coming straight for us. We could hear her clicking, a delicate, eerie snicker growing louder, louder—

And then, in the instant when we thought she would burst from the reeds and rear up in front of us, there was nothing. No roar, no snapping teeth. Only the wind, whispering over the marshes.

Without turning, I raised my fist, signaling the others to stay back. Then I twisted my hand in a circle and splayed my fingers. Go home, it meant. All of you, go home!

I hoped they would listen. They had come for a kill, Roggan especially. They wouldn’t understand why I was sending them back. But they didn’t know there was a body twenty paces away, that this was not some ancient Vestige. This was a fresh beast, sly and quick and terrible.

But why was she here, unless—

My blood ran cold. Unless she was a harbinger, a sign of things to come. The Elduari—our masters and ancient conquerors, the ones who had sent the monsters here century after century to root us out and remind us that we had fallen and would never rise again—were said to have the power to see through the eyes of these creatures, like seafarers looking through telescopes. It was only a rumor, but if it were true . . . what had this telescope come to see?

Still no sound from the reeds. I imagined the Vestige crouched—coiled—ten feet from us, unmoving, unbreathing.

Teg and I exchanged glances, our swords glittering in the moonlight.

What was she doing?

“She doesn’t—” Teg murmured, then cleared his throat. “She doesn’t expect us to go in there, does she?”

Somewhere in the distance, a bird called. Not a nighttime lament. A warning screech followed by the flash and flutter of wings. The birds were not about to linger.

I dipped the tip of my sword into the reeds, parting them. Ahead was only darkness, the gentle lapping of water . . . And then, over my shoulder, I heard a clicking. Quiet, but coming closer at a terrifying speed.

Teg didn’t even have time to shout. I spun just as she reared up over us, her great, sinuous form blocking out the moon. Somehow, as we waited, she had moved. Without so much as a flicker in the reeds, she’d circled around behind us.

Chaos erupted. I could hear the little ones screaming, Roggan swearing, trying to send them away and unleash his axe at the same time. I whirled, hacking at the monster with my sword. The edge caught her in the flank and she spun on me, snake-like, fixing me with yellow, bead-bright eyes.

Miss Ginny indeed, I thought, as she almost took off my arm. The villagers had named her as if she were a dainty lady, but she was twelve feet tall, clad in scales and reddish, leathery skin. The thing the villagers had mistaken for a wreath was a terrible cockscomb of fleshy strands and horns, flourishing wildly above her head. In silhouette, it might have looked like laurels and roses, but sheening in the light of the heavens, it was hideous and vile, flopping in the wind.

She snapped her beak and her tail lashed toward me, dripping with water. Not water. Poison. The tail was barbed, and where its liquid struck the reeds, they hissed and withered.

“Get them away!” Teg yelled, circling around the monster’s other side. “Roggan! Get them up onto the High Road and send them home! This isn’t a Vestige, it’s new, it’s—”

The tail cracked out of the dark like a bullwhip. I only barely managed to throw myself out of its way. She was fighting us both at once, Teg with her claws and me with the barbed tail. I leaped, feeling its spikes grazing the soles of my boots as it swept underneath me. Then her beak was inches from my nose, about to take off my face. I jerked back. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the children running for the High Road, Roggan herding them along, casting desperate looks over his shoulder at the ongoing battle.

Water flew in crystal droplets through the air. Our blades whistled, cutting the wind. I hacked at the monster, but her bony spines stopped me at every turn, catching my blade and wrenching my arm this way and that. It was as if I were fighting a dozen swordsmen at once, as well as an angry serpent and a demented carnivorous bird intent on paralyzing me and carrying me off.

The tail flew back toward me. I parried it, then leaped onto her back, wobbling up her spine. Her head jerked around, so near I could see the pupils narrowing, black pinpricks in yellow globes. Her beak snapped, revealing rows of tiny, razor-sharp teeth. I braced myself, raising my sword above my head. But just before I could strike, I saw something: a mark on her shoulder, gouged deep into the sinewy red skin. It was like a brand, an intricate tattoo—a shield, a serpent, a crown, a bird. . . .

What in the seven saints? I’d seen carcasses of the Vestiges before, their skulls and horns and skins hanging in the Hall of the Ancients. The beasts came in all shapes and sizes, winged or earthbound, serpentine or furred like bears, a thousand variations of limbs and jaws and deadly accoutrements. But I’d never seen one branded, like a wandering knight sporting the flag of her king.

Teg got a chop at the monster’s leg, and she screamed, rearing back. A barb on her skin caught me in the side, ripping through my jerkin, piercing flesh. I shrieked but didn’t let go, stabbing and slashing with all my might. Somehow, as I was tossed about like a ragdoll, I caught glimpses of the landscape: the spinning sky; the children on the High Road, peering over the stone balustrade; Roggan coming back toward us, his axe ready.

Then I was hurled into the air, so high I felt I would break every bone in my body when I came down. I struck water and went under, all the way to the soft, murky floor.

When I broke the surface, Teg was fighting alone, desperately. He was thinner than his brother, tall and wiry where Roggan was bullheaded and muscle-bound. They always walked together, always fought in pairs. It had been a mistake to separate them. Together they were unstoppable, feeding off each other, like a millwheel and a stream. Alone, Teg was no match for the Vestige. She was driving him back over the marshes toward a mossy hillock, water trickling from it like pus from a infected wart.

What was she doing?

And suddenly, as the stars cleared from my head and I pulled myself breathlessly out of the pond, I knew. I saw the thin black chain wriggling up the side of the hillock, the little cross from a thousand years ago, marking the spot for watchful eyes.

“Trap!” I screamed. “Teg! Trap!”

The Vestige wrenched her neck around to look at me, her eyes burning. She knew what she was doing. She knew there were easier ways to beat my serious, unwavering friend.

I scrambled to my feet, freed a dagger from my belt and flung it with all my might at the tender flesh of her neck. She turned back to Teg, deflected the blade without so much as a blink. It pinged off her tail, flying into the reeds. All her ferocity was focused on Teg, and he was being pushed farther and farther toward the hillock and that little black cross.

“Teg!” I shouted. “Teg, look out—”

But he couldn’t see what was coming, and if he heard my screams, he couldn’t fathom their meaning.

Roggan was sprinting now, hurtling toward us over the marshes, yelling helplessly, his voice ragged. I was running for the beast, ready to throw myself on her back again, anything to give Teg a moment to get his bearings.

Teg saw what was about to happen an instant before it did. The Vestige drew back. Teg teetered at the top of the hillock, his eyes widening as they took in the chain in the grass, the cross.

The world seemed to slow, all the stars and the moon and the wind grinding to a halt.

“Teg!” Roggan bellowed, his voice watery and faraway. Teg turned toward him. Their eyes locked, expressions horrified.

A song drifted into my mind, a song I’d heard as a child, that all of us had heard, Teg, Roggan, and me.

We walk along a winding road

To summer sun and wine,

But ’fore we reach that distant goal

We’ll leave someone behind.

It’s he must take a different route,

A path that lonely lies.

Yet we shall see him once again,

In summer sun and wine.

The ground where Teg stood opened. A tangle of chains and wires burst from the dirt, hooks and barbs piercing his skin, running him through a thousand times. He remained alive for a moment, suspended, shuddering in the irontrap—one moment where his mind had not yet realized his body had been stolen from him. And in that moment, he watched his brother. Roggan was screaming, face streaked with tears, stumbling, running, axe swinging uselessly. Teg was trying to speak, but no sound came from his mouth. Then the trap dragged him down. The hillock closed over him like a fist. Blood spattered the little cross. The chain went limp again. And Ginny Laurels turned to face me with a smile.





Two

The Black Brand

[image: image]

We left the monster’s body curled next to the High Road. They could make a pyre of it in the nearest village. They could bring it to Castleford for a sham trial, a victory parade, posthumous justice. We were past caring.

Roggan was silent, pale as snow, as we made our way home in the cold, white dawn. He had his brother’s sword, cradling it in his arms. His eyes were red, and he stared into the distance as if searching for something.

After Teg had been dragged below by the ancient trap, Roggan had gone mad. He’d hacked the Vestige to pieces, though she’d never stopped smiling, that grin still frozen on her strange, bony beak. Then he’d turned on me, screaming.

“Why’d you split us up? Why’d you let us die?”

The children watched from the High Road as Roggan attacked me, almost punching me to the ground. I gripped him, hard, until he stopped flailing. And then he’d gone silent and shaking, and had wept next to the body of Ginny Laurels, the blood still slicking his arms. After a while, he’d tried to dig for his brother, clawing at the cold earth. I’d had to drag him back off the hillock, away from the iron cross. The trap would recalibrate eventually. It had been built in the old days to catch roaming Vestiges; somewhere far below, ancient wheels still turned and rusting springs drew tight. Even deeper were the dead, a mausoleum of corpses—monsters, wayward beggars, lost cows, and goats. And now Teg, too; brave silent Teg, floating in the murky depths.

At last, I’d helped Roggan to his feet, and we climbed the iron pegs to the High Road. The children cried when they saw Roggan. They cried for Teg, and for me, but perhaps they cried most of all for themselves, because they knew now this was no game and never had been, and that the world was much larger and crueler than they had ever dreamed.

We trudged back east, the sun rising higher though the day remained chilly and pale. Tradespeople began to pass us on the road. They cast us odd looks. Some called out, recognizing us as a hunting gang and hoping for news. One man, a tinker in a popped stovepipe hat, noticed Roggan’s expression and said, jokingly, “Didn’t go too well, then, did it?” and such a red, horrid rage passed behind Roggan’s eyes I was sure he was going to throw the tinker from the High Road then and there. I pulled him on, one arm around his shoulder, and prayed we would reach the village soon.

At the same time, I dreaded arriving. I dreaded the familiar faces, their questions and their tears. Our village was in a distant corner of Varen, flush against the old trees of the Walach Woods. It was a no-account place, a mill town and proud of being nothing more, nothing that would ever draw any unwanted attention to it. A few spires of the Ancients survived, a few bits of apparatus no one knew how to use. They lay half buried in the fields or tucked behind the wood stoves in the houses of the wealthier farmers, their gears and appendages hung with ornaments, and everyone wrinkled their noses at them, even as they marveled at their ornate beauty. It was not a town where you could hide, not a town where you could grow. It was a town where everyone knew everyone, where every sin and every virtue were kept and counted. In Milford, glory was forged over many years, but shame took only an instant and never wore away.

The village was just beginning to stir when we arrived through the yawning gate. Chickens scuttled across the muddy square. A few of the villagers were out with baskets or heading for the fields with tools slung across their backs. We marched past the crosses and memorials along the main road, the little shrines to the departed embedded in the walls of the houses. Folk looking from their windows would see a string of rumpled children and two young men clutching their bloodied weapons, while the rough-hewn dead watched in silent accusation. It had been seventy years since the last Release, but the marks of it were everywhere. We of Milford thrived on it, gorging ourselves on the gloom and inevitability as if it were a delicious feast.

My heart sank as we approached the well and prepared to disband. I would have to tell Teg’s mother. The elders in the Hall of the Ancients would need to be informed. They would want to know of the brand on the Vestige’s shoulder, how she had been new and powerful. They would tell the elders in Castleford, maybe even the king. And Simna . . . oh, saints, how would I tell Simna. . . .

What a mess my life had become in only a few short hours. I wondered where I would be now if not for the Elduari and their beasts. Who would I be? Still a penniless apprentice in Milford? I sometimes liked to imagine there was another version of me somewhere, another version of all of us, living in some faraway land where Ma hadn’t died young, where Father had never turned to the bottle, where my sister, Simna, had not wandered into the woods that summer morning. In that land, we were whole and happy. I liked to think I might find it one day, wake up to it, like from a nightmare.

The village folk would laugh if they knew what went on in my head. “Poor Argo’s got nothing but horseshoes and ploughshares up there,” I’d heard Heshert say once, but Heshert didn’t know me. When I was sad or tired, or when I worked in the smithy, I thought of many things, and they had nothing to do with horseshoes. I dreamed of living in the woods, far from all these bitter folk. I dreamed of farming my own small plot, of learning to read a little better and sign my own name, of painting with the dainty brushes Ma had used years ago, of a great friendly dog who would sleep next to my stove, and then, one day, of traveling far and wide, to Vetterfold in the summer and Castleford in the spring, and to all the places I’d never been.

Roggan’s mother screamed when I told her. She beat her fists against my chest, and this time it was Roggan’s turn to emerge from his grief and restrain her.

I went out behind the outhouse and cried, or tried to, but it was more like a series of desperate snorts and gasps. Then I wiped my face and headed for home.

It was midmorning by the time I got to my family’s cottage, far at the edge of the village, only a few hundred strides from the vaulting woods. I pushed through the crooked door, strings of walnut shells rattling against the lichened planks, and collapsed onto a stool. I was bleeding profusely. I had thought it was Teg’s blood, or the beast’s, but now I saw it was my own. I remembered something tearing through my jerkin, piercing my skin.

“Boy?” Father lay in his bed, an ice-blue bottle pressed to his head.

“Father,” I said. The cottage was dim, the air cold and smelling of gin. Father watched me from over the frayed edge of his quilt. I braced myself for some insult or accusation, but in the end his eyes glazed and with a great snore, he turned over and returned to sleep.

I don’t know how long I sat in the semidarkness, breathing weakly. The sound of the door opening brought me back to my senses. It was Simna, pushing into the cottage, her bag knocking against her knee, a brace of rabbits slung over her shoulder. She was a year older than me and almost as tall. Her nose was half gone. Her mouth was distended in a perpetual snarl, but her eyes were a kind and lovely blue. She took one look at me—my grimy skin, the bloody jerkin, my expression even more desolate than usual—and stopped in her tracks.

“What’s this?” she said in a low voice.

No one had told her. Of course they hadn’t. They hadn’t seen her. Simna worked in quiet, empty places far from the gossips and the noise of the town; the woods usually, or in the back room of Mistress Clarill’s.

“Simna,” I said, in a cracked whisper.

A flicker of fear passed behind her eyes, but she smiled at me anyway and crossed the room toward me.

“Argo? What’s the matter?”

Her walk was studied, carefully practiced to hide the limp, the fact that her leg was irreparably bent, the flesh mottled and silvery. She’d survived the Little Lord, barely. She had grown up wrapped in scars, always alone except for me and Father. Until Teg. Teg who had brought her flowers and made her laugh, Teg who had never seemed to care how she looked. They had planned to be married one day.

I could tell the instant she realized the truth, the instant her mind ran through all the possibilities and found the worst possible one.

She dropped the rabbits and the bag on the floor. Then she sat next to me, pulling up my jerkin to expose the wound. “You’ve been bleeding like this all day? And you didn’t ask for help?”

“Simna—” I tried again.

“I’ll boil some water. Don’t move.” She rose sharply and I stared after her, fixed to the stool. I could see her knuckles gripping the edge of the stove, so tightly they turned white. Her ruined face twisted, straining to hold back her tears.

“Simna,” I said, for the third time. “I’m sorry. There was an irontrap out on the marshes. From the Age of Wonders. The beast knew it was there and it—”

A strangled noise escaped her lips. Then her shoulders went rigid, and she looked back at me, her face blank as stone.

“Hold a piece of cloth to that,” she said. “Press it tight, and don’t let go.”

We didn’t speak while we waited for the water to boil. There were no words to say, nothing to ease the sorrow that hung thick as wool in the smoky air. The kettle began to sing, and Simna brought it to me, along with a sweet stick of pine to bite down on while she washed the wound.

“I have to go,” I said, when she had finished tying the bandage. She was sitting very still, peering blankly into the bowl of water in her lap. “To the Hall of the Ancients. They’re waiting.”

Simna looked up at me, her eyes bright and horrible. Then she hunched once more over the basin and stared into the bloodied water.

The Hall of the Ancients was the finest building in the village—well-thatched, beams daubed with dim red and lapis lazuli, carcasses of dead Vestiges lining the rafters, their scales and hides hovering like wraiths in the gloom. Sure enough, the elders were waiting, grim-faced and weary. They stared at me as I walked through their gauntlet of chairs, eyes fluttering over my wounds and filthy clothes. At the end of the hall was a tribunal where the oldest of the old sat. There, a man named Markos spoke up in a high, querulous voice.

“We do not blame you, Argo Smith-Son, for the death today.”

I stopped and glared up at them. As if it matters whether you blame me, I wanted to snap. It’s not your forgiveness I need.

“It wasn’t a Vestige we fought on the marshes,” I said, skipping whatever apologies they were no doubt expecting. “She was strong, fresh from Elduar. She killed a child. You’ll find the body in a pond by the High Road, off the seventy-seventh way-sign—”

Markos interrupted me, his voice gentle. “We’ve been informed. The messengers have been running all day from Castleford.”

“Then they know,” I said. “They know the beast was fresh. They know she carried a brand on her shoulder.”

An odd expression flitted across Markos’s face.

“It was a snake wrapped around a shield,” I said. “And a bird and a crown. I don’t know what it means, but it might be a House of the Elduari? A rank?”

“We know nothing of any brand,” said Markos. “And as for her being fresh from Elduar . . . that is impossible. Perhaps you saw an old scar.”

“I saw a brand,” I snapped. “And I want to know what it means. Why was the monster here? Why did the Elduari send it? It took us an hour of hard fighting to kill it. If it were a Vestige, it would have been half dead already.”

Markos’s expression became flinty, even as his voice turned soft and soothing. “You are tired,” he said. “You are hurt. Listen well, and then go home and put all this out of your mind. The beast you encountered was eighty, at least. She came down out of the mountains and tragically killed a child from a farm outside Capurna. Our own village son Teg stumbled upon a trap of the ancients, or he would have easily survived.”

“That isn’t true, and you know it—”

“It is true.
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