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CHAPTER 1: THE MARSH THING
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The thing in the marsh had been a man once. Rowan could see it in the way it held its shoulders, even now, even after whatever had twisted it into this shambling nightmare. The left arm ended in a claw. The right still had fingers, five of them, with nails grown long and black like chips of flint. It wore rags that might have been a farmer's tunic. It stood waist-deep in the brackish water, staring at nothing, and the mist curled around its throat like a lover's hands.

Rowan crouched behind a fallen oak, counting breaths. The thing took one every thirty heartbeats. Slow. Patient. Dead things didn't need to breathe fast.

Three days ago, a child had wandered into these marshes. Two days ago, they found his cap floating near the reeds. Yesterday, they found his mother, or most of her, draped across a rock downstream like laundry left to dry. The village elder, a man with one eye and a voice like gravel, had offered Rowan seven silver pieces and a sack of turnips.

Rowan had taken the silver. The turnips he left.

The mist thickened. Evening coming. He needed to move soon or lose the light entirely. The thing hadn't moved in an hour. That was wrong. Everything he knew about the Drowned—if that's what this was—said they hunted at night, dragged the living under, fed on the bubbles. This one just stood there. Waiting.

Or not waiting. Just... existing.

He shifted his weight. The oak's bark dug into his palm. His swords were strapped across his back, both of them, the steel wrapped in oiled cloth to keep the marsh damp from eating the edges. He carried iron daggers too, and a coil of rope, and a small leather pouch containing three vials of oil he'd mixed himself from grave moss and crushed adder stones. The recipe had cost him a year of his life, learning it. An old woman in a northern village, half-mad, living in a hut built from the bones of things she'd killed. She'd taught him for free. She'd said he reminded her of someone she'd lost.

Everyone lost someone. Rowan had learned that early.

The thing in the marsh turned its head.

Slow. Mechanical. The neck made a sound like wet wood bending. Its eyes found him. They were milk-white, filmed over, but they found him anyway. The mouth opened. Water poured out. Not blood. Just water, dark and peat-stained, gallons of it, as if the thing had been drinking the marsh for days and only now remembered to stop.

Rowan stood up.

No point hiding now. The mist was his friend, but not enough of one. He drew the longer sword, the one meant for reach, and let the cloth fall. The steel gleamed dull in the dying light. No reflection. He'd filed the blade himself, taken the polish off, because monsters saw their own faces sometimes and that made them angry.

The thing took a step. Then another. Water sloshed around its waist. It was coming toward him, not fast, but with purpose. The claw hand opened and closed. The fingers hand opened and closed too, mirroring it, as if the two halves remembered different things.

Rowan walked forward to meet it.

The marsh sucked at his boots. Cold. Always cold, even in summer. He'd spent thirty-seven years walking through places like this, and his feet had been wet for most of them. He'd stopped feeling it somewhere around year five.

Ten paces between them. Then eight. Then five.

The thing lunged.

Fast. Much faster than its walk suggested. The claw came for his throat. Rowan stepped inside it, let the strike pass over his shoulder, and drove his sword into the thing's chest. The blade went through like rotting wood. No resistance. No blood. Just more water, flooding out, soaking his arms, his face, tasting of old leaves and something worse.

The thing kept coming.

The claw hooked into his cloak, yanked him close. The mouth opened wide—too wide, jaw unhinging like a snake's—and inside was darkness, not throat, just darkness, as if the thing had swallowed a piece of night and kept it.

Rowan let go of the sword. Drew the dagger. Jammed it up under the chin, into the skull, twisted.

The thing stopped.

For a moment they stood there, cheek to cheek, like old friends embracing. Rowan could smell it now. Not rot. Not the usual decay. Something else. Something chemical. Sharp. It smelled like the inside of a temple after a ceremony, when the incense still hung in the air and the priests were counting the coins.

Then the thing folded. Collapsed. The claw released his cloak and it fell backward into the water, splashing, sinking, disappearing into the dark peat.

Rowan stood there breathing. His heart was steady. It always was. He reached down, found his sword by feel, pulled it from the thing's chest. The blade was clean. No blood. No residue. Just wet.

He waded back to the oak, retrieved his pack, and sat down on the fallen trunk to wait.

The mist would lift in an hour. He'd search the body then. There was always something to learn.

The mist lifted slowly, reluctantly, as if it had grown comfortable wrapped around the reeds and wanted to stay. Rowan waited. He'd learned patience the hard way, as a boy, watching his teacher wait out a blizzard in a cave with nothing to eat but dried meat and nothing to do but count the cracks in the stone. Three days they'd waited. Three days of silence. By the end, Rowan understood that patience wasn't something you practiced. It was something you became.

He became it again now.

The marsh settled around him. Birds returned, small things, picking at the water's surface. Insects buzzed. Somewhere a frog made its stupid noise. Life, continuing, indifferent to the dead thing in the water.

When the light was enough, he stood and walked back to where it fell.

The body had sunk to chest depth. The face was just below the surface, eyes open, mouth open, still leaking that thin trickle of water. Rowan hooked a foot under the shoulder and rolled it onto its back. The thing floated now, buoyant, arms spreading wide as if welcoming the sky.

He searched it.

The rags came apart at a touch. Beneath them, the skin was pale, almost blue, but not decayed. No bloating. No rot. That was wrong too. Bodies in water rotted. That was a law, like gravity, like winter. This body hadn't rotted because this body wasn't dead in the usual way.

The chest wound from his sword was already closing. He watched it happen. The flesh knitted, slow but visible, like watching a cloud move. By nightfall there would be no mark.

He found it on the thing's ribs.

A brand. Small, the size of his palm. He'd seen it before, years ago, on the flank of a horse that belonged to a Church knight. The sunburst. The symbol of the Sun Father. But this one was different. The lines were crude, uneven, as if done with a hot poker rather than a proper iron. And it was scarred, old, layered with new skin trying to grow over it.

The Church branded heretics sometimes. Witches. But they did it on the forehead, where everyone could see. They didn't brand ribs. Too hidden. Too private.

Rowan traced the brand with one finger. The skin was cold but not frozen. The thing had been warm when it grabbed him. Warm like a living thing. Warm like a fever.

He rolled the body further, searching the back. Found more scars. Old ones. Knife scars, some of them, the kind you got from a lifetime of hard work. And on the shoulder, a tattoo. Faded. Almost gone. But there.

A wheat sheaf. The mark of a farming family from the eastern valleys. He'd seen it before, on the arms of men who came west looking for work when the harvest failed.

This thing had been a farmer. Had worked the land. Had a brand on his ribs that the Church put there, hidden, and then had ended up in a marsh, drowning, rising again as something that hunted children.

Rowan sat back on his heels.

The silver was in his pouch. Seven pieces. Enough for a month if he was careful. The village would be happy, or as happy as frightened people could be. He could leave, walk south, find another contract, another village, another monster. That was the life. That was the Grey Warden's way.

He looked at the brand again.

Then he reached down, took out his knife, and cut around it. Not deep. Just enough to take the skin. He folded it carefully, placed it in a waxed cloth, and put it in his pack.

Evidence. He didn't know of what. But something to hold onto.

The body he left. The marsh would take it. By morning it would be gone, sunk deep, and no one would ever know it had been there except the birds and the frogs and the one-eyed elder who would sleep easier tonight.

Rowan stood, shouldered his pack, and walked.

The village was called Drownmeet, which Rowan had always thought was either very unlucky or very honest. It sat at the edge of the marsh where the ground firmed up and the reeds gave way to scrub grass and the scrub grass gave way to thin, tired crops. Fifty houses. One inn. A wooden palisade that wouldn't stop anything determined but made the villagers feel better.

He arrived at dusk. The gate was closed, which was normal. He hammered on it with the pommel of his knife until a small hatch slid open and an eye peered out.

"The thing is dead," Rowan said.

The eye widened. The hatch slammed. Voices inside, muffled, arguing. Then the gate creaked open and the one-eyed elder stood there, lantern in hand, looking at Rowan as if he might be the thing instead.

"You saw it fall?"

"I put steel through its head. It fell."

The elder chewed his lip. Behind him, other faces peered from doorways, from windows, from the shadows between houses. Frightened people. They'd been frightened for a week. They'd stay frightened for another month, just in case.

"Seven silver," Rowan said. "We had a bargain."

The elder nodded, reached inside his coat, produced a small pouch. Rowan took it, weighed it in his palm, tucked it away. The elder cleared his throat.

"And the turnips?"

"Keep your turnips."

Rowan walked past him into the village. The gate closed behind him. He heard the bar drop. Good. They'd sleep better with the bar down.

The inn was the only building with light in every window. The Hanged Man. Bad sign, an inn named after death, but the ale was decent and the beds didn't have fleas, which put it in the top ten percent of places Rowan had slept. He pushed through the door.

Warmth. Fire. The smell of meat and sweat and smoke. A dozen villagers at the tables, nursing mugs, pretending they hadn't been waiting for news. They looked up when he entered. Looked away when he met their eyes.

Rowan walked to the bar.

The innkeeper was a broad woman named Yenna with arms like hams and a smile that didn't reach her eyes. She'd seen everything, twice, and wasn't impressed by any of it. She set a mug in front of him without being asked.

"Done?"

"Done."

"Elder paid you?"

Rowan nodded, drank. The ale was dark, bitter, good.

"Then you'll be gone by morning."

"By morning."

She nodded, satisfied, and moved away to tend other customers. That was the arrangement. No questions, no friendship, no lingering. Kill the thing, take the coin, leave. Rowan had been doing it for twenty years. He was good at it.

He found a table in the corner, back to the wall, eyes on the door. Habit. He drank his ale slowly, letting the warmth spread, letting the tension ease from his shoulders. The sword wound in the thing's chest, closing itself. The brand. The tattoo. The smell of incense.

He pushed it away. Not his concern. He was a hunter, not an investigator. The Church did what the Church did. Always had. Always would. A man who stuck his nose into that business ended up dead or branded or both.

The inn door opened.

Rowan looked up automatically, the way men do when they've survived too long to ignore entrances. A figure stood there, silhouetted against the dark. Small. Hooded. Wearing clothes that cost more than this village earned in a year.

The figure stepped inside. Pushed back the hood.

Woman. Young. Maybe twenty-five. Dark hair, pale skin, eyes that had seen trouble and hadn't decided how to feel about it yet. She scanned the room like someone looking for a specific face in a crowd. Her gaze passed over the villagers, passed over Yenna, landed on Rowan.

She walked toward him.

The room went quiet. Villagers stared. This wasn't their world, this woman, this fine wool and this straight spine and this way of moving like she owned the floor beneath her feet. She reached his table.

"Are you the hunter?"

Rowan looked at her. Took another drink.

"Which hunter?"

"The one who kills things. The Grey Warden."

He set the mug down slowly. No one used that name anymore. Not out loud. Not in public. The Church had seen to that.

"Sit down," he said. "Before you get us both killed."

She sat.

Up close, he could see the cracks in the fine clothes. The hem was muddy. The cloak had a tear near the shoulder, poorly mended. The hands in her lap were clean but the nails were bitten down. Noble, then, but a noble who'd been running.

"I was told you'd be older," she said.

"I was told I'd be dead. People hear a lot of things."

She almost smiled. Almost. It flickered at the corner of her mouth and died.

"My name is Nyra. I need to hire you."

"I'm leaving in the morning."

"Then I'm leaving with you."

"No."

"I can pay."

Rowan finished his ale. Gestured to Yenna for another. The innkeeper brought it, eyes flicking between them, curiosity fighting with discretion. Discretion won. She retreated.

"Everyone can pay," Rowan said. "That's not the question. The question is whether I want your coin more than I want to keep breathing."

Nyra leaned forward. Lowered her voice.

"My father was executed three weeks ago. The Church took him. They said he was a heretic, a witch-lover, all the usual lies. He wasn't. He was a scholar. He was investigating something, something he wouldn't tell me, and they killed him for it."

Rowan drank.

"I don't care."

"You will."

She reached inside her cloak. His hand moved to his knife, but she was slow, careful, producing not a weapon but a folded piece of parchment. She laid it on the table between them.

"Read it."

He didn't touch it. "What is it?"

"A letter. From my father. Written the night before they took him. He had a servant deliver it, a boy they didn't notice. In it, he says he found proof. Proof of something the Church is hiding. Something about monsters."

Rowan's hand stopped halfway to his mug.

"Monsters."

"Breeding them. Creating them. Using them to justify the Inquisition. He said he had evidence, documents, names. He hid them before they came. I don't know where. But I know someone who might."

Rowan looked at the letter. Didn't pick it up. Didn't need to. The brand on the drowned thing's ribs burned in his memory. The smell of incense. The way the wound closed.

"I'm not interested."

"You haven't heard the price."

"I don't care about the price. I care about living. Getting between the Church and its secrets is a fast way to stop doing that."

Nyra sat back. Her face didn't change, but something behind her eyes shifted. Calculation. She was young but not stupid. She'd known this wouldn't be easy.

"Then just take me to the border," she said. "Protection on the road. Nothing more. I have family in the north, distant, they might take me in. I need to reach them alive. That's all."

Rowan studied her. The tear in the cloak. The bitten nails. The way she held herself like someone waiting for a blow.

"Your family in the north. They're expecting you?"

"They don't know I'm coming."

"So you're walking into their hall with nothing but a story and your dead father's letter, hoping they'll take you in."

"Yes."

"And if they don't?"

She met his eyes. Held them.

"Then I'll find another way."

He believed her. That was the problem. She meant it. She'd keep fighting, keep running, keep knocking on doors until one opened or she died trying. Rowan had seen that look before. It didn't end well.

"The border's three weeks on foot. Through Church territory the whole way. They have patrols, checkpoints, inquisitors who can smell noble blood from a mile off."

"I know."

"And you want me to walk beside you, holding your hand, while every knight between here and the north takes a good long look at my face."

"I want you to keep me alive. That's what you do. That's what Grey Wardens do."

Rowan laughed. It wasn't a pleasant sound.

"Grey Wardens don't exist anymore. The Church made sure of that. What's left are men like me, hunting marsh things for turnips and sleeping in ditches. You're looking for a ghost."

Nyra didn't flinch.

"Then a ghost will have to do."

He took the contract.

Not because of her eyes, or her father's letter, or the brand burning in his pack. He took it because the ale was gone and the fire was dying and the alternative was another night alone with his thoughts, and Rowan had spent twenty years alone with his thoughts and knew exactly where they led.

"Fifty silver," he said. "Half now, half when we reach the border."

"I don't have fifty silver."

"Then we're done."

"I have twenty. And this."

She pulled something else from her cloak. A ring. Gold, heavy, set with a stone that caught the firelight and threw it back in red flashes. Rowan knew stones. This one was real.

"That's worth more than fifty."

"I know. You'll give it back when we reach the border. Along with the other half of the silver I don't have."

He almost smiled again. Almost.

"Twenty now. The ring as collateral. I hold it until we reach the border. If you try to run, I keep it. If you die, I keep it. If you try to kill me in my sleep, I keep it and feed you to the crows."

"Agreed."

She held out her hand. He looked at it. Small, pale, clean except for the bitten nails. A hand that had never held a sword or built a fire or buried anyone. A hand that was about to learn a lot of new things.

He didn't shake it. He stood up.

"We leave at dawn. Don't pack much. Don't tell anyone where you're going. If anyone asks, you're my cousin from the east, going home after your husband died. Your name is Mara. Your husband was a tanner. You have no children. Practice those facts until you believe them."

He walked to the bar, paid for his ale, and went up the stairs without looking back.

The room was small, cold, exactly what he expected. A bed, a chair, a window that looked out over the marsh. He barred the door, set his pack within reach, and lay down fully dressed.

Sleep didn't come.

The brand. The closing wound. The incense smell. And now a dead scholar's daughter with a letter and a ring and a story about the Church breeding monsters.

Coincidence. It could be coincidence. The world was full of coincidences, and most of them meant nothing.

But Rowan had survived thirty-seven years by treating coincidence the way he treated shadows in a dark room. Assume it's nothing, but keep your hand on your knife.

He reached into his pack, found the waxed cloth, unfolded it. The branded skin lay there, pale in the moonlight, the sunburst symbol dark against the flesh. He looked at it for a long time.

Then he wrapped it up, put it away, and closed his eyes.

Dawn came too soon.

She was waiting in the common room when he came down. Same clothes, but cleaner, hair pulled back, face washed. She'd found bread and cheese somewhere and was eating slowly, deliberately, like someone who'd learned not to waste food.

Yenna was at the bar, polishing mugs that didn't need polishing, watching them both.

Rowan sat down. Nyra pushed bread toward him. He took it.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"North. Obviously."

"Obviously. But which way north? There are roads. There are passes."

"There are also patrols, bandits, and things worse than both. We'll take the old way. The Warden's Road."

She frowned. "I don't know that name."

"No one does. That's the point."

He ate quickly, standing, not bothering with the chair. Nyra matched his pace, folding the last of the cheese into her palm and rising when he did. They walked to the door together.

Yenna's voice stopped them.

"Hunter."

Rowan turned.

The innkeeper's face was unreadable. She set down the mug she'd been polishing and folded her arms.

"That thing in the marsh. The one you killed."

"What about it?"

"I knew it. Before. Years ago. Man named Corin. Lived on the east edge, farmed a few acres, kept to himself. Good man. Quiet. Then one day he just... changed. Started muttering. Stopped coming to market. His wife found him in the marsh one morning, standing in the water up to his neck, staring at the sky. She tried to bring him in. He killed her."

Rowan waited.

"The Church came. Took him away. Said they'd deal with it. A week later he was back, wandering the marsh again, and that's when the children started dying. We sent for you."

"Why are you telling me this?"

Yenna shrugged. Big shoulders rising and falling.

"Because the Church said they dealt with it. But here we are, seven silver poorer, and you just killed him again. Makes you wonder what 'dealt with it' means."

She picked up her mug and walked into the back room.

Nyra was watching him. He could feel her gaze like a weight.

"Corin," she said quietly. "The farmer. The Church took him and then he came back wrong."

Rowan pushed through the door into the morning light.

"Walk and talk. We've got ground to cover."

The village was waking around them. Smoke from chimneys. A dog barking. A woman drawing water from the well. Normal life, happening normally, while a dead farmer rotted in the marsh and a dead scholar's daughter followed a dead order's last hunter toward the mountains.

They passed through the gate. The guards nodded, grateful he was leaving, grateful the thing was dead. The gate closed behind them. The bar dropped.

The road stretched ahead, muddy, rutted, leading eventually to trees and then to hills and then to mountains and then, if they were lucky, to the border.

Nyra fell into step beside him.

"The Church took him," she said again. "They said they dealt with it. But he came back. Changed. Killing."

Rowan said nothing.

"That's what my father found, isn't it? That's the proof. They're not just hunting magic. They're making monsters. Using people. Turning them into things."

"It's a story," Rowan said. "One farmer, one village, one innkeeper with a grudge. That's not proof of anything."

"You have the skin. The brand. I saw you looking at it last night."

He stopped walking. Turned to face her.

"You went through my pack."

"I wanted to know who I was traveling with."

"Touch my things again and I leave you here. The crows can have you."

He started walking. Faster now. Nyra scrambled to keep up.

"I'm right, though. You know I'm right. That's why you took the skin. That's why you're scared."

Rowan laughed. Genuine this time, surprising himself.

"Scared. Girl, I've been scared since I was twelve years old. Scared is how you stay alive. Scared keeps your eyes open and your sword sharp and your mouth shut. You'd do well to learn some."

They walked in silence after that. The village disappeared behind them. The trees swallowed the road. And ahead, somewhere, the mountains waited.

The first night they camped in the ruins of an old watchtower.

It had been Grey Warden once. Rowan knew the signs. The way the stones were cut, the narrow windows facing the forest, the faded symbol carved above the door—a wolf's head, almost worn away by wind and rain. He'd slept in a dozen like it, scattered across the kingdoms, empty now, forgotten.

Nyra sat by the fire he'd built, watching him move.

"You know this place."

"I know all of them."

"How many are left?"

He shrugged. "Doesn't matter. They're just stone."

She let that sit. Then: "How many Wardens are left?"

He looked at her across the flames. The firelight caught her face, made her look younger, more vulnerable. He didn't answer.

"That many," she said quietly.

"There's me. Maybe others. I don't keep a list. We don't send letters. The Church has long memories and sharp knives."

Nyra pulled her cloak tighter. The night was cold, even in early autumn, and the tower had no roof.

"My father used to talk about the Wardens. He said you kept the old knowledge. The things the Church burned. Beast lore, herb lore, the true names of monsters. He said without you, the world would be darker."

"The world's dark enough."

"You don't believe that."

Rowan added wood to the fire. Watched the sparks rise.

"I believe what I see. What I've seen is villages burning, children dying, and the Church getting richer every time. If the Wardens could have stopped any of it, they would have. They didn't. So here we are."

Nyra was quiet for a long time. Then she reached into her cloak and pulled out the letter. Held it out to him.

"Read it. Please."

He took it. Unfolded it. The handwriting was small, precise, the hand of a man who'd spent his life with books.

My dearest daughter,

If you read this, I am gone. Do not mourn. I have found what I sought, and the price was always going to be high.

The Church is not what it seems. Beneath the Sun Father's light, in places the faithful never see, they are doing things that would make the heretics they burn look like saints. They capture magic-users, yes, but they also take the innocent. Farmers. Shepherds. Anyone who disappears, anyone without powerful friends. They take them to places I cannot name and do things I cannot write.

I have seen proof. Documents. Names. A list of facilities where they conduct their work. One of them is called Harrowdeep. It is a monastery in the mountains, officially closed for plague. The plague is a lie.

I am hiding the proof where they will not find it. If you wish to continue my work, seek out Magister Aldric in the city of Thornwick. He alone among my colleagues can be trusted. Tell him I sent you. Tell him the sun casts long shadows.

I love you. I am sorry.

Your father.

Rowan read it twice. Then folded it carefully and handed it back.

"Harrowdeep," he said.

"You know it."

"I've heard the name. Monastery in the northern mountains. Closed for plague ten years ago. No one goes in. No one comes out."

"Except the wagons. My father wrote about wagons. Supply wagons, going in. Empty wagons, coming out. But he said the empty wagons weren't empty. They left tracks. Deep tracks. Too deep for empty."

Rowan stared into the fire.

The brand. The farmer. The smell of incense.

"Your father was a clever man."

"Was. They killed him for it."

"Yes. They did."

He stood up. Walked to the tower's edge, looked out at the dark forest. Somewhere out there, mountains. Somewhere beyond them, a monastery that wasn't a monastery. And in his pack, a piece of branded skin that said the farmer Corin had been there too.

"I'll take you to the border," he said without turning. "After that, what you do is your own choice. Find your Magister. Chase your proof. Get yourself killed. I don't care."

Nyra's voice was quiet behind him.

"But?"

He turned. Looked at her.

"But if I hear anything about Harrowdeep. Anything useful. I'll find a way to let you know. That's all I can give you. That's all anyone can give you."

She nodded. Didn't thank him. Didn't push for more.

Smart girl. She might actually survive.

They walked for eight more days.

Through forests, over hills, past villages that looked at Rowan's scars and Nyra's fine clothes and drew their own conclusions. They slept in barns when they could, under trees when they couldn't. Rowan hunted small game. Nyra learned to gather wood without being asked, to keep the fire small, to wake at every strange sound and go back to sleep when Rowan's hand touched his sword and then relaxed.

She learned fast.

On the ninth day, they reached the border.

It wasn't a wall or a gate. Just a river, wide and slow, with a stone bridge and a guard post on the far side. The guards wore the colors of the northern kingdom. Different colors. Different lord. Different rules.

Rowan stopped at the tree line.

"There. Cross the bridge. Tell them you're a refugee, fleeing the Inquisition. They'll take you in. They hate the Church up here. It's the only reason this border still exists."

Nyra stood beside him, looking at the bridge. At the guards. At the life waiting on the other side.

"You're not coming."

"No."

"Why?"

He didn't answer.

She turned to face him. The wind caught her hair, pulled it across her face. She pushed it back.

"I never thanked you. Properly."

"You paid me. The ring. That's thanks enough."

She reached into her cloak and produced it. The ring. The one she'd given him as collateral. She held it out.

"You said you'd return it at the border. Here's the border."

Rowan looked at it. Heavy gold. Red stone. Worth more than everything he owned.

"Keep it," he said. "You'll need coin where you're going."

She shook her head. Took his hand—he almost pulled away, didn't—and pressed the ring into his palm.

"Take it. For luck. And if you hear anything about Harrowdeep, anything at all, find me. I'll be in Thornwick. Magister Aldric. He'll know where to look."

Rowan closed his fingers around the ring. Nodded.

"Go. Before the guards change and you have to explain yourself twice."

She walked.

He watched her cross the bridge. Watched her stop at the guard post, speak to the soldiers, show them something—the letter, probably, or maybe just her face, her story, her father's name. The guards nodded. Waved her through.

On the far side, she turned. Looked back.

Rowan raised one hand. Just once. Then he turned and walked into the trees.

He made camp that night in another ruin. Smaller than the first, just a few stones and a half-collapsed wall. No fire. No need. He sat with his back to the stones and looked at the ring in his palm.

Gold. Red stone. Noble blood.

He thought about the farmer Corin, standing in the marsh, waiting. He thought about the brand on his ribs, closing wound, incense smell. He thought about Harrowdeep, monastery in the mountains, closed for plague, wagons with deep tracks.

He thought about Nyra, alone in a strange city, looking for a dead man's friend.

Then he put the ring in his pack, next to the branded skin, and lay down to sleep.

The wind moved through the stones. Somewhere an owl hunted. The world kept turning, indifferent to farmers and scholars and the last Grey Warden, sleeping in a ruin with his sword beside him.

He dreamed of fire.

[image: ]



[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2: A COPPER FOR THE DEAD
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The funeral was small.

Rowan stood at the edge of the crowd, far enough to be unnoticed, close enough to see. Twenty people, maybe less. Villagers in their best clothes, which meant clothes without visible patches. A priest in drab brown, not one of the Sun Father's black-robes, just a wandering friar who'd happened through and been paid in bread to say words over the dead.

Two graves. One large, one small.

The mother and the son.

Rowan watched the small coffin first. The boy's. Barely big enough to hold a child of six. They lowered it into the ground and someone—an aunt, a grandmother, hard to tell—made a sound like an animal caught in a trap. The others held her. The priest kept talking. Words about the Sun Father's mercy, about fields of light, about children becoming stars.

Rowan had heard it all before. He didn't believe it. Neither did the villagers, probably, but they listened anyway because what else was there? Darkness and dirt? At least the stars were pretty.

The mother's coffin went down next. Bigger. Heavier. She'd been found on the rocks downstream, and the village women had spent a full day making her presentable. Yenna had told him that, back at the inn, her face unreadable. Took three of them to close her eyes. She kept looking at nothing. Looking for him, I think. For the boy.

Rowan watched the dirt fall.

The one-eyed elder spotted him. Nodded once. Rowan nodded back. No words needed. The thing was dead, the silver paid, the hunter moving on. That was the way.

Except he hadn't moved on. He'd stayed for the funeral. He told himself it was prudence—rest the horses, check his gear, plan the route north. But the horses were imaginary, his gear was fine, and the route north could be planned anywhere.

He stayed because the boy's name had been Tomas. He'd learned that at the inn, overheard, filed away without meaning to. Tomas, six years old, liked to throw stones into the marsh and watch the ripples. Liked his mother's honeycakes. Liked to pretend he was a knight.

Now Tomas was in a box in the ground, and Rowan had seven silver in his pouch, and the thing that killed him was rotting at the bottom of the marsh.

Fair trade? No. But Rowan had stopped believing in fair a long time ago.

The priest finished. The crowd dispersed. A few women stayed, talking softly, probably organizing food for the grieving aunt. The grave-diggers leaned on their shovels, waiting for everyone to leave so they could finish.

Rowan turned and walked back toward the village.

The road was empty. Mid-morning, most people working. He passed the gate, passed the Hanged Man, passed the well where women drew water and pretended not to stare. He found the elder outside his house, sitting on a bench, whittling a piece of wood into nothing.

"Didn't think you'd still be here," the elder said without looking up.

"Neither did I."

"Funeral's over. Nothing more to see."

Rowan sat on the bench beside him. The elder didn't move over, didn't object, just kept whittling. The knife was old, blade worn thin, but sharp. Rowan could tell from the shavings.

"The boy," Rowan said. "Tomas. He was six?"

"Six in the spring. Smart boy. Too smart. Always asking questions."

"Questions about what?"

The elder's knife paused. Then continued.

"About the marsh. About the thing in it. He saw it, you know. Weeks ago. Told his mother there was a man standing in the water, not moving, just standing. She told him to stay away from the marsh. He didn't."

Rowan nodded. Children never did.

"The thing," he said. "Corin. The farmer. Yenna told me the Church took him. Said they dealt with it. Then he came back."

The elder said nothing.

"Did you see them take him?"

A long silence. The knife moved. Shavings fell.

"I saw them come. Black-robes, three of them, with knights. They went into his house, came out with him. He wasn't fighting. Just... walking. Like he was already dead. They put him in a wagon and left."

"And then?"

"And then nothing. For a month. We thought it was over. Then the children started disappearing. We found the first one in the reeds, torn up, and I knew. I knew it was him. I just didn't know how."

Rowan looked at the elder's hands. Old hands, knotted with work, but steady. The knife never slipped.

"The Church. Did anyone go to them? Tell them he was back?"

The elder laughed. Short, bitter.

"We sent a rider. He came back empty. Said the Church had no record of any Corin, no record of any farmer, no record of anything. Said we must be mistaken. Said if we kept making accusations, they might investigate us instead."

Rowan had expected that. Still, hearing it made something cold settle in his chest.

"So you sent for me."

"We sent for anyone. You were the only one who came."

The elder's name was Garret.

He'd lived in Drownmeet his whole life, sixty-three years, and had buried more people than he could count. His wife was in the graveyard. His son too, taken by fever twenty years ago. He had a daughter somewhere in the south, married to a merchant, sent letters twice a year. He showed Rowan her latest, proud and sad at the same time, the way old men get when their children leave and don't come back.

"She wants me to come south," Garret said. "Says I'm too old for this. Says I should sit by a fire and let someone else worry."

"Why don't you?"

Garret looked at him. One eye, but sharp.

"Because who would worry if I didn't?"

Rowan had no answer for that.

They sat in silence for a while. The village moved around them, ordinary life, people carrying water and chopping wood and pretending the last week hadn't happened. That was the way of villages. Keep moving. Stop moving and the grief catches up.

"Corin," Rowan said finally. "Tell me about him. Before."

Garret's knife paused. He seemed to consider something, then shrugged.

"Quiet man. Kept to himself. Good farmer, though. Grew better vegetables than anyone. Used to bring extra to the market, trade for things he needed. Never asked for charity, never caused trouble. Married a woman from the next valley, pretty thing, younger than him. They seemed happy."

"When did it start? The change?"

"Hard to say. Looking back, you see signs. He stopped coming to market. Stopped talking to people. His wife started coming alone, looking worried. Then she stopped coming too. Someone went to check on them, found her crying, said Corin wouldn't get out of bed. Just lay there staring at the ceiling."

Rowan filed that away. Withdrawal. Sickness. Then the Church came.

"The black-robes. Did they examine him? Ask questions?"

"They took him. That's all I know. They didn't talk to us, didn't explain, didn't ask. Just took him and left. We thought that was the end."

"But it wasn't."

"No. It wasn't."

Garret set down his whittling. Looked at Rowan with that one eye, sharp and sad.

"You killed him. Properly this time. I believe that. But I keep thinking—if the Church made him that way, if they did something to him in that place they took him, then he's not the only one, is he? There are others. Other Corins. Other villages. Other children."

Rowan said nothing.

"I'm an old man. I'll be dead soon, and maybe that's a blessing. But you're not old. You're young enough to carry this. Young enough to wonder. Young enough to ask questions."

"I ask questions," Rowan said. "I just don't like the answers."

Garret nodded slowly. Reached into his pocket and produced something small. Held it out.

Copper coin. Old, worn smooth on one side. A hole drilled through it, threaded on a leather cord.

"Boy's," Garret said. "Tomas. He carried it everywhere. Said it was his lucky coin. His mother gave it to me after... after. Said she couldn't bear to look at it. I thought maybe you'd take it. For luck."

Rowan looked at the coin. Didn't reach for it.

"I don't believe in luck."

"Doesn't matter if you believe. Matters if you carry. Someone should remember him. Someone should carry something of his into the world. Might as well be you."

Rowan took the coin. It was warm from Garret's pocket. Light. Worthless.

He put it in his pouch next to the silver.

"I'll carry it."

Garret nodded. Picked up his whittling again.

"You'll be leaving today?"

"Now."

"Good. Nothing for you here. Nothing for anyone."

Rowan stood. Looked down at the old man with one eye and a dead son and a daughter far away.

"The road north," Garret said. "Watch yourself on it. There are things in those hills worse than marsh creatures."

"There always are."

He left the bench, walked through the village, passed through the gate. No one stopped him. No one waved. Behind him, the funeral was over, the graves filled, the living getting on with living.

He walked into the trees and didn't look back.

The road north was old.

Not ancient, not ruinous, just old in the way of roads that have been traveled for centuries without ever being properly maintained. Ruts from wagon wheels. Patches of mud where springs bubbled up through the stone. Trees leaning close on either side, branches interlaced, making a tunnel of green and shadow.

Rowan walked it alone.

He preferred alone. Alone meant no questions, no explanations, no one to watch while he slept. Alone meant moving at his own pace, stopping when he wanted, thinking his own thoughts.

But the thoughts today kept circling back to the village. To Tomas, six years old, who liked honeycakes. To his mother, found on the rocks. To Corin, the quiet farmer, taken by the Church and returned wrong.

To the brand on Corin's ribs, closing wound, incense smell.

He walked faster. The road climbed, gradually, the first hint of the hills ahead. Good. Moving helped. Moving kept the mind on the present, on the next step, on the sounds of the forest around him.

The forest was quiet.

Too quiet.

Rowan stopped. Listened. No birds. No squirrels rustling in the leaves. Just wind, high up, moving through the canopy without touching the ground.

He stepped off the road, into the trees, and waited.

Minutes passed. Five. Ten. His breathing slowed, his pulse dropped, his eyes scanned without seeming to move. This was the old way, the Warden's way. Become part of the forest. Let it hide you.

Footsteps.

On the road, coming from the direction he'd come. Not trying to be quiet. Heavy boots, multiple sets, moving with purpose. Rowan counted. Four, maybe five. Men, by the weight. Not running, but walking fast.

They reached the spot where he'd left the road. Stopped.

"She said he came this way." A man's voice. Rough. Soldier's voice.

"She said a lot of things." Another voice. Older. Colder.

"She paid us to find him."

"She paid us to find him and bring back his head. There's a difference. Heads don't move. Heads don't fight back."

Rowan didn't move. Didn't breathe. His hand found his sword hilt, slow, silent.

"They're just stories. Grey Warden. One man, alone, no one to help him. We're five."

"Four. Gerant's leg is bad."

"Four, then. Still enough."

The older voice laughed. No humor in it.

"You believe that. You go first."

Silence. Then the rough voice, uncertain now.

"We just... stand here?"

"No. We find him. But we find him smart. Spread out. Stay where you can see each other. He's one man. One man can't be everywhere."

Footsteps again, spreading into the trees. Coming closer.

Rowan moved.

Silent as smoke, he slipped deeper into the forest, circling, always keeping trees between himself and the searchers. He counted them as they passed. Four men, as the older voice said. Armed. Swords, axes, one with a crossbow. Not soldiers, not quite. Mercenaries. Hired muscle.

Hired by who?

The answer came immediately. The Church. Or someone connected to them. The woman at the inn—Nyra—she'd been seen with him. Someone talked. Someone always talked.

He found a thick oak, pressed his back to it, and waited for the nearest man.

The man was young. Twenty, maybe. Beardless. Carrying a sword too big for him, the kind boys buy when they want to look dangerous. He moved nervously, eyes darting, gripping the hilt like it might bite him.

Rowan let him pass. Then stepped out behind him.

"Don't scream."

The boy froze. Rowan's knife pressed against his kidney, not hard, just enough to feel.

"Drop the sword."

It clattered to the leaves.

"How many?"

"F-Four. I mean five, but Gerant—"

"How many here, now?"

"Four. Us four. The others are—"

"I know where they are. Who hired you?"

The boy's voice cracked. "Don't know. Man in town. Paid silver. Said find the Grey Warden, bring his head. Didn't say why."

"What town?"

"M-Millcross. Day south. He just... found us. In a tavern. Offered silver."

Rowan believed him. Boys this scared couldn't lie.
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