
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
 
Edward W. Robertson
 
 
© 2014
 
 
 



BOOKS IN THE CYCLE OF ARAWN
 
The White Tree
The Great Rift
The Black Star
 



To everyone who's stuck with me through The White Tree and The Great Rift. Hope you like the end of the journey.
 





1 
Blays took a final look at the field, memorizing what he was about to lose, and disappeared beneath the roaring tsunami of rock. Dust rushed past the avalanche in a choking cloud, sweeping away the sunlight. The earth shook and groaned as if the tide of stones would never end. At last it did, and the dust settled, and Blays was gone.
The dream was always the same, but that didn't mean Dante was used to it. He woke with a gasp. The mountain air was cold but his chest was slick with sweat. The smell of pines sat on the damp air. Lew, the young monk Olivander had insisted Dante bring with him, slept on, tangled in his blankets.
Dante got up for a walk. Dawn was an hour away, but he knew he wouldn't be able to get back to sleep. He was so sick of the guilt. During daylight hours, it was easy enough to ignore it, to pretend it wasn't there. But when he slept—when his mind set down its shield and doused the fire of consciousness—the dreams crawled in.
Something rustled in the fallen leaves. Dante went still. The noise was soft, deliberate. The whisper of a predator watching from the brush. Small, though. Perhaps a lynx. Dante considered illuminating it with the nether, then walked on. The woods smelled of sap and cold dew on lichen. He pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders.
Though the Wodun Mountains began hardly a hundred miles east of Narashtovik, he'd never been so deep within them, and he spent what was left of the night wandering in a wide circle around the camp. Getting a feel for the steepness of the slopes. The firmness of the ground, which he touched not only with his feet, but with the nether, exploring the shadowy net dispersed in the old death lurking in the soil. Once, he crouched and touched the chilly ground. The nether rose in a black puddle that absorbed the silver of the moon. It looked the same as it did anywhere else.
First light touched the woods, gray-blue and eerie. He returned to camp. Dawn was as slow to struggle past the eastern peaks as Lew was to fight his way from his bedroll. The monk was barely of man's age, and though he was talented with the nether, his superiors believed he lacked ambition. That was why he in particular had been assigned to attend Dante. The trip was nothing much, a visit to a quiet backwater that probably wouldn't have noticed if Narashtovik had annexed it, but the location was a touch exotic and the travel had its arduous moments. With luck, it would stir Lew's imagination, show him the opportunities available to those who worked hard and focused on making the most of themselves.
Or so his minders believed. Dante nudged his sleeping carcass with a damp toe. Lew started, thrashing about in his blankets. His eyes were round and wide in the dawn. Seeing Dante, he donned the vaguely intoxicated smile of someone attempting to mask their confusion with agreeability.
"You were out?" he said.
"We're in the middle of nowhere," Dante said. "That makes everywhere 'out.'"
"But what about the kappers?"
"Terrifying to imagine, I'm sure. Have you ever seen a kapper?"
"No," Lew said slowly, "but I never saw you until I did, either."
Dante rolled his eyes. "Unlike kappers, I wasn't hunted to extinction five hundred years ago. Get moving. Long hike ahead of us."
Lew emerged from his bedding and dressed. While he prepared for the day, Dante boiled black tea, which they drank with a breakfast of cold meat pies. After cleaning up camp (they wouldn't garner any goodwill with the locals by leaving the Woduns full of refuse and fires), they made their way back to the alleged "road," a dirt trail interrupted by rubbly patches where floods and mudslides had erased or buried the path ahead. It was slow going. On the steeper inclines, Dante found himself short of breath. He'd been spending too many days cooped inside the Citadel under Olivander's tutelage. Tending to the administration of a newly independent Narashtovik was an important task, surely, but it had left him poorly equipped to deal with tasking climbs into mountainous hinterlands.
The ridges were jagged basalt that looked as if they'd been sheared off within the last year. Which they probably had. The snows in the Woduns were notoriously fierce. One of many reasons so few people lived here. Even the norren forswore them in favor of the southern hills and the less treacherous heights of the Dundens.
He and Lew stopped sometime before noon to rest their feet and eat more pies. Ever since entering the hills, Dante had tasked Lew with soothing the cuts, scrapes, and blisters they accrued while traveling. They shucked their shoes and Lew frowned, holding his hands out before him as if warming them next to a fire. After a too-long moment, shadows drifted to his hands, drawn from under stones and leaves, as sluggish as a stream in the plains. Lew frowned harder and ushered the nether to their feet. Dante's soles tickled. His blisters vanished.
He wiggled his toes. "Nice work."
"Thanks," Lew muttered. "How much further to Soll, you think?"
"Couldn't say."
"Have you seen any sign of it? The lights?"
"No," Dante said. "Do you think we should turn back?"
"Of course not." Lew stiffened, face spreading with alarm. "Unless you do. Then who would I be to insist we press on?"
"A person whose opinion might be worth listening to." He reached for his boots. "We'll go on. It isn't just lights. There were reports of sheep going missing."
"Missing sheep," Lew said. "And for that, the Council dispatches its highest priest?"
"Technically, that's still Olivander. Anyway, we're here to do more than investigate. We owe the easterners for their support during the war. This visit is part of our repayment."
"Ah. Politics."
"Indeed." Dante stood and settled his pack on his shoulders. "Politics."
He climbed through switchbacks that overlooked sheer black cliffs. Pines clung tight to the pitched soil. It was early fall, but streamers of frigid mist wound through the trees, shredded by the rich green needles. At times the path plunged into stark valleys, desolate places that only saw daylight when the sun hung straight overhead. Dante saw no farms, no livestock, not even any trash. No evidence of human habitation besides the road itself.
The sun tilted to the west. Dante descended into another valley. When they hiked up the far side, the sky grew no lighter. He made a face. It would be twilight soon. Still no sign of the village of Soll. He sighed, resolving to cross one more hill and call it a day.
They ambled down a slope and up the other side. At the crest, Dante stopped and peered into the dimming light.
"Well," Lew said. "It's getting dark."
"I see that." Dante pointed across the shallow valley. Past it, the land shot up in a swift cliff of black rock. "See that?"
"The huge wall of impassible stone?"
"Wrong. The huge wall of stone that would be impassible if not for the staircase in it."
Lew cocked his head. Dante strode forward before the young monk could object. As they grew close, Dante saw he'd been wrong about one thing: the cliffs weren't as steep as they appeared. Perhaps forty-five degrees, and ascending beyond sight. The staircase was carved into its surface, tall steps that hardly had space for Dante's boots. The treads of the stairs were rounded and glossy in the middle, worn by centuries of footsteps.
Lew looked even paler than normal. "You're thinking we should climb that?"
"Unless you're an especially talented jumper." Dante swayed up the steps. "Soll should be right on the other side."
He began a steady upward pace. Between the angle and the coming night, it was hard to tell how high the staircase rose. He could see nothing beyond its far end. It seemed to stop in mid-air, as if the steps were a bridge to the stars that were beginning to peek from the deep blue skies.
By unspoken mutual agreement, they halted halfway up to catch their breath. Dante looked back for the first time, which turned out to be an incredibly poor decision. Three hundred feet above the dark valley floor, it felt as if he were about to fall straight to his doom. He had to sit down and cling to the steps before they could attempt to shake him off.
Lew looked away without a word. Dante felt strangely disappointed. He didn't pin down the emotion's source until he'd resumed climbing: a part of him had been wanting the kid to scoff at him. To joke that Dante had been bested by a set of steps. Instead, they climbed in stodgy silence. The only sound was the rush of their breath and the hiss of the wind in the pines to their sides.
At last they neared the point where the steps conceded to the sky; Dante prayed it was the top and that there wasn't another staircase beyond. Lew slowed, as if he were afraid the endless staircase might dump them into an equally bottomless ravine.
The top landed them at the edge of a sprawling meadow. Grass rustled in the twilight, bordered by trees on all sides. Three hundred yards ahead, a village rested in the dregs of the day. Small, flickering lights pricked the face of the cliffs overlooking it.
Dante trudged along the dirt path set in the knee-high grass. Despite the fires in the cliff and the village below it, he heard nothing besides the wind and a solitary pheasant clucking from the pines. He drew the nether close.
In the village, a few dozen structures stood around a flagstone plaza. The buildings were hewn of mortared basalt. Built to last. Each one was shuttered, vacant. A stone-lined stream trickled through the plaza's center, bridged at three places by arches built in the same fashion as the village. Dante turned in a circle, confirming Soll was empty, then tipped back his head at the cliffs. Candlelight flickered from a score of points in its face.
He cupped his hands to his mouth. "Hello?"
"Is this how it's supposed to look?" Lew whispered.
"Perhaps they're afraid of the dark."
"All of them?"
"Maybe they heard you were coming and fled to high ground to escape your complaints." Dante cleared his throat. "Hello?!"
His call echoed off the rocks. Thirty feet up, a shutter creaked open, spilling light into the darkness.
"What are you doing?" a man cried.
"Trying to deduce why your village is vertical," Dante said.
"Get out of here!"
"We've done nothing wrong. We're here on a mission of peace."
The man leaned far enough from his window to make out his silhouette. "Then get out of this place while you still can!"
Lew tugged Dante's cloak, gazing into the forest. "There's something out there."
"That's just the wind." Dante turned back to the man in the high window. "We've traveled all the way from Narashtovik. On foot, no less, because you've chosen to make your home in a place where horses are too smart to travel."
The man hesitated. "Narashtovik?"
"I am a member of its highest Council," Dante said. Something rustled behind him. He blinked into the darkness. "We're here to learn more about the lights. The death of your livestock."
"Look!" Lew hissed, pointing.
Dante followed his finger. Where the stream entered the plaza, a creature ruffled the grass. Dante's heart leapt. "What the hell is that?"
Lew moaned. "It's a kapper."
Dante strained his eyes. In the dark grass, a silhouette slunk forward. Man-sized at least, hunched over. Four-legged. Primal alarm surged in Dante's chest. He whipped his head to face the cliffs and something snapped at his nose. He shrieked—a small one, but undeniably a shriek—and batted at the object, which proved to be a knot-studded rope. It whapped against the cliff wall and swung back and forth.
"Hurry!" the man called in a hoarse whisper.
Lew gave Dante one look, then scrabbled up the rope. Across the plaza, the beast snorted. The rope jerked as Lew hauled himself up to the high window with surprising alacrity. A bass growl drifted from the stream. Dante jumped on the swaying rope and hauled himself up hand over hand, knees and elbows banging the cliff. He glanced toward the stream, but between the gloom and the twisting of the rope, he couldn't make out more than a shape lumbering into the square.
Above, Lew's legs kicked and disappeared into the cliff. Dante reached the window, a stone ledge that opened into a warm room lit by a handful of tallow candles. Hands grabbed his wrists and hauled him inside. Lew's eyes were enormous. The man who'd thrown down the rope grabbed Dante's shoulders and looked him up and down. The man was late middle-aged, hands scabbed from hard work. His blunt, round nose resembled some of the smaller boulders they'd seen on their trek into the mountains.
"Are you all right?" he said.
"A little bruised from sprinting up a thirty-foot wall," Dante said. "Why the hell do you live in a cliff?"
The man tilted his head quizzically. "Because of the kappers."
Lew leaned over the stone sill. "Look!"
In the starlit plaza, a silhouetted beast lumbered across the grounds, pawing at stones. Dante frowned and focused the nether, shaping it into a simple point of white light. The man gasped and fell back a step, shoes scraping the stone floor.
Dante winged the light down to the plaza, hovering it ten feet above the ground, fairy-like. The beast swung its head toward the source of light and stood up on its hind paws to sniff the air.
"Would that be a black-furred kapper?" Dante said. "Or the more common brown-haired variety?"
The bear—which was clearly a juvenile—snuffed loudly and dropped back to a four-footed posture. It pawed at a bit of trash wedged against one of the stone buildings.
Dante raised his eyebrows at the middle-aged man. "That's why you live in the cliffs like a flock of pigeons?"
"That is obviously a harmless bear," the man sputtered. He moved to close the shutters. "Kappers are another matter entirely. The size of a bear, but armored. Teeth like a shark. Spiral horns like a unicorn. And harder to kill than a tick."
"You've seen one?"
"Do you really think we'd sleep fifty feet off the ground because of a superstition?"
"So you've structured your entire lives around them?" Dante gestured at the cave walls. "By day, you go on about your business on the ground, but as soon as night falls, it's up to the sky-caverns?"
"They hunt by night." The man glanced about the room, as if just now realizing he'd hauled two strangers into his home and it would be quite awkward to evict them after explaining why his entire village refused to set foot outside after dark. "Can climb trees, too. How could you have been sent here without being told about the kappers?"
"We were told about them," Lew said.
The man raised his graying brows at Dante. "But you didn't believe."
"After that convincing display, you can be sure I do now." Dante stepped away from the shuttered window. "We're here to see a man named Ast Modell. Does he live here?"
"Sure does."
"Can you show me to him?"
"Gods, no!" the man said. "What kind of idiot climbs around on a cliff face in the middle of the night?"
Dante gathered himself to argue, then realized he was exhausted. The man's name was Vinsin and he offered to put Dante and Lew up in the smaller of his two rooms. Perhaps it was because of the complete darkness, or maybe just because they'd been hiking through the mountains for days on end, but Dante slept until Vinsin flung open the shutters with a creak and a clap, exposing them to the morning. Attempting to be a good guest, Dante moved to the window to empty the chamber pot.
Vinsin grabbed his wrist, gaping in horror. "What do you think you're doing?"
"Removing the piss from your house," Dante said. "Or were you saving it?"
"Not out the window you're not! What if everyone did that? Think of the stink!" He shook his head, tied a thin rope around the pot's handle, and gingerly lowered it foot by foot to the ground. Once it rested safely at the base of the cliffs, he pointed to a gap in the trees west of town. "There's a rather large hole over yonder. I hope you can figure out how to use it."
Dante still hadn't had a sip of tea, but the climb down the knotted rope got his heart pumping fast enough to clear his head. He strolled across the plaza, holding the pot away from himself to avoid splashing. A couple dozen ropes dangled down the cliff like the world's biggest loom. People came and went from the stone buildings. Smoke rose from chimneys. The smell of baking bread, roast mutton, and fried greens filled the square.
The odor above the yawning latrine was less wonderful. Dante emptied the pot, careful not to pitch himself into the pit along with it, walked to the stream to wash his hands, then returned to the plaza.
There, Lew stood on tiptoes. He spotted Dante and his eyes lit up. "Breakfast this way!"
He led the way to one of the structures. Inside, a score of people poked at stovetop pans. Steam rose from the cooking. Vinsin waved, grabbed a kettle, and brought them hot mugs of minty tea. It took Dante a minute to understand what he was seeing: the kitchens and indeed much of the village was communal; privacy (and most private property) was reserved for the cliffside homes. Vinsin finished at his station and brought them plates of bread, grits, fried mushrooms, wilted greens, and a few shreds of chicken. They ate outside. Though Dante didn't know what Ast Modell looked like, he couldn't stop himself from glancing around the square.
"Ah," Vinsin said as they were busy scraping up the last of the grits with heels of bread. "There's your man."
Ast Modell stood out from the others like an albino. Or, in his case, the opposite: while Gaskans were notoriously pale, Ast had a brush of color to his skin. Could easily pass for a citizen of far southern Bressel, yet there was something else foreign to his features which Dante couldn't place.
"I wasn't sure you'd come," Ast said, making no effort to shake hands. "It's just a few lights."
"And gutted sheep!" Lew said, with a little too much enthusiasm.
"Whatever it is, it's unnatural," Dante said. "Narashtovik is happy to look into it and ensure no harm comes to your people."
Ast shrugged his thin shoulders. "No one's being hurt. Strange things often appear in the mountains. In time, they disappear."
"I hear these signs have persisted for weeks. We'd rather be safe. Even if they're completely innocuous, a phenomenon like that is of interest to the Council."
"Getting to them will require a walltent. Are you aware of their use?"
"I'm not aware of their is," Dante said.
"Portable sleeping platforms," Ast said. "You secure them to the sides of cliffs at night."
"Is that safe?" Lew said.
"Safer than sleeping on the ground."
"They won't be necessary," Dante said.
Ast gave him a long look. "You prefer to be shredded and devoured?"
"We won't need portable tents when I can create portable caves. All you need to do is provide a few supplies and lead the way."
The thin man looked skeptical, then nodded. "If that is your wish. The hike will take three days."
"Three days?" Dante said. "Where are we walking to, the moon?"
"This isn't Narashtovik. These are the Woduns. There are no roads."
"Well, that's ominous," Dante muttered.
Ast went to gather the requisite food, clothes, and climbing gear, some of which he had stored in his cave, some of which he had to barter from other villagers. Compiling these goods took a couple hours, which Dante spent frustrated and bored. All he wanted to do was help these people. Yet Ast—whom Olivander swore by; he'd fought for Narashtovik during the Chainbreakers' War—seemed reticent to take a single step outside town.
Terrified of kappers, no doubt. Dante had seen their horns displayed as trophies, admittedly. At the same time, he'd lived in Gask for a decade. Had traversed the lands from the norren hills to Pocket Cove. In all that time, he'd never seen evidence of a live one.
He decided to quit grousing about how much time they were losing and go save some instead. At a stone structure that housed ten different vendors, he bought travel food: meat pies, bread, smoked sausage. A few potatoes in case they got ambitious enough to cook on the trail. By the time he wrapped up, Ast returned with packs full of gear. They struck north at ten that morning.
A dirt trail switchbacked up the side of the cliff where Soll retired each night. At the top, the sun shined on a broad, windswept meadow. White sheep dotted the grass.
"Don't the kappers eat the sheep?" Lew said.
"Sometimes," Ast said. "They seem to prefer humans."
"Curious," Dante said. "And convenient."
Ast gave him a sidelong look, but said no more. Beyond the meadow, screes of dark shale footed sudden peaks. Ast led them over a spar of jumbled stones, which shifted threateningly underfoot, clacking dryly. In the sunlight, Dante worked up a hard sweat. The scree led up to another pine forest. Birds hopped from branch to branch, chided by squirrels. Slippery needles lay thick underfoot. Dante hunched his shoulder to wipe the sweat from the side of his face.
The woods continued for several forevers. It was a steady uphill slog, and very soon Dante was having serious thoughts about foregoing the whole endeavor to take up a life of farming. Better yet, to become a fisherman. Anywhere far from the mountains.
The sunlight grew brittle, the air chilly. Ast nodded ahead. "Be on the lookout for cliffs. Anything twenty feet or higher should do."
Lew took his assignment very seriously, head on a swivel for any sign of rocky rises. Assuming they'd be rather easy to spot, Dante gave it no special attention. Twenty minutes later, Ast pointed at a gap in the canopy. A black wall loomed above the forest.
It was an everyday cliff. Nearly vertical. Fist-sized rocks littered its base. Dante glanced at the sun, but it was hidden behind the trees. Maybe an hour until it set. Part of him wanted to continue on until dusk—there was no shortage of cliffs in the area—but another part of him, specifically his legs, argued for an immediate halt to all activity more rigorous than breathing.
He got out his favorite knife, a short-bladed, antler-handled norren weapon that never went dull, and cut a quick line on the top of his left arm. As soon as he called to the nether, it flocked to the welling blood. He tilted back his head and felt for the nether woven into the rock of the cliff.
"You may want to stand back," he said.
The two men shuffled behind him, feet scraping over rocks. 25 feet up, Dante plunged his focus into the stone. He thought about dropping the excavation in a single dramatic boulder, but not wanting to make too much noise, or inadvertently smash Lew into monk-jam, he opted to liquefy the rock into the consistency of thick mud. It flowed down the face of the cliff and settled over the sharded rock on the ground. Within moments, a hole large enough to climb through had appeared in the side of the wall.
"Not bad," Ast said.
"It isn't." Dante took a step back to examine the cliff. "But here's the best part."
Starting just below the cave, he gouged a small hole in the rock, leaving a lip of stone on its bottom edge. A foot below that, he duplicated it, continuing in this fashion all the way down the cliff. He'd soon carved a makeshift ladder up the wall.
He staggered back, legs trembling; he could move much more earth than that, but delicate work was always more draining. "Should be a little easier than a rope."
This time, Ast's look was unreadable. "I'd heard about your people. I saw some of you during the war. But I never knew you were capable of a thing like this."
"The others aren't," Dante said, allowing a certain pride to enter his voice. "Just me."
Ast nodded vaguely. "Hungry?"
"As a kapper."
Lew laughed uncertainly. They sat down on a fallen log. At the other end, wear and insects had reduced the wood to a spongy crumble. Inch-long black ants trundled through the orange bits. Dante kept one eye on them as he ate his meat pie.
"Tell me more about these signs," he said.
Ast gave it some thought. "Lights in the sky. They are rumored to resemble Ghost Lights."
"Isn't it too early in the year for that?"
"I don't have a direct line to the clouds," Ast said, "but through careful observation, I've discovered they do whatever they want whenever they want. If it were to snow tomorrow, you might think it's too early in the season. But you couldn't argue with the fact there was snow."
"He probably could," Lew said, then shot a startled look at Dante.
Dante ignored this. "Sure, but if the snowflakes were shaped like trees—or cicadas—I might begin to suspect it wasn't your average, everyday storm."
Ash chewed bread, watching the woods, and brushed crumbs from his shirt. "People see shapes that aren't there. Particularly people who spend all day staring at sheep. In a couple of days, you can see for yourself."
They finished eating and climbed the makeshift ladder to the cave. Inside, they spread blankets on the smooth floor and hung sheepskins over the small entrance to help trap their body heat inside. Even so, the cold woke Dante more than once. When it did, he pulled aside the sheepskin and watched the night, but saw no strange lights in the sky.
At daybreak, they climbed down and prepared for the day's hike. Dante didn't bother to fill in the cave; they'd need it on the way back, and in any event he wanted to conserve his strength. The forest quit abruptly just an hour into the day, spitting them into a craggy field bereft of everything but shrubs, weeds, a few late-season wildflowers, and a hell of a lot of boulders. They stopped at the edge of the pines to cut walking staffs, then continued into the rocks.
The uneven footing made for slow going. Ahead, conical peaks soared against the sky, white-capped and forbidding. Lew struggled to keep up. Their breath misted the air. Patches of snow hid in sheltered blue pockets the sun rarely touched.
The field stretched for a few miles that took far too long to cross. Elevated above all but the highest peaks, and with no ground cover taller than his waist, Dante felt simultaneously exposed and protected. It would be virtually impossible to sneak up on them here.
Shortly after noon, they climbed a short ridge and found themselves at the edge of a sheer ravine. The gap plunged a hundred feet to a frozen stream bed of bright ice. The far edge of the ravine hung sixty feet away.
"Shall we climb down?" Ast said. "Or would you prefer to save us an hour and simply sling a rock bridge across it?"
"A bridge?" Dante said. "I must have left it in my other cloak."
"Yesterday, I watched you carve a hole in a cliff by staring at it. Would this be so much harder?"
"Yes. And significantly more prone to collapsing halfway across and dashing our brains against a glacier. I could probably conjure up a sturdy enough bridge, but that might leave me too worn out to create a cave tonight. And where does that leave us? In a kapper's stomach."
"And we didn't bring a walltent." Ast nodded. "Let's hope we've got enough rope."
They'd need every bit of it to descend the ravine, which had a few ledges here and there, but was otherwise vertical. Ast secured the rope around a rock, then belted himself to the rope, gave it a tug, slipped on thin leather gloves, and started down.
"Just like that, then?" Dante said.
Five feet down the cliff face, Ast glanced up, squinting against the sun directly overhead. "Unless you'd prefer to jump."
"Lew first. I can use him to cushion my fall."
Dante looped his belt over the rope and got on gloves. Once Ast was halfway down, he paused on a ledge and signaled Dante to follow. With his pack and clothes, the going was awkward; the first time his feet dangled into empty space, he had to bite down a scream.
Yet the climb wasn't as atrocious as he expected. With his legs curled around the rope, his belt threaded around it, and the cliff right beside him, much of the pressure was eased from his arms, and he was able to take breathers on three separate ledges. He did his best not to look down until Ast finally called from below—he'd reached the bottom. Dante looked up and gestured Lew to follow.
A couple minutes later, his feet scraped solid ground. He lowered himself and removed his belt from the rope. Pebbles and dust skittered down the cliff, dislodged by Lew's scrabbling. While Dante waited for the young monk, Ast crunched across the ribbon of ice and gazed up at the other cliff.
Lew lowered himself inch by inch. Six feet from the ground, he let go, rope sliding between his belt and legs. He jarred into the ground and crouched. "They do not teach us this in the monastery."
"I'll take it up with your master." Dante tipped back his head. "Go make yourself useful to Ast."
Lew scurried across the rocks, slowing to pick his way across the ice. Absently, Dante opened a small cut on his arm, gazed at the spot where the rope disappeared over the top of the cliff, and felt his way through the nether to the rock where the rope was secured. With a thought, he turned the rock's base as soft as sand, then yanked on the rope with all his weight. It caught, then jerked free. Dante sat down hard. He scrambled out of the way as the rope thumped to the ground in loose coils.
He gathered it up and carried it across the ice to Ast, who had hammered a couple of spikes into the side of the opposite cliff.
Ast glanced over his shoulder noted the rope. "That should make things easier."
Dante threw the coils at his feet. "How were we going to get up without it?"
"With great difficulty."
Ast had already shed his cloak and all his gear except two small but heavy pouches. He spent the next half hour scaling the cliff freehand, securing the rope to ledges, outcrops, and spikes bashed into nooks in the rock. Dante watched the skies. Supposedly the lights only appeared at night, but maybe that was because no one thought to look during the day.
At last, Ast reached the top, then clambered back down, stopping at a ledge some thirty feet high. "This is the only tricky part. Cliff slopes in here. Bring up the gear, then I'll give you a hand up."
Dante loaded up and did as he was told, hauling himself up the rope. Dust clung to his gloves and sweaty face. The air smelled of ice and freshly broken rock. He climbed the first twenty feet quite easily, but as he grew nearer to the ledge where Ast was perched, the cliff slanted away from him, separating him from its face. He paused a moment to catch his breath, then hauled himself up to the lip of rock. A hand poked from the edge. Dante wrapped his arm around the rope, unshouldered a pack, and passed it up. Once he'd transferred the last of the gear to Ast, he grabbed the ledge to pull himself up.
Grit slid under his gloved hand. He felt his grip give, first on his left hand, then his right. He kicked at the rope to try to tangle his legs and realized he'd forgotten to belt himself to it. The ground spun thirty feet beneath him. With a shout, he fell into empty space.
Ast grabbed his wrist, pitching forward. Dante dangled, pawing for the rope, but he'd fallen to the side and couldn't make contact. Tendons bulged on Ast's neck. Inch by inch, he slid across the dusty platform.
Dante took a quick breath and dived into the nether in the cliff. Ast scraped over the black rock, grunting. With his free hand, he grabbed at the rope. Dante's weight pulled him from the ledge; for a moment, he hung onto the rope, Dante suspended beneath him, and then his hold gave out. Lew shouted. They fell.
A black platform shot from the rock two feet below them. Dante landed on it and then Ast landed on him, bashing the breath from his lungs. Dante fought for air, sprawled on his back, and laughed stupidly.
"Nice catch," Ast said dryly.
"Could say the same for you," Dante managed. "Thank you."
"It was nothing. But please don't do it again. Not unless you're able to reattach yanked-free arms."
"I've never tried." Dante sat up and brushed himself off. He was scraped and bruised but intact. He leaned over the edge and called down. "Bad news, Lew! You still have to climb this after all."
They made it up without further incident, stopping above the ravine to let their hearts settle and to knock off the dust. All told, the crossing had cost them two hours. Two hours to travel sixty horizontal feet. Dante really needed to learn how to fly.
They spent the next couple hours crossing a flat, gleaming snowfield interrupted by fingers of ebony rock. Dante's boats soaked straight through. He was starting to think this trip had been a mistake. There might be a few gutted sheep out here in the wilds, but whatever was happening was too far removed to menace Soll or the other villages in the foothills.
After a long, steady descent, another pine forest swallowed them up. They called an early day to build a fire and dry their shoes as best they could. Ast scouted another cliff, into which Dante hollowed another cave. They returned to the fire to warm up dinner. The smoke smelled good. So did the meat pies heated in the pan: oil, fried dough, warm shredded pork.
"Of all the ways I've almost ever died," Dante said between bites, "I think that's the first time it's been from falling off a cliff."
Ast chuckled. "You wouldn't be the first to be claimed by the Woduns."
"Are you from here?" Lew said brightly.
"More or less."
"How can a place be 'more or less' your birthplace?"
"I was born here," Ast said carefully, "but we don't consider it our homeland."
"'We'?" Dante said.
Ast gestured to take in the woods and mountains. "My people."
Lew dunked a chunk of bread in melted snow-water, softening it. "If you miss it so bad, why don't you just go home?"
The man laughed. "It turns out it's difficult to go back to a place that no longer exists."
"Oh." Lew cleared his throat, blushing. "What happened? If you don't mind my asking?"
"War," Ast shrugged. "That's all."
They stayed by the fire through dusk, warming themselves, steam rising from their boots. The sun glowed orange on the peaks, then stole away behind the western ridges. They climbed up to the cave and settled in for another cold night.
Hours later, light flashed on Dante's eyelids. He felt far too tired for it to be dawn already. He parted the sheepskins on the cave's entrance and stared into the frozen night. Starlight played on frosted pine needles. So did other colors: pinks, pastel blues, electric greens. He leaned out from the cave and craned his head, but the lights were sourced on the other side of the cliff, out of sight.
But he could see plenty. Narashtovik was far enough north that he'd witnessed the Ghost Lights on three different occasions. And the colors in the sky did not resemble the Ghost Lights.
The three of them had borne their swords with them all this way. Dante retreated into the cave to fetch his blade and his boots. Once he'd put these on, he pawed out past the sheepskins, found his torchstone, and blew on it, illuminating himself in soft white light. More than enough to find his way down the ladder hewn into the stone.
He reached the ground and backed away from the cliffs. His breath hung heavy in the air. The torchstone glowed on gnarled pines and spotty grasses. He walked briskly through the undergrowth, climbed a small rise, and emerged onto a bald crown of rock.
Behind the cliffs, rainbows of fluid light flowed across the skies. Sometimes they weren't so different from the Ghost Lights of winter—eerie reds, greens, and blues, flickering rhythmically, as if to a silent tune—but at other times they formed abstract lines and shapes. Once, he would have sworn he saw a winged insect; another time, a rabbit. A nethermancer could create such illusions, but unless the fellow was insane, this would be a very strange place to be doing so.
Twigs snapped behind him. He turned, turning the torchstone with him. Eyes flashed from the darkness. Horns. Teeth and plated scales worn by a beast the size of a bear.
The kapper lowered its head and charged.



 2 
Lord Pendelles awoke in a stranger's sheets sweaty, hungover, and eminently pleased with himself. He stretched, wincing lightly at the headache behind his right temple. It was indeed a hard life, being chauffeured around the countryside to drink the fine wines and liquors of Gask's wealthiest men, but someone had to keep these fools entertained.
He kicked the sheets off his legs to cool down while he attempted to remember the precise course of the previous night's wine-soaked conversation. Not that he particularly cared what Duke Dilliger had to say about much of anything. Besides, perhaps, "Here is your wagon-train of silver."
But Pendelles was here on business, and as he had learned, there was a very particular art to business—or anyway, to the business that involved lords, ladies, and those few commoners rich enough to buy such titles. While a few of these people of means were no-nonsense types who preferred to throw out proposals and hammer down details before you had the chance to sit down, most were far more leisurely about it. Perhaps because while commerce was the chief occupation of merchants and the like, the chief occupation of the upper crust was, in fact, leisure.
Such as stretching your legs and curling your toes beneath silk sheets that someone else would have to wash.
So he relived the conversation, or anyway the parts he could remember, and soon determined he'd made no major gaffes. Had been quite content to pass the night exchanging rude jokes and court gossip. For Duke Dilliger was the nephew of King Moddegan himself, and young enough to believe the crown would someday leave lines across his own scalp.
There had been no mention of business at all until near the end of what Pendelles could recall. Dilliger had brought it up, promising breezily they'd get down to the wheels of the thing on the morrow. Meaning what was now today. At last, Pendelles would have his answers.
With this settled in his mind, he pulled the lever tied to the string attached to the bells in the kitchen. A servant arrived in seconds. Pendelles requested a mixture of rum, tea, and spices he'd discovered years ago which served as an admirably potent waker-upper/hangover cure. The servant returned with the drink and a spread of cheeses. Pendelles accepted these dressed in nothing but his sheet, then took them to the balcony, letting the sheet fall from him as he walked. Outside, he sat—carefully—on a lacquered chair, sipped his rum, and contemplated the pastoral grounds.
After an hour, nothing had come his way that was more exciting than a cool breeze, so he went inside, dressed (a procedure that took a quarter of an hour, and was perhaps the single most galling element of this life), and went downstairs to let his presence announce that The Day and its Events could now be introduced to him.
In the sitting room, the majordomo informed him that the Duke was still attending to his rest, but was expected to be down shortly. The man sent another servant around to bring Pendelles a proper breakfast of eggs, cream, blueberries, roasted hen, and more tea, which he consumed in the sitting room overlooking the pines dotting the lawn.
This too was quite nice. There was no denying it. Yet Pendelles was struck, sometimes, by the colossal waste all this downtime represented. This hadn't always been his life. Once, he'd been a roamer. He'd been known to get into a fight or two. At times like these, enfolded in a chair so plush it was like being hugged, he knew what he was doing was highly important—perhaps the most important thing he'd done in his life—yet that wasn't easy to remember when you were wiping cream from your mouth a few minutes before noon and you had yet to see the day's first hint of the man you were supposed to be conducing crucial business with.
Enough whining. He would make his proposal today. Whether the duke said yes or no, Pendelles would be free to move forward.
Dilliger showed up dressed and fed at one o'clock. His dark hair was wavy in the way of so much Gaskan royalty; he wore a simple blue doublet with white piping, and a heavy-lidded smile that suggested he'd started the day with the same bottle he'd ended the night.
"Lord Pendelles," he said scratchily. "How's your morning?"
"Over!" Pendelles grinned. "And I trust you're glad to see it gone."
Dilliger waved one hand. "If mornings want us to enjoy them, then they shouldn't be so bright. But yes, I'm up. Ambulatory. And of the belief the best way to stir my sluggish blood is a game of Run."
"Run?"
"A game—a sport—invented by my dear departed brother Yonnevan. Would you do me the honor of a match?"
"Naturally," Pendelles said.
Dilliger smiled. "Know the rules?"
"How would I? But that's my favorite sort of game. I find that having no clue what I'm doing relieves the awful pressure of having to do well."
"That's the spirit."
Dilliger turned from the window. Without another word, the servants vanished into the house, scurrying to make preparations.
"Shall I change into sporting gear?" Pendelles said.
The duke shook his head. "The help will bring the hats."
He led the way to the base of a long, high hill. Down its center, the grass had been clipped in a forty-foot-wide swath. Fine mesh fences bordered it on both sides. A canal ringed the finish of the trimmed trail. Dilliger sat at a table shaded by a pagoda. A servant materialized with a tray of strong drinks. Dilliger winked at Pendelles. The staff dragged out a straw-stuffed cart that smelled like a barn. Other servants retrieved curious vehicles: broad planks with four high wheels and a rib-high, T-shaped steering column.
Lastly, a rack of long-handled mallets was rolled beneath the pagoda. Dilliger nodded cursorily and the servants began to drag the diverse equipment up to the top of the hill.
Pendelles leaned back and sipped his drink. "Why do I have the suspicion Run was fathered by a heavy dose of wine?"
"Because you are wise in the ways of sport," Dilliger laughed. "Now where are our hats?"
He had no more spoken the words than a servant arrived bearing two hats, their brims as broad as platters. Pheasant feathers jutted from the crowns, iridescent green.
Dilliger screwed one onto his head, smoothed the felt brim, and frowned, face creased with gravitas. "They may strike you as silly, but the first rule of Run is if you lose your hat, you lose your bet."
"Wagers?" Pendelles said. "Now I know we're playing my kind of game." He smiled, sly. "What are the stakes?"
"Since it's your first round, I'll take it easy on you. I'd thought to send you home with a couple bottles of my finest. Bottled right here on these grounds by my brewmeister. But should you lose..."
"Then you get first pick of the cabinet in my carriage." He cocked a brow. "Challenge accepted."
Dilliger clapped his thighs, stood, and headed up the hill. "Have you deduced the premise?"
"Attempt to ride to the bottom without breaking my neck?"
"Oh, that would be far too easy." Dilliger pointed to the crown of the hill, where four servants had wheeled the planked vehicles. "There's our starting line. You'll be given a few moments to get your legs under you." He pointed to the gamey-smelling hutch positioned a third of the way down the slope. "Then, the rabbits are released. We shall be equipped with one of the fine mallets you saw earlier. Your task? To prevent the rabbit from reaching the ditch."
Which they were crossing via a board bridge at that moment. Pendelles shaped his face into amusement. "Delightful."
"I had the feeling you'd approve. And that your physical skills would be up to the challenge. I don't invite just anyone to play a round of Run."
"I can imagine," Pendelles said. "Considering the guts some of our lords lug around, you'd need more than a plank to bear them down the hill. You'd need a mule team."
Dilliger chortled. Pendelles kept the rest of his thoughts to himself. The duke was presenting this as a bit of frivolous entertainment, one more idle to get them through the dreary days of aristocratic life, yet Pendelles suspected it was a not-so-subtle test of his mettle. His success or failure at bashing some bunny's terrified brains out would hold deep sway over Dilliger's choice to enter a business arrangement with him.
Pendelles tugged the brim of his floppy hat, pulling it rakishly off-center. If the duke wanted a show, then a show was what he would get.
The autumn afternoon was barely warm. A hesitant breeze wove through the tall grass outside the mesh fence. They walked past the hutch; the servants there nodded in salute. At the top of the hill, the two conveyances were chocked in place with wooden blocks. Just behind the vehicles stood the rack of mallets, each a different color, the heads a variety of shapes and weights. All were flecked with rusty stains.
Dilliger gestured. "As the guest, you have your choice of sword—and steed."
Pendelles approached the rack, hefted a black lacquered mallet, frowned, then replaced it and took a red one instead. "Red makes it go faster."
The top of the steering column on one of the plank-carts was carved into the head of a dragon. Pendelles shook his head. "Too common. It's the tiger for me."
He touched the figurehead of the second, a snarling cat, and stepped atop the planks. The platform was springy and better balanced than he'd anticipated.
Dilliger took a bright white mallet with flared striking surfaces and mounted the dragon. "Are you ready, sir?"
"Born to it." Pendelles smiled. The expression was his most sincere since arriving at the manor. Dangerous as this game appeared, it was good to be back in the saddle, so to speak.
Anyway, even if he suffered a broken bone or two, Run was far less dangerous than the game he'd been playing for the past year.
It had been three years since he'd dashed from Narashtovik. Initially, he'd installed himself in a border town on the river between Gask and the newly independent norren territories. For weeks, he plotted revenge against Dante for the death of Lira. Then, fearing he might actually take it, he sailed away.
Across the north coast of Gask. The heaving white seas of Umbur. South past the metropolis of Voss and the black bluffs of Pocket Cove. It felt good to be alone. Anonymous. For the first time in a long time, he had no responsibilities at all; he'd hired on as a mercenary, but the vessel encountered no strife besides a couple of storms.
He spent a long time on the deck watching the water. He tried to forget and failed badly. But the waves numbed him. Endless, gray, and empty.
After the fragmented Middle Kingdoms, the ship hooked east past the rocky Carlon Islands—Lira's homeland—and all the way to his homeland of Bressel, capital of Mallon. There, he made port for good. He intended to stick around a while. To kick back and catch up with old friends. But it had been better than seven years since he'd last lived in Mallon, and he hadn't had many friends to begin with. The few who remained knew nothing about him except that he'd once been a kid named Blays. The awkward talk made him keenly aware how little Mallon meant to him; he'd been born and raised in that place, but the city had since become something else, and so had he. Within days, he hopped a barge upstream to Whetton.
There, he fell in with Robert Hobble, who had retired from the city guard to pursue a life of leisure. Robert was overjoyed to see Blays and didn't press for news of Dante. They passed the next year as drunkards. Tossed out of a new tavern every night. Sometimes they passed out in their chairs. Other nights, they swapped stories and rambled about life until dawn showed up to expose them. It was so easy to do; he promised himself it was temporary, but each morning brought him a new hangover, and each hangover demanded another evening of drinking. Within two months, he was getting his start in the afternoons instead. Soon enough, he was waiting for the toll of the midday bells. The drink brought relief from the curse of memory. It punished him, too, and when he allowed himself to dwell on this, he discovered he wanted that as well.
Blays could feel himself falling apart, but the hole in his chest welcomed it.
Thirteen months after debarking in Whetton, Blays woke in an inn with bloody hands. After a few minutes, he remembered he'd killed a man in a duel, but couldn't recall what the dispute had been about. Afraid of a hanging—and of what he'd become—he retreated into the woods. Wandered north, living off the land, dimly aware he was retracing old steps. After a couple weeks, he stumbled upon the town of Shay. He strolled about, vaguely happy to see no sign of Samarand's rebellion that had burned whole sections of the town, and found himself in the yard of a monastery.
It was Gabe's. Gabe, the norren monk who'd helped Cally retake his place at the head of the Council of Narashtovik. For that aid, Cally had rewarded him with the Chainbreakers' War. It had freed the norren. And taken the lives of thousands.
When Blays announced himself to the acolyte, he wasn't certain what he intended to do. Kill Gabe on sight, maybe. Harangue him, at the very least, to wound him with guilt and leave him festering. Instead, when Gabe ducked through the doorway, seven feet tall and as hairy as a bear, Blays found himself too weary to do more than wave.
He grunted his way through the conversation, but Gabe sussed him out easily enough. He led Blays to his cell, sat down, and asked what was wrong.
"What isn't?" Blays said. Not very witty, but he hadn't felt light enough for wit since leaving Whetton bloody-handed.
Gabe's voice rumbled through the close space. "Did you come here for counsel?"
"You churchboys have it all figured out, don't you? That's why you live your lives in a room smaller than a water closet. Very easy to be wise when you never step out to face the world."
Gabe clasped his hands, leaned forward, and frowned at the floor of his cell. "The soul is a piece of paper. It starts life blank and pure. In time, it gets dark with age, especially if it is left to face the elements. With care and correct process, however, you may wash it clean again. And even if it's crushed—crumpled in a cruel fist—once that fist finally lets go, what does the paper do?"
"Gets thrown away?"
"It unfolds. All by itself."
"Time," Blays muttered. "That's everyone's answer to everything."
He left two minutes later. The gods' highest wisdom was no different than what peasants told each other after a house fire or the loss of a child. It wasn't true, though. Time didn't build a thing up. It eroded it. Eventually, it killed it. This "advice" wasn't even meant for the recipient. A man with an arrow through his leg doesn't want to hear that it won't hurt that much after he's had a year to heal. That information is worthless to him. It's insulting. Cruel. And impossible to know. The wound might never heal, leaving him with a limp for the rest of his life. It could become infected, killing him in days. That was what pain meant: something is very wrong and you had better do something to fix it. If you're standing in a fire, you don't wait for time to put it out.
He wintered in a cave in the woods near Shay. Sometimes he slept in the open, as if daring the wolves or the elements. Hunting and fire-building occupied most of his time, but when he had open hours, he walked aimlessly through the snows, enjoying the silence and stillness, the sensation of being so close to the edge.
The snows disappeared and he was still there. He knew that he could live like that that for decades, if he chose. Like a one-man norren clan. Aside from the romanticism of being a forest hermit, however, it held no meaningful appeal. What was he supposed to do, contemplate the leaves for thirty years? They were leaves. That was it.
Yet having lived like a norren, and recently spoken with one, he was inspired to learn how the rest of them had fared in the two years since the war. Had all that strife done them any real good? Or were they back in King Moddegan's chains, despairing all the more after their brief taste of freedom? He struck north for the Dundens and made his way through the pass.
He exited from the mountains into the foothills and discovered the norren's independence had endured. That was surprising and welcome news. Still, a part of him resented their happy travels. That part had hoped they'd be just as miserable as he was.
His little quest had returned him within spitting distance of Narashtovik. That wouldn't do; he'd already had to take pains to avoid the Clan of the Golden Field and the other norren who might recognize him. Yet he had no desire to return to the forests outside Shay. It was time, then, to decide what to do with the rest of his life.
Working for someone else was out of the question. That ruled out guard and mercenary jobs. He didn't want to become a highwayman, preying on the innocent. He could probably make it as a Nulladoon gambler—mixing it up in norren taverns could be a hell of a lot of fun—but in the end, Nulladoon was just a game. He could take a different form of inspiration from the norren, and find a nulla to hone into a living, but all he'd ever been good at was fighting. Scheming. Escaping.
Lira.
There were others besides Dante to blame for her death. Cassinder, of course. But he'd already paid, dropping into the rift with all his men. Moddegan and his supporters, then. Ambitious, destroying a king and his court single-handed. But Blays had his whole life to dedicate to the task.
And he didn't have to do it alone.
From the norren hills, he struck west to Gallador, which, after a vicious two-year campaign, had last fall struck an uneasy truce with the shrinking state of Gask. The terms redefined Gallador as a protectorate. Semi-autonomous. No one on either side was happy with the arrangement.
One spring night, with the wash of the waves the lake city's only sound, Blays rowed to Lolligan's island manor and, once Lolligan recovered from his shock—which he got over as soon as he learned Blays was there to discuss his two favorite things: money, and destroying Moddegan—the two of them pieced a plan together. Backed by Lolligan's tea/salt fortune, along with funds smuggled from the Tradesman's Association of the Greater Valley of Gallador, Blays would don the guise of a wealthy merchant and travel to Setteven. There, he'd use his vast wealth to embed himself in the aristocracy and systematically ruin, disgrace, bankrupt, and/or murder every vizier, duchess, lord, and king who'd been involved in the Chainbreakers' War and ensuing Lakeland Rebellion.
Obviously, it wasn't without risks. Not least of which was the fact Blays Buckler was infamous across Greater Gask. But he had reason to believe he could pass as a stranger. In the tradition of all heartbroken men, he'd let himself grow shaggy and bearded. Trimmed to befit his fake station, and dyed from blond to rich brown, he looked like a new man. His nose, meanwhile, had been crooked in a fight in Whetton. His skin was tan from travel and his face was aged beyond its years.
But he would have done it even if he'd looked exactly the same.
A year later, through methods so sly his spies in the city hadn't heard a single credible whisper linking it to him, Blays' dealings and intrigue had knocked out several beams from the House of Moddegan. He'd caused the bankruptcy of a baron and two usurers who'd funded the war. The divorce of Baron Hallibard from the bloodthirsty baroness. The murder/suicide of Lord Weddiben and his wife—who had become pregnant while the lord was on business in the Middle Kingdoms.
Blays had felt guilty about this last outcome. Then his right hand Taya, who had once met him on a Wending rooftop dressed all in blue, told him that at the end of the Chainbreakers' War, rather than freeing their norren slaves, the Weddibens had put them to death.
All told, three years had passed since he'd fled from Narashtovik. He wouldn't call them good years. If you were to ask him if he were happy, he'd laugh. But he had found purpose. That was more than most men could say.
He was currently playing a long and elaborate con on Dilliger, who was not only a duke, but Moddegan's sister's second son. Lolligan believed that, if Dilliger were to lose his fortune—a fortune loaned him by Moddegan—Gask would teeter toward insolvency. The instability could turn a rebellious splinter of the court against the king. After the losses and failure of the war, Moddegan's influence had faltered while his rivals made strides toward the throne. With the right pressure and a bit of luck, he might be toppled. While Blays and Lolligan kept their hands sparkling clean.
Thus this ludicrous ruse, culminating in a bone-breaking ride down a hill, all for the purpose of smearing a helpless rabbit across a lawn that must take days for the servants to trim. Blays—Pendelles, to his oblivious marks—shook his hair from his brow, gripped his mallet, and nodded to the servants holding the ropes attached to the blocks in front of the board's wheels.
The servants yanked the chocks clear. Blays' cart lurched forward, quickly gaining momentum on the trimmed lawn. He bent his knees and gave an experimental turn of the cart's handles. It responded violently, yawing to the side. He dropped his weight and let it right itself.
"Not as easy as it looks, is it?" Dilliger shouted into the mounting wind.
"Treacherous as Houkkalli Bay!" Blays replied.
The cart rattled and jolted and banged. The mallet felt long and awkward. Blays took a practice swing and nearly fell into the grass. He scowled and tried again, spreading his feet and leaning away from the direction of his swing. Much steadier. Dilliger laughed. As they neared the hutch, Blays made a series of slight adjustments to his handlebars. It was extremely sensitive. It didn't help that they were barreling down the hill at a speed that could only be described as "heart-bursting."
Moments before they reached the hutch, the servants swept open the doors, reached for the lanyards around their necks, and blew into wooden whistles. Two rabbits—one brown, one white—dashed onto the trimmed grass, got one look at the two men jouncing toward them, and fled downhill.
"Run!" Dilliger whooped. "Run run run!"
"So that's where the creative name came from," Blays said.
The rabbits opened up ground on the one-man wagons, bolting twenty feet ahead. They had hardly ridden down half the hill, however, and as the bunnies' initial sprint flagged, the carts began to close. Dilliger crouched, angling toward the brown rabbit. His tires kicked over a stone, swerving his cart. Expertly, he tweaked its course back on track.
Blays lowered himself as well, increasing his momentum. Dilliger closed on his mark, cocked his white mallet, and swung.
He clipped the rabbit's tail. Spooked, it burst forward, zagging toward the fence. Dilliger swore and veered toward it at a shallow angle. They were now three-quarters down the hill, coming fast to the flat ground before the ditch. Blays matched pace with the white rabbit, hanging eight feet behind it, timing its strides. His hat flapped, loosening. He yanked it down around his ears and his cart wobbled wildly.
The brown rabbit moved away from the fence in arcing hops. Dilliger pursued, widening his stance on the bouncing plank. He drifted near the rabbit and swung. Catching sight of his motion, the rabbit cut back toward the fence. Dilliger's stroke whooshed through empty air. He tried to correct his swing, leaned hard left, and toppled from the cart in a spray of sod and curses.
Uphill, servants cried out. Blays grinned and bent down, nearing the white rabbit. The slope was beginning to gentle. In another couple seconds, it would level into the final approach to the canal. He'd be bleeding speed all the way.
He flung his mallet to the side. "Whoops!"
The rabbit streaked on. Blays leaned forward, passing it, then leapt backwards from his cart. The shocked bunny bounded straight into the air. Blays snatched it up, tucked it to his chest, and came down on his shoulder, rolling head over heels, hanging onto his hat with his free hand. He came to a stop on his backside and scruffed the rabbit. Head spinning, elbows and knees scraped and grass-stained, he stood and held the animal aloft.
"Your booze is mine, sir!" he called uphill.
Dilliger had managed to arise from the torn-up turf. He cocked his head expectantly. Blays walked to the fence, held the rabbit at arm's length, and dropped it on the other side. It gazed up at him with its button eyes, dazed, then turned and bounded into the tall grass.
Dilliger dismissed his hovering servants and limped downhill. "You let it go."
Blays shrugged. "That jack was the finest runner I've ever seen."
"Per the rules, you're to strike it. It's customary to celebrate a Run victory with an immediate grilling session. My gods, we don't even have a winner!"
"I thought it would be more productive to let it loose to spawn more rabbits for future games."
"Rabbits are cheap." Dilliger knocked grass from his hair and gazed at the canal. Blays' tiger-prowed wagon had careened straight into it and was currently floating on the green water. "Shall we get cleaned up? Have another drink?"
Blays smiled and bobbed his head. "Certainly."
He accompanied the duke back to the manor. He'd made a mistake. Allowed the Blays to pierce through the Pendelles. As if a bunny meant anything compared to his revenge.
Despite this, he doubted it would matter. Money always won out in the end. And the bargain he was offering Dilliger was far too sweet to refuse.
Inside, he stripped off his sweaty clothes and rinsed in a tub of hot water, refusing the servants' assistance—not out of modesty, but the fact he didn't want anyone getting a close look at the scars he'd earned during the war. It was paranoid, to be sure, and inconsistent, given how readily he'd taken advantage of the servants' labor so far, but he could no longer allow any room for mistakes.
Bathed, dressed, perfumed, and trimmed by the manor's barber, he headed back to the sitting room for another drink and yet another period of extended downtime while the duke busied himself with the various duties, real and fake, that made dukes look so damned important. By the time Dilliger arrived and invited him to the main table—a solid slab of pink-veined marble—it was in that lazy time between afternoon and evening, and all Blays had accomplished on the day was riding down a hill without dying.
There were more drinks, followed by trays of smallfoods (quail eggs, roasted garlic and mushrooms, oysters shipped in from Yallen) and conversation about next month's annual horse race at the palace. Just when Blays was beginning to think he'd have to spend another day in this over-staffed nightmare, Dilliger swirled his drink, swished it around his mouth, swallowed, and fixed Blays with a look.
"I've let you dangle long enough, don't you think?"
Blays smiled vaguely. "In front of a big investment, the boldest man can get skittish. I've sat on the hook for longer."
Dilliger chuckled. "Well, sooner or later, I may have some actual work to do. I have a few questions for you."
"Of course."
"First, how did you ever forge such a connection? The norren would rather hack off their own legs than do business with someone connected to the capital."
Blays had a cover for this, of course, but he took a moment to think. These were dicey waters. Because the goods in question were of norren origin. Until their little rebellion three years ago, the Norren Territories had been a vassal state of the Gaskan Empire. Entire clans had been owned as slaves by men just like Duke Dilliger. The clans had emerged from the conflict victorious, but with great losses. Relations with their former masters in Setteven were not what you'd call chummy.
Yet, perhaps out of some perverse sense of guilt, Setteven's bluebloods had taken a shining to the norren people's art, which was as voluminous as it was well-crafted. And none was more coveted, and thus more expensive, than bossen.
Technically, "bossen" referred to a wide spectrum of clothes: gloves, leggings, shirts, jackets, and so on. What united them were the manner of their construction. Through a fiendish process of tanning and stretching, each piece of bossen was made from a single piece of seamless leather. Deerskin, usually, though norren being norren, others specialized in cowhide and sheepskin; one enterprising tailor had even made headway with the hides of sharks. Human tailors had managed to duplicate some of the simpler forms, but anything more complex than an open-ended tube remained the domain of the norren masters.
Who didn't give a shit how much Setteven nobles offered to pay now that norren were recognized as "people" and thus capable of being paid.
Blays, however, had friends in every corner of the norren lands. He had access to as much bossen as he could afford. If he could catch Dilliger in the craze, filling his warehouses with the prized clothing, it would be a simple matter to flood the market with more before Dilliger had the chance to offload it—thus ruining him, as well as everyone else who'd speculated in the bubble-market.
Blays was connected to the norren. The duke wanted the goods that connection provided. But if Blays, as Lord Pendelles, appeared to have achieved that connection through unscrupulous means—say, supporting the norren during their war effort against Dilliger's uncle—it would mean the end of his scheme on the spot.
"For years, I've done business with a norren chieftain," Blays explained. "She's a rather unique woman who was initially promoted to her position due to her philosophical stance on the benefits of open commerce. She considers it a moral failure that her fellow norren might be hesitant to let the product of their sweat fall into corrupt humans hands. Thus, acting as my middleman is a righteous act."
Dilliger tipped back his head. "Don't the norren craftsmen know she's going to turn around and sell their wares to humans?"
"She is very convincing!" Blays laughed. "And you would be amazed how well the simple buffer of a norren middleman can assuage the stings of the conscience. They don't know I'll be the one buying their bossen. As far as they know, it'll be sold to the Clan of the Wheezing Goose."
"They call themselves the Wheezing Goose?"
"It's just an example."
"Then you're lucky to have found her." The duke drank from his mug. "What about quantity? Anyone looking to make a venture of this would have to have enough to make it worth their while."
"Naturally, supply is limited." Blays said. "Though not as much as you'd think. I've been accumulating it in preparation for the right buyer."
"When do you expect to have your supplies at hand?"
"The main wagon arrives next week." Blays allowed himself half of the smile fighting for his face. "How much were you interested in acquiring? Order enough, and I can offer a discount as steep as your Run-hill."
"Acquiring?" Dilliger's eyebrows shot up. "Afraid I've stamped you with the wrong signet, chum. I was just curious to hear how you handled the norren."
"You can't be serious. Why field my proposal if you had no interest in pursuing it?"
"I had every intention of pursuing it," the duke said, a hint of warning in his eyes. "Unfortunately, while you were in transit here, my circumstances changed. Disagreeably. I held hope some detail in your proposal would render it feasible for us to do business despite my fresh hardships, but that is not the case. Regrettably, I must decline."
Blays was too stunned to speak. Like that, months of preparation—and his closest shot at toppling the throne—vanished like yesterday's rain.
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Dante shouted and grasped wildly for the nether. The kapper thundered through the grass. It lowered its horns. Dante sent a bolt of raw shadows straight at the center of its forehead.
It impacted with an anti-flash of pure black. The kapper charged on without breaking stride.
Dante dove to the side. A spiral horn snagged his thigh, shredding his pants. Pain lanced up his leg. He cried out and thumped to the grass. The beast trampled past and swung about through a wide turn. Dante drew on the nether. His first effort had been weak, but now that it had blood to feed it, it surged like a storm-swollen creek, wreathing his hands in darkness. As the kapper charged anew, he struck it again.
And again, the shadows dissipated on impact. An audible hiss fried the frigid air. Cold pins prickled Dante's scalp and spine. With the rasp of steel on leather, he drew his sword. As it closed on him, he flung himself out of range.
It flew by. The wind of its passage smelled of pine sap and bog-rot. The creature might not be able to climb cliffs, but it looked perfectly capable of bashing down trees—it was armored like an eight hundred-pound pillbug, as solid as a rhino but with the predatory grace of a tiger. And it was apparently impervious to nether.
The only tree branches in reach were dried-out and spindly. Likely to snap if Dante put his weight on them. His only chance was to run into the trees and try to outmaneuver the kapper as he returned to the cave in the cliff.
He sprinted from the crest of the bald hill into the woods. It closed on him, feet pounding soil. He juked behind a pine. Branches snapped behind him, spitting splinters. Overhead, the strange lights played on, painting the woods in blazing pinks and greens, causing the shadows of the trees to waver on the frosty ground. Dante weaved around an ancient fir and jumped down a short ravine, skidding to a stop in front of a wall of brambles. He turned his shoulder and burst through a thin spot in the growth. Thorns scraped his hands and cheeks.
With the lights in the sky to guide him, he knew he was headed in the direction of the cave, but he was still a few hundred yards from sanctuary. Even as he had that thought, the kapper leapt down the ravine behind him, landing so hard Dante felt the impact in his soles. A storm of thrashing erupted behind him. Robbed of its momentum, the kapper had become mired in brambles. Perhaps its armor was too thick to feel the thorns and that's why it didn't cry out. Whatever the case, its silence was more unnerving than any howls or roars.
With a few seconds of freedom, Dante quit dodging around trees and ran pell-mell toward the cave. As he sprinted away, he tried to grasp the nether inside the kapper, meaning to shred its lungs and heart, but reaching for its insides was like reaching toward a pool of water and banging into solid ice.
But there was more than one way to skin a kapper.
By the time it tore free from the brambles with a crash of twigs, he'd opened a lead of a hundred feet. The monster galloped behind him, gaining swiftly. The dark wall of the cliff bobbed behind the pines. He wouldn't make it before the monster was upon him.
"Dante?" Lew's voice carried through the trees.
"Stay there!" he shouted.
Still running, he called the nether from the darkness. Fifty feet from the cliffs, with the kapper crashing through branches and saplings, Dante whirled. The kapper bounded forward. It would be on him in a moment. He thought about striking for its small bright eyes, but dropped to one knee and punched the hard, frozen earth.
A crevasse zigzagged from his hand. Brown pine needles cascaded into the gap. The ground cracked apart with a groan of rock. The beast snorted and tumbled into the pit.
Dante stood, breathing hard. His heart felt like it would knock through his ribs. A cloud of dust drifted from the crack. Loose stones clacked to the bottom. His gashed leg throbbed. Keeping the nether close, he edged up to the pit and illuminated its bottom.
Dust motes twinkled in the pale light. Twenty feet down, the kapper lay on its side beneath a patina of pebbles and sand. A shard of basalt spun down and plinked off the creature's plates.
"Dante?" Lew called.
"I'm fine," Dante replied over his shoulder. "The kapper—"
A flood of stone rattled from the pit. The kapper surged to its feet, shook off the dust, and leapt up the steep wall, claws scrabbling at the loose rock. Impossibly, it pulled itself closer to the top.
"Oh, come on!" Dante said.
He might have struck at it again, or opened the rift even further, dropping it from a height that would crack even its iron-hard shell. But he was wounded, weakened, and panicked. He ran toward the cave, meaning to hole up, catch his breath, and assess the situation from a location where he wasn't in imminent peril of being impaled on spiral horns.
Grass flew from his heels. Before he'd made it twenty feet, the kapper heaved itself out of the pit and lumbered after him. Its footsteps thumped closer and closer. It snorted from its blunt, triangular snout. Dante dashed through the pines, scratchy branches lashing his face. The kapper tromped down hard, planting its weight, then made no sound at all.
Dante threw himself flat. The beast flew over him, limbs extended, fat fleshy tail sailing behind it. With a great crack, it smashed into the bole of a towering pine, its horns spraying bark. Dante spat dirt from his mouth. The kapper's left horn had punched straight through the pine. Dante vaulted up and ran past it. Only then did it roar, a bone-shaking honk that nearly froze him mid-stride.
A lantern flared from the cave. Dante launched himself at the cliff face and raced up the ladder he'd drawn into its side. Above, Lew craned from the entrance, eyes wild. Dante reached the opening and threw himself in.
"What's happening?" Lew screeched.
"I met a kapper," Dante said. "And discovered their manners are extremely poor."
Ast appeared beside them. "You went outside? In the night?"
"To see the lights I was sent here to investigate? Yes, how foolish of me."
Ast gave him a long look. "We don't live in high holes because we think the ground smells funny."
"Obviously, it makes more sense to me now!"
In the woods, the kapper thrashed and yanked. With a great crack, its horn came free. The pine stuttered, popped, groaned, and fell, boughs hitting the dirt with the sound of incoming surf. The kapper shook its head, backed up, and gazed straight up at Dante.
"Are they smart?" Dante said.
"I've never engaged one in conversation," Ast said. "As predators, however, they are impeccable."
"I noticed. They're impervious to nether! No wonder the priests of Ancient Narashtovik exterminated them. It would be like living barefoot in the land of loose nails."
"Where did it go?" Lew said.
Dante turned back to the woods. Starlight glittered on frost. The trees stood alone. The only sound was the whisk of the breeze in the branches.
"You see what a hunter it is?" Ast said. "It's trying to trick us. Not wise to descend before dawn."
"No problems on that front," Dante muttered. "It has successfully scared the shit out of me."
He watched the woods for a minute, then withdrew from the entry to tend to the deep red gash in his leg. The nether sewed it up with no trace of the wound but puffy pink flesh. Less could be done for the leg of his pants, but Lew had been an acolyte in the monastery for years, and was well trained with the mending of the monks' robes and underclothes. By the time he finished, the pants were wearable, if susceptible to the winds.
Somehow, Dante was able to get back to sleep. When he got up, it was an hour past dawn. The grounds around the cliff had been clawed up, but Ast had already climbed down to scout, and assured Dante the kapper was gone. As Dante ate breakfast and shook the fog from his head, he stared at the fallen pine. Its trunk was broken in jagged shards. He tried not to imagine what the kapper's horns would have done to the trunk of his body.
Once they'd eaten, they resumed their course into the mountains. They spoke little, crossing first the forest, then another field of sprawling talus. This descended to a high valley of waving grass broken here and there by buttes. To the east—the direction of last night's lights—the ground sank in a series of terrifying cliffs. Miles away, the skyline was interrupted by dominant peaks. The sun dropped. Ast began to search for a good place to set up a cave, looking for a cliff with an eastern exposure.
He found a short butte, forty feet high and carpeted with yellowing grass. For the third day in a row, Dante carved a hole in the wall and an inset ladder leading up to it. They ate their standard fare, which was dwindling. If they turned back toward Soll tomorrow, they wouldn't face any problems on the food front, but if they tarried beyond that, they'd have to forage or go hungry. The latter wasn't a pleasant scenario when they were marching up and down mountains all day long. Dante would probably be able to knock down a few birds and squirrels, but cleaning and cooking the game would slow them down.
And he didn't like the idea of building a fire. All that smoke would be a dead giveaway of their presence. Nevermind that they appeared to be completely alone in a pristine landscape. That just made him feel more exposed.
They climbed up to the cave. Dante had modified this one to have a higher entrance with a shallow deck-like landing that would permit all three of them to watch the night skies. Low clouds streaked past, reddened by the sunset. Within minutes, the day had fled, chased away by the stars and a quarter moon already halfway across the heavens.
"It was the kapper, wasn't it?" Lew said, hushed. "That's what's been killing the sheep."
"The bull-sized pile of teeth, horns, and impenetrable plate?" Dante said. "What makes you think it's capable of killing a ball of wool?"
Ast surveyed the land below them, a brief plain interrupted by another sheer ravine. They had reached the last of what could be called the foothills. Any further east and they'd be climbing into the staggering upslopes of the spine of the Woduns.
"It's unusual for them to descend into shepherd territory," Ast said. "I've only seen two others in all my life here."
Dante glanced his way. "Yet despite their rarity, Soll is built around protecting yourselves against them."
"They're rare because our ancestors learned to allow them no reason to come to our homes."
Dante chuckled. "Trust me, after facing one—or more accurately, backing one, as I fled from it at full speed—I would be living in cliffs, too."
Lew leaned forward. "Or getting the hell out of the mountains altogether!"
Ast shook his head. "People live in lands with hurricanes, wildfires, warfare that leaves the fields buried in three inches of ash. This is no different." He was quiet a moment. "Although the sight of a village ravaged by a kapper is as grotesque as any war."
Dante opened his mouth to ask for details. Pink light seared across the east. At first it came in beams straight from the sky, shading Lew's face rosy. Then the beams curled and dispersed into multicolored sheets of purple and green. For minutes, the colors shifted and swirled, floating lower and lower until they seemed to graze the jagged peaks.
Dante's interested waned. It was pretty enough, but so was everything in nature when you sat and looked at it. And with the exception of the initial beams, this looked like just another expression of the Ghost Lights.
The kappers were genuinely troubling, however. If the animals were venturing below their normal grounds, the Council of Narashtovik might be able to repay and curry favor with the eastern peoples by dispatching a force to root out the monsters. And Dante believed they'd have more to gain from such a venture than mere favor. If he could study a kapper, and determine what enabled it to resist the nether, it could be a tremendous boon to the strength of Narashtovik's priests. It would lend them an advantage over every other nethermancer in the land.
Without warning, the lights coalesced from ethereal sheets into a tangle of curved lines. One, thicker than the others, stood straight in the sky, pointing to the heavens. Each of the thinner lines curved toward it, connecting to it. The light paled until it was as silver as the stars.
"That's Barden," Dante said flatly.
Ast leaned forward. "The White Tree?"
"It looks exactly like that."
"That looks like an oak."
"Really? How many oaks have you seen with branches like scimitars? Because remind me to stay away from that forest."
"They kinda look like swords," Lew squinted.
Dante frowned. "Haven't they taken you to see it?"
"We're not supposed to visit. Except on the holiest occasions."
"Well, that's ridiculous. Barden sits at the center of our beliefs. Remind me to change that policy as soon as we return."
Lew watched him sidelong, attempting to gauge if he was serious, but Dante only had eyes for the tree in the sky. It shimmered, swaying not as if it were in a wind, but as if it were moving on its own power. The lights sharpened—Dante could make out the teeth budding from the bone branches—then collapsed to a single blinding flare. The ball of light wavered to the eastern peaks. It disappeared in a flash of white.
He blinked against the sudden darkness, the image burned into his vision. "Well, we have to go see that."
"Did you mark the spot?" Ast said.
"How could I? It's miles away in the middle of the night."
"My point exactly."
"We've already come this far. I think we can spend another day to find the resting place of the awe-inspiring bundle of light."
The tall man shrugged. "You are the captain. But it could have come down anywhere in that range. It will take many days and better equipment than we've got to fully search it."
Dante shook his head but didn't bother to argue further. He was the captain, and they would do as he said. This was something Olivander continued to drill into him. Dante was used to operating on his own, accountable to a handful of superiors. Now, he was the superior. People like Ast were accountable to him. It was his role to ask them for more than they believed they were capable of—and to recognize when they were correct. He didn't expect to search the whole range, but Ast could at least provide him with a look.
They watched for another hour. The night grew frozen, too cold for the chirrup of insects. An owl hooted for a while, then gave up. After a little longer, so did Dante.
As first light hit the ridges, he extricated himself from his blankets and returned to the mouth of the cave to try to mark the spot where the light had fallen. He believed he had it: a rocky bowl between two great peaks, elevated roughly halfway between the treeline and the snowline. It was just a few miles away, as the sparrow soars.
"A lot further as the schlub walks," Lew said.
"We'll be there by noon," Dante said. "Spend the afternoon searching. If there's nothing to see, we head back toward Soll tomorrow morning. But I didn't come all this way to turn around when I'm literally in sight of it."
"'It' being?"
"I don't know. That's the whole point."
He glanced at Ast, but if their guide had opinions, he kept them to himself. They brought their gear down and headed across the grassy field. Very soon, a ravine etched the earth. It was fifty feet deep yet no more than thirty across and extended to left and right as far as Dante could see, blocking their way forward. It felt unnatural, as if the earth were a series of paving stones and a flash flood had washed away the mortar that had once cemented these two together. Ast lowered his pack and went for the rope.
"Don't bother," Dante said. "I'm through wasting time."
He sliced open his much-abused left forearm and fed the blood to the hungry nether. As it built, he reached his mind into the ravine's edge. The shadows waiting there were orderly, easy to grasp and eager to move. A rope of limestone flowed from the cliff face and extended toward the other side. Once it touched, Dante sealed it fast, then drew more from the wall, thickening the bridge from a rope to a trunk. Once it was reasonably thick, he widened it four feet across, then stepped back, finished.
Lew blinked. "That doesn't look remotely safe."
"Then you'd better cross first," Dante said. "That way you'll get it when it's still fresh."
The young monk narrowed his eyes, attempting to read Dante's face, then scowled, moved to the cliff's edge, and explored the bridge with an extended toe. When it failed to pop, groan, or crack, Lew gritted his teeth and edged onto the platform, half turned so he could leap back to solid ground should it threaten to give out.
It held. Lew walked forward, knees bent, hands held out for balance, as if he were walking a tightrope instead of a path as wide as a hallway. As he neared the far side, he picked up his pace, running to the safety of level ground.
"I didn't die!" he hollered.
"Were you joking about him going first?" Ast said.
"Not really," Dante said. "Go ahead. I'll keep an eye on things as you cross."
Ast moved to the bridge, hesitated for a moment, then crossed without so much as a wobble. Dante settled his pack on his shoulders and followed. The bridge was silent and didn't give the slightest bit, but Dante stopped ten feet across, the chasm yawning below him. He'd never made a crossing of this sort and had no idea how stable it truly was. He delved into the nether woven into the stone. Looked as strong as when he'd first drawn it across the gap.
On its physical surface, however, tiny pale twigs were mixed into the rock. Dante knelt for a closer look and nudged a protruding nib with his fingertip. The twig flexed. There were others melded with the rock beside it. He had seen these items before, on dozens if not hundreds of occasions, but given the context, it took him an embarrassingly long time to identify them as fish bones.
He glanced up at the others waiting at the end of the bridge. They'd been watching him from his first step; both had leaned forward when he stopped and knelt to examine the limestone. At this very moment, their expressions were going through a drastic phase transition: eyes popping, jaws dropping, spines straightening like spears.
"Shit!" Lew screamed.
Assuming the bridge must be collapsing despite all sensory evidence to the contrary, Dante popped into a low crouch, arms held out from his sides. Movement flashed in the corner of his eye. On the side of the ravine he'd just departed, a kapper bounced forward, turf and dust flying from its claws.
Dante inhaled so hard he choked. He broke into a dead run across the bridge. Ahead, Ast's sword flashed in the dawn. Dante didn't think about drawing his. If the nether had failed to crack the kapper's hide, there was no hope for steel.
The limestone was smooth and slippery. Five feet from the end, he stumbled, sprawling on palms and knees. The kapper loped onto the bridge, plates clicking. Lew scrambled forward and grabbed Dante, hauling him to his feet. Dante stomped, spiking nether through the platform. A slab of rock sheared off and tumbled away. More followed, falling into the empty space. The remainder of the bridge collapsed beneath the kapper.
It honked with ear-punishing fury and leapt from the falling structure. Dante cried out and backed onto solid ground. Ast moved beside him, sword ready. The beast arced toward them through the air, front feet catching the stump of the bridge. The stone shrieked under the kapper's claws. It slid down, scrambling, then its vast weight pulled it loose. Its call echoed up the ravine. Seconds later, so did the whomp of its impact.
Dante edged forward, convinced he would see the kapper up on its feet and already halfway back up the cliff. But all he saw was a squashed black body and a settling bloom of dust.
He turned on Ast. "I thought they only came out at night!"
"They do," Ast said.
"Did someone forget to tell me today was one of those night-days?"
"I have never seen nor heard of one hunting during daylight. If they did, we'd never be able to leave the caves."
Dante wiped cold sweat from his brow. "Then how do you explain this?"
The tall man shook his head. "Maybe we've wandered too close to its home. Or maybe it got the smell of you and wouldn't let go."
"Well, we need to get down there for a better look."
"Gross," Lew said. "Why?"
"Because that thing batted away the nether like a stray moth. I need to slice it up to learn how it did that. And also for revenge."
Securing the rope to the cliff and then descending took as long as it always did, but the delay gave Dante the chance to ensure the damn thing was well and truly dead. The rock wall was pale limestone, a sharp departure from the black basalt of the foothills. Once Dante stood on the ground, however, he only had eyes for the body.
Which he approached gingerly. And poked with his sword before coming any closer. It wasn't breathing and blood pooled beneath it. One of its eyes had been smashed in the fall. The other gazed dully at the cold sky.
Lew hung back, nose wrinkled. "Is it..?"
"Smashed into monster-paste?" Dante said. "Thoroughly."
The fetid odor of viscera and interrupted digestion hung in the base of the canyon. The rubble of the bridge lay in jagged piles. The kapper's jaws were beak-like, capable of snapping through an arm or a leg without resistance. Dante knocked on one of the plates, producing a heavy, dull sound.
He cocked his head. "Lew, in the course of your studies, did you ever perform any dissections?"
"No!"
"Sounds like it's time for you to learn."
While Lew busied himself looking horrified, Dante assessed the creature's anatomy. The plates on its back were up to two and a half feet wide. Not the sort of thing Dante felt like lugging up and down the escarpments and cliffs. Those on the skull were much smaller, but skulls being skulls, they'd probably be the most difficult to cut through. The armor around its ankles, however, was more akin to scales than full-on plates, and with a brief test, Dante determined they were also deflective of nether. He got down, set out an array of knives, and began cutting.
The ankle scales overlapped, protecting each other, and it took a lot of time and cussing before he was able to pry one up and saw away at its leather-tough connective tissue. He cut free a thumbnail-sized scale, pocketed it, and detached three more in quick succession. He stood, giving some thought to trying to excavate one of its spiral horns, but again, skulls. Besides resorting to chunks of the fallen bridge, he didn't have any tools for heavy-duty work. Anyway, he wasn't much for trophies.
He gave the body one last look, probing it with the nether, which slipped off the scales but was able to penetrate the eye, nose, mouth, and posterior orifice. No other obvious points of ingress.
He knew there was more to learn, but if he stayed in the ravine any longer, they might not reach the place where the light had fallen until after dark. Dante intended that day's encounter with a kapper to be his last.
They climbed out of the canyon and continued east up a series of steep slopes interrupted by rock-strewn plateaus. During the more strenuous climbs, Dante had a hard time catching his breath; the air had thinned. Between that and his heavy expenditure of the nether, he had difficulty keeping pace with the others. He was happy for the rest when they stopped at an ice-cold stream to fill their skins.
Finally, even the grass had a hard time clinging to the dirt. Peaks reared to right and left; they'd entered the bowl where he thought the light had landed the night before. The valley had little features besides a smattering of boulders that blocked line of sight. The area wasn't large, however, and the three of them spent the afternoon wandering back and forth across the rocks, searching for—well, Dante didn't know, precisely. For anything that looked like it might have fallen from the sky in a bed of light.
They encountered nothing that fit that description. Or much of anything, for that matter. The land was too high for life to take hold. The day left Dante exhausted, cold, blistered, and annoyed. He barely had the strength or interest in fashioning them a cave for the night.
"What do you think?" Ast said once they were installed in it and the sun was dying to the west.
"That I'm fifty kinds of tired," Dante said.
"This is the valley where we saw the light touch down."
"I know that."
Ast went silent, profile illuminated by the gentle glow of the torchstone at its lowest. The man had a tendency to ask provocative questions, then lapse into patient silence once you got tired of being led around by the nose. There was something monkish to it. Either that or it was simply the ability to sit in one place for hours on end that becomes inculcated in men who spend most of their days in the wilderness. In a way, this "lead a horse to water" style reminded Dante of Cally. Except the old man had been far more mercurial, flitting from thought to thought like a strider on a stream. And significantly crankier. And not really patient in any way, shape or form, let alone in a monkish fashion. Even so, there were similarities between the two men.
Or there would have been, actually, except that Cally was gone. Lost in service to the war for independence. And for all the power of the Council of Narashtovik, nothing could undo Arawn's summons to the hill below the stars.
Dante sat in the cave entrance, watching the stars of the mortal world twinkle, but no lights came. After a while, he crawled back to the main chamber, which stank with the ripe odor of three travelers who haven't bathed in days.
"We'll have another look around by daylight, then head back," Dante said. "Presuming we aren't devoured by nocturnal monsters."
Ast nodded.
Lew's forehead creased. "Did we see what we came to see?"
"We saw the lights," Dante said. "But if they're telling us something, I don't know what it is. Or what more we can do."
Dante punched his blankets into the least uncomfortable arrangement he could manage and put out the torchstone. He had nearly drifted off when a voice piped up in his ear.
"Er, hello? Hello, Dante?"
Dante jerked awake, heart pounding. Though he had created the object—the loon—now delivering a man's speech to him from a couple hundred miles away, he hadn't used his since the day he and Lew had left Narashtovik. After so much silence, the intrusion hit him with a moment of sheer terror, like turning around to discover you aren't alone.
"I'm here, Nak," he said, failing to purge the annoyance from his voice.
"Far superior to the alternative," his fellow councilman said. "How goes the hunt?"
"It's turning up more questions than answers. Today we were assaulted by a creature I didn't believe in."
"Well, that sounds tremendous. Your life is always so exciting. One of these days, you really must take me on one of your adventures."
"A word of advice, then: prepare your order from the locksmith in advance. After we get home, you'll bar your room and never leave again." Dante glanced across the dark cave where the others slept on. "Is this important, Nak? Or did you just loon me to chat?"
"Oh, it's nothing much." Nak sniffed and shuffled parchments. "We found Blays."
"What?"
Nak chuckled. "Thought that might get your attention."
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Blays gazed dumbly across the table at the duke. So much work flushed away. Along with what might well be his best chance to crack the foundation of the empire. It was the sort of thing that made him want to give up—but it was important to remain mentally flexible, to acknowledge there were always other solutions. Such as the carving knife on the wooden block sitting between them.
To occupy his hand, Blays reached for a cup of beer instead. "I'm afraid I don't understand, milord. Didn't you just agree this was a wonderful opportunity?"
Dilliger nodded, a hint of pain to his smile. "I did, and it is. It's simply the wrong time."
"Wrong time?"
The duke raised an eyebrow, as if Blays were committing an error by asking a single question. Which he probably was. The rulebook for discussing money with blue bloods was thicker than the Cycle of Arawn.
"I'm sure I'll kick myself for missing this," the duke said. "But if capital is currency, most of mine is ice. It froze just after I accepted your visit. I'd hoped it would melt before we met—but alas."
Blays quirked his head, then nodded once. "I see. I hope that if a sudden wind thaws it, or you locate a new wellspring, you won't hesitate to contact me."
"Should I? Then you won't seek other offers on the goods that have cost you a fortune or three?"
"Sure, and while I'm at it I'll quit breathing, too." Blays forced a laugh. "I'll cut other brush. But cutting trails takes time. If your situation changes before mine, I would love to do business with you. Particularly after your hospitality."
The duke raised a glass. "Flexibility is the mother of success."
Blays lifted his beer and drank. Even though he was dying to leave then and there—not just to get started on seeking a deal with someone else, but because Dilliger's abrupt reversal made him suspicious his cover had been blown—protocol insisted he stay the night. Leaving right after dinner would signal Blays/Pendelles was only there for the duke's money. Which Dilliger surely understood. His staff, however, was another matter. Gossip was just about the only way servants had to express any power in the world. If Blays were to ride off in the night like a bandit, the manor's boys and maids would light up Setteven with talk of his crass avarice. The disaster he'd currently been flung into would be compounded many times over when word of his character caused the lords and ladies of the court to snub him out of hand.
And so he was forced to endure another delicious feast and round after round of drinks. He swallowed his bile as well. The dinner was excellent, though he quickly forgot it. For his part, the duke seemed mildly regretful at having invited Blays out here knowing there was little chance anything would come of it. They drank fine wine on a balcony and spoke for hours about the courts, business, personal philosophy, and all the other subjects privileged men were supposed to enjoy.
At last, Blays retired. He got up mid-morning, made his goodbyes with the duke, and headed out in his carriage. Autumn light drenched the grounds. The carriage wheels rattled along the ruts of the road. As Lord Pendelles, he preferred to keep his retinue light—a cost-saving/efficiency matter, when anyone asked—and so he traveled in the company of no more than a driver and a porter. Both were trustworthy, long-time employees of Lolligan, but Blays didn't speak a word about the trip.
They rolled into the capital of Setteven as the light rolled away from the land. Gray towers fought for control of the city's hills, conical roofs painted pink by the sunset. The thick band of the river split Setteven in two. Entire stretches were so thoroughly bridged, docked, and reclaimed that the water wasn't visible at all. Setteven was among the oldest cities in Gask, and hadn't seen violence inside its walls for centuries, leaving a mixture of classical and modern architecture in its homes, churches, markets, and state buildings. Everyone would agree it was a jewel. And right then, Blays didn't give a shit.
The driver navigated skillfully through the tangled, jostling streets, avoiding both the snarled thoroughfares and the more dangerous back ways. Soon enough, the carriage rocked to a stop outside a four-story corner manor on one of the city's most desirable hills. Blays kicked open the door, nearly braining the startled porter, and clomped inside.
Before he'd made it past the tiled foyer, Taya materialized with her typical abruptness. The sword on her hip had been loosened from its scabbard. She eyed Blays and made an instant assessment.
"He turned you down," she said.
"How could you tell?" Blays peeled off his outer jacket and flung it over a couch. Outside, the air was thin and chilly, but the manor's many glass windows let it catch sun all day. "What if I were in mourning for the cat we ran over on the way in? Then you'd look pretty silly, leaping to conclusions."
Taya shook her head. "You'd be upset, but you wouldn't be angry. This is about the duke."
"Of course it's about the duke. When isn't it?"
"You can be angry about him. Or you can explain what happened and we can fix it."
Blays pinned her with a look of dirk-like sharpness. On most occasions, he enjoyed having Taya around. She was like a thin strip of steel: unobtrusive, but useful in a hundred different ways. Particularly in espionage and certain kinds of hidden wars fought far from fields of battle.
In other ways, though, she was a right horror. She was all business. Not that she was humorless. Quite the opposite: her mockery was nearly as voluminous and every bit as edged as her knife collection. The problem was she had no time for any words unrelated to the task at hand. She had no appreciation for bitching. For the fact that sometimes you had to blow away the smoke before you could get close enough to the forge to work out new answers.
"It came down to money," Blays said, getting to it. "Specifically, that he doesn't have any."
"That wasn't a polite way to avoid saying he wasn't interested?"
"You've heard the way he talks about bossen. Even if he didn't treasure it like his own blood, the business opportunity alone would make it worthwhile. Anyway, why would he invite me to his home if he had no interest in a deal?"
"To get a closer look at you." She gazed at him as if to reinforce the possibility. "So do you think he's telling the truth about his finances?"
Blays flapped his hands. "Do you?"
"With a person like Dilliger, it's impossible to take the full measure of his debts, credits, holdings, investments, and estates. But the point is to bankrupt him. We wouldn't be attempting to do that if he weren't already close to the edge."
"Well, dung. A great big pile of it. How are we supposed to take away his money when he hasn't got any of it?"
She rubbed her chin. For most people this would be a gesture of thoughtfulness, but he'd seen Taya do the same when she was expecting a fight. He just now understood why: she was putting her hands in position to defend herself without making it obvious that she had her guard up.
"It's not about money, it's about credit," she said. "So the question is how badly he's willing to spend what he doesn't have."
He clucked his tongue. "We make him think he's in danger of losing it to somebody else. Are we close to any other deals?"
"Why would we be? Dilliger was always the target."
"We could try spreading a rumor. People love rumors."
Taya shook her head, barely stirring her chin-length brown hair. "He's too well-connected. To take our deal, he'll have to liquidate assets. Secure loans. Do you really think he'll do all that without bothering to confirm with a friend in the palace that you're close to selling?"
"Maybe if we got him really drunk first."
"That would be perfectly suited to your skills."
Blays rolled his eyes. "So we float a big rumor and tug it out to sea with a little fact. We've got a bit of bossen here, right? We sell it, let it hit the streets, and make it known we're close to dealing the rest."
Taya dropped her hand from her chin. "As your ideas go, that's not a bad one. As long as we're hunting for buyers, we should explore alternative deals. The duke is only the biggest target. If we can't take a clear shot at him, there are others worthy of our arrows."
"No way. Not unless it's the king himself."
"Do you believe you're too stupid to ever come up with another plan to strike at the throne?"
"That's not what I'm saying."
"If so, then you would be happy to fire this arrow at a lesser mark."
Blays glared down the stone corridor, wishing for a servant to interrupt them, but the manor was lightly staffed, and Taya had no doubt sent their people away as soon as she'd been alerted to the carriage's approach.
He slapped the wall. "I'll see about selling the first batch. Start looking into alternate marks for the main load."
"I'll get you invited to some parties, too. Grease the wheels of rumor."
"Nothing for a couple days, all right? I'm still recovering from the duke's hospitality. And let me know if rabbit will be on the menu."
Taya searched his face, then nodded. "We should think about bringing the goods into the city. If our hook snags the duke, we'll want to close the deal before he has second thoughts and wriggles free."
"Bring it up to the norren side of Dollendun," he said. "I want to escort it through the human lands personally."
"I was thinking the exact same thing."
Business wrapped up, Blays headed to his quarters for a bath, some wine, and a couple hours to drop the mantle of Pendelles and be Blays again. The warm water coaxed the knots of travel from his muscles and the smell from the rest of him. Not for the first time, he was impressed by how deftly he and Taya had taken a leaden disaster and transmuted it into sparkling gold. She was an asset and a half, and one of the core reasons their underground campaign had seen such success—and still remained secret.
He flicked water from the basin and sank until just the tip of his nose was clear of the surface. There was, of course, another solution to the duke's refusal to take the bait: to give up and go home.
Because what was the point, really? They'd already bashed the Gaskan Empire into chunks. Freed an entire race of people. That act had been good. Righteous. Worth fighting and dying for. These men had already been beaten. Even if he was able to take revenge beyond his wildest dreams and kill them all with his own swords, they'd simply be replaced by relatives and power-seekers every bit as amoral and avaricious as those he'd killed. It was like diking the tide. There was always more ocean. The moment you stopped patching the dam, the roiling waters would flood right back.
Even so. The last time he'd given up on everything, he'd become more like those men himself. Devoting himself to destroying them was a far better use of his time. Besides, Moddegan was a bastard. Someone had to do it.
And these days, wearing his freewheeling merchant's mask was the closest he got to happiness.
A good night's sleep refreshed him better than any rationalizations. He attacked the next few days with vigor and purpose, making inquiries, dropping hints, extending coy proposals regarding his most valuable goods. There was significant interest, but he needed the right match. The buyer needed to meet two qualifications. First, to be so filthy, stinking rich that Dilliger could believe them capable of buying all Pendelles' bossen. And second, to be intriguing enough for Blays to want to destroy them should the gambit fail to draw the duke into the action.
He spent a week tearing around Setteven and the chateaus surrounding it, wining and dining with the kingdom's most outrageously wealthy and highest-placed nobles. It was taxing, rubbing shoulders and trading quips with these tedious clowns, but at least the food was good. Between that and a lack of time to practice with his sword (Pendelles was a gentlemen, not a steel-slinger), he was starting to get a bit thick around his middle.
As he made contacts, Taya dug into their circumstances, assessing wealth, vulnerability, and entanglements with the throne. Blays wasn't sure how she managed this, given that much of what she discovered were literal state secrets, but suspected she was tapping into a Galladese spy network the lakeland merchants had embedded in the capital over the course of years. Maybe even generations. Even if he'd asked, she wasn't the type to answer.
Together, they settled on their mark: Lady Carraday of Rollen, an estate overseeing the iron mines in the hills south of the city. Blays made contact with her man in the palace, who in turn relayed the proposal to Carraday, who sat on the query for several days before replying that yes, she would agree to receive Lord Pendelles five days hence. Blays rolled his eyes at the delays and spent the intervening days casually feeding rumors into the great gossip machine of the palace.
The mines at Rollen had been active for centuries and may well have been responsible for Old Gask's ongoing expansion into the Gaskan Empire, churning out more hard iron than Gallador, Narashtovik, the Western Fringe, and the Norren Territories had been able to keep up with. The hills no longer produced as they had in their heyday, but even now, hundreds of years and dozens of wars later, they continued to provide their heirs with one of the empire's greatest fortunes.
Carraday was not the ideal target. Her relations with Moddegan were actually quite tepid. But her holdings were so vital to the operations of Gask that if Blays were able to hamstring them, even temporarily, the entire kingdom would be left limping.
On the appointed date, he rode south with his driver and porter. Carraday lived even further from the capital than Dilliger, and though the carriage departed at dawn, it didn't arrive until dusk. Rollen was more of a fort than a chateau: though the structure's ancient center had been embellished with fanciful cornices, pillared decks, and so on, it remained your typical great big glob of impenetrable stone. A thing meant to keep the barbarians away from the silver. Carraday's ancestors had been flush enough to have rebuilt it at any point over the centuries. The fact they'd stuck with the brutally practical told Blays a little something about the woman he was about to attempt to do business with. And that her nickname—the Iron Maiden—was more than a reference to the source of her wealth.
Inside, he was shown to a sitting room and served the customary tea by a man who let slip that he was Carraday's nephew and thus capable of representing her; by high Gaskan tradition, guests were supposed to be poured tea by a significant member of the household. Blays thanked him and sat.
Most other nobles would have stretched such a visit over two or three days, if not a full week, but Lady Carraday summoned Blays to dinner within an hour of his arrival. They dined in a tower with a view of the south, the hills outlined by moonlight.
Carraday had been married thrice, two divorces bookending a widowing, but she wasn't yet fifty and remained handsome. A wavy strand of dark hair looped over her forehead. She wore a thin steel necklace, a simple blue dress with a high collar, and the casual command of someone used to being listened to.
"To your liking?" she said.
"It's food," Blays said, upping the gaiety a bit without pushing it into insincerity; he'd found it easiest to make Pendelles an exaggeration of himself instead of a whole new creature. "Thus it's to my liking by default. This particular meal, however, would exceed my standards even if they were as lofty as the Dundens."
"Witty."
A smile crept up on him. "You've caught me red-handed."
"Have I? I hadn't even had the chance to bring around the hounds."
He nodded gravely. "And yet you've found me reaching into my bag of tricks for my false wit. One of the many tools I use to hammer the wealthy into giving me some of what they've got."
The lady snorted. "Isn't 'refreshing bluntness' a tool as well?"
Blays bowed his head and tipped an imaginary cap. "Caught me again. Why can't I quit this infernal dance?"
"Because my colleagues demand you put on a display for them. They know your title doesn't come from blood, but from coins."
"Disgraceful," he said. "I've heard some of those are made of iron."
Carraday smiled in genuine amusement. "Cash is like feces. It only stinks when it's fresh. Establish your fortune, and your grandchildren will be as welcome in the palace as mine."
"Is that a perk or a punishment?"
She smirked and forked up a spear of buttered asparagus. "We've discussed the food. We have insulted our colleagues. Are you ready to get on with business?"
"Absolutely. And with gratitude that we don't have to pretend that's not why I'm here." Blays scooted his chair forward to buy a moment to think. "What makes you think you'd like to deal in bossen?"
"For the same reason everyone wants it: because everyone wants it."
"Are you one to follow the crowd, milady?"
"Lord Pendelles." She displayed her annoyance the same way a cat displays its teeth while yawning: with no intent to harm, but merely to show you what will befall you if you displease it. "Business is nothing more than learning to provide the people with what they want."
"And lording it over your inferiors," he amended. "But yes, mostly what you say. You should hear all the strange reasons people have for wanting bossen."
"How many others have you made this offer to?"
"This offer?" Blays feigned incredulity. "None, by definition."
"This isn't a fencing match. It's an opportunity to convince me. You only get one."
"I have made a concrete offer to one other party. I have approached several others, but this is the first time I have extended these particular terms."
"Wrong."
He raised his brows. "Do you know something I don't?"
"You haven't extended me any particular terms."
Blays grinned, retrieved a vellum page from his light jacket, and slid it across the table. He explained the cost per unit as well as the available stock.
Carraday gazed at the paper for several seconds, then tapped it with a hand unadorned by rings. "Done."
"Done?"
"You're a rare man if you make your partners repeat their consent."
He laughed. "Done."
"With one amendment." She stared him down. "First option on all future stock you procure."
Blays drew back his head. "I can't promise that. I can promise I'll apprise you if a competitor has made me an offer. And I'll let you know right now that I can get much more."
Carraday sipped her wine and turned her free hand palm-up. "Done."
He lodged in Rollen for the night and set out within an hour of waking, contract in hand.
Back in Setteven, Taya closed the door behind him and folded her arms. "You look distressed again. How'd it go?"
"Terribly," Blays said. "I'm afraid I like her."
Within two days he made good on the deal with Carraday, exchanging what bossen Blays had on hand for a chest of coins fit to bow the springs of his carriage. After, Blays and Taya returned to their respective circles, trolling for gossip, dropping tidbits of their own into the pool. Whenever bossen was mentioned, a frisson rippled through the conversation. When would it hit the market? Did Pendelles know if any was being held in reserve for private buyers who wished to wear it? Was there more to be bought wholesale? Blays smiled, shrugged, and implied that much of that was up to the Lady Carraday.
He resisted the urge to contact the duke directly. If the man was as serious about bossen as Blays believed, he would hear the news. Approaching him would look desperate. Worse, it could appear as if Blays had ulterior motives.
So instead of throwing a hook directly at Dilliger's face, he continued chumming the social waters. At parties. Tea houses. Strolling around the markets. Yet he hadn't heard one word from the duke.
"The main shipment has been ported to Dollendun," Taya informed him several days later.
"Wonderful," Blays grimaced. They were in the reading room, which offered a view of the hill all the way down to the river, but it didn't look so pretty at that moment. "Why don't we wait a little longer? Maybe the duke hasn't had time to make a decision."
"It's been three weeks since you saw him. A full week since news leaked of your deal with Carraday. What happens if we wait and something happens to our bossen?"
"We're certain this would be enough to bankrupt her?"
"With a play like this, you can never be certain. You may as well bet on a goose race." Taya pushed away from the window. "Mines are expensive to operate. This deal could compromise or shut down the king's largest source of iron."
He gazed at the conical rooftops. "At the expense of a woman who didn't support the war."
"Where do you think Moddegan got the swords he used against Gallador? The blades his men used to kill thousands of norren?"
"Well, when you put it like that, it just sounds bad." Blays stood. "This scheme feels like every other war. The innocent always lose more than the guilty."
It wasn't yet noon. They gathered their small retinue—experienced warriors, all of them—and struck out toward Dollendun, cutting across the wedge of land that separated the two rivers the cities were situated upon. It was a multi-day trip through farms, pine forests, and limestone hills. Blays had all the time in the world to think, but he couldn't come up with a way to take a second shot at the duke.
Dollendun had taken a pounding during the Chainbreakers' War, but three years later, you'd never know it. The bridges had been rebuilt. The burned-down sections of the eastern shore where the norren lived had sprouted fresh homes. The only difference between the time before the war and now was the rampart around the northern edge of the norren quarters. Dante had raised most of it himself, using his ridiculous abilities to talk the damn earth into rearranging itself into a protective barrier. Seeing it again left Blays cold. Not so much for its association with his former friend, but more for the power it represented. Blays had heard Dante was being groomed to lead Narashtovik. He wasn't at all sure that bid well for its future.
Cloistered in Setteven, Blays hadn't seen a norren in weeks, and though he'd spent close to a decade mingling with the clans, part of him still wasn't used to the sight of the people going about their business on the eastern shores. Man or woman, none was less than six feet tall, with more breaking seven feet than not. With the bones and musculature to support it. The women's faces were hairless, but the men's beards grew to just below their eyes and were as thick as carpets.
Prior to the war, Blays wasn't sure he'd known a single norren man who hadn't had a beard. In Dollendun, however, they'd been forced to clip their beards short to show the brands on their cheeks that identified them as slaves. That era was now behind them, yet more norren than ever walked around stubbled or entirely beard-free. He hadn't asked, but he figured it was a display of defiance. Solidarity with those who had been freed, but would forever wear the scars of their captivity on their faces.
Taya led the troops to the wharfs. It smelled like mud and dung and cold water. Grimy humans and norren lugged casks of goods on handcarts. Others struck deals on corners. Women hauled racks of fish from the shores, set up stands, and called out prices.
At an unmarked pub, they tied up their horses and went inside. It smelled like tea and tobacco. Norren hunched over Nulladoon boards, analyzing the game pieces arrayed around the miniature hills, lakes, and rivers. One of the observers straightened, saw Taya, and approached. Blays let his right hand move to one of his swords, which he'd carried openly since departing Setteven.
"Taya." The norren inclined his head and glanced at Blays. "And you must be B—"
"Lord Pendelles. Of elsewhere." Blays stuck out his hand.
The norren accepted it in a bone-grinding grip. "Take a seat. Have a drink. Ever played Nulladoon?"
"I once had a friend who couldn't quit. Always looked fun. But much as I'd love to kick back, don't we have a job to do?"
"We have a job, yes. But it's a job that must be done by night."
Blays clapped his hands. "Say no more! Except to order me a drink."
The man's name was Forrd and they killed the remainder of the afternoon lounging around the tavern sipping beer and watching the Nulladoon players spar on their pint-sized battlefields. After a couple of cups, Blays was tempted to start wagering nulla on the outcome of the games, but he resisted. It wasn't time for gambling. Nor, sadly, for drinking. He was here to make enough money to buy a county. There would be plenty of time for fun once the sale was complete.
The sun ran away to investigate what was beyond the horizon. Blays idled longer, buying pan-fried trout and river-clam stew from the kitchen. At last, with the sun long gone and the only light in the street coming from the lanterns hanging at the pubs and inns, their team departed en masse to pick up the bossen.
They drew more than a few glances: the hour was late and they were about the only humans out and about on the eastern side of Dollendun. Blays was relieved when their mounts clopped past the last of the yurts and lean-tos pitched on the outskirts of town. Crickets chirped from the grass. The residents had plowed a passage through the ramparts; as Blays reached the gap, Forrd guided him to the right to skirt the inside of the wall.
The carts rocked through the grass. After a few hundred yards, Forrd called a stop. Blays glanced to all sides, touching the hilts of his swords.
Forrd tipped his head at the wall. "Well, get digging!"
Blays gaped. "You buried it? Do you have any idea what it's worth?"
"I thought pirate's law insists all treasure must be buried." Forrd couldn't keep a straight face. "I'm tweaking your nose. It's right through here."
Four feet up the wall, he brushed aside a tangle of leaves and branches, removed a key from his pocket, and inserted it into a knot in a bough embedded in the dirt. Metal clicked. He pocketed the key and heaved on a gnarled root and hauled open a door in the side of the rampart, sending Blays' perspective spinning.
"Oh come on," Blays said. "Don't tell me your nulla is making doors that look exactly like dirt!"
"I would never dedicate my life to something so ridiculous." Forrd stepped back from the entry and dusted his hands. "My friends, however, are another story."
The door and the passages dug in the rampart behind it made for the perfect smuggler's nook. Crate after crate of bossen were hidden inside it. Blays helped haul these outside to load onto the wagons. By the time they finished, it was after midnight and Blays was ready to drop dead, but they had a proper caravan of Gask-smashing riches. They drove it across the bridge into the human districts, then took the north road toward Setteven, paralleling the river. Blays managed to keep his eyes open until they put Dollendun's outer limits behind them, then collapsed inside a wagon to sleep.
He woke up as sore as if he'd slept under the wagon's wheels. He hopped down to relieve his bladder in the woods, then jogged to catch up to the caravan, which was now comprised of five wagons, ten veterans on horseback, Taya, himself, and assorted wagon-drivers and teamsters.
They traveled in quiet for three days, passing travelers, pilgrims, and merchants heading to Dollendun and lands beyond. Leery of camping around strangers, they spent their nights in the woods a few hundred yards from the road. The nights were cold, but the afternoon sun was warm enough to keep the wagons toasty.
Blays decided that, once he returned to Setteven, he'd give the duke three days. Then it was time to offer the bossen to Carraday. If he delayed any longer, the market for bossen might start to slide—a strong possibility, given that it was nothing more than a silly fad. If that happened, the whole gambit would be ruined. Carraday wasn't his ideal mark, but there would be other opportunities to hit the duke and by extension the king.
"I'll try to gauge if the duke's interest has changed," Taya replied to his explanation. "Otherwise, I agree. Once you've lit the arrow, you have to fire before it burns out."
They left the river's humid banks and cut northwest toward the capital, less than a day's passage away. The road crossed a few miles of scattered farms, then a field of stumps where the farmers had harvested firewood and lumber, then entered a thick deciduous forest. The leaves of the canopy enclosing the rutted trail were beginning to yellow.
The trip had been so peaceful Blays didn't realize they were under attack until the first arrows slashed through the branches.
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Dante stood up so fast his head grazed the cave ceiling. "Where is he?"
"Well," Nak said through the loon, "she refuses to say."
"Why? Who is she?"
"An enterprising lady who claims to have spent the last two years tracking him down. She is most interested in the reward you've placed on him."
"So pay her," Dante said.
"Not that easy," Nak said musingly, the same way he might broach a knotty theological problem. "She insists on striking a deal with you in person."
On the cave floor, Lew smacked his lips, as if he were dreaming of food. Dante lowered his voice. "Sounds like she's got all the makings of a purse-cutter. How do you know she's credible?"
"She refuses to go into details until you've gone into silver, but when pressed, she told me she'd tracked Blays' activities to Lolligan of Gallador."
"It's common knowledge that we stayed with Lolligan during the Lakeland Rebellion. Anyone could draw that connection as 'proof.'"
"Hey, I'm not the one asking for coin," Nak said. "I'm merely relaying her terms. How would you like to respond?"
Dante gritted his teeth. "Tell her to wait. We're on our way back anyway."
"Oh? Did you find out what was causing the disturbance?"
"Like I told you, we're short on answers and long on questions. We're also deep in the middle of the gods damn mountains. Please show our guest all the courtesies until we manage to drag our asses out of here."
"It will be done," Nak said. "See you soon!"
The loon connection went dead. Dante sat in the dark. Over the years, there had been many false Blays sightings reported to the Citadel. Dante had expected as much—he'd established a hefty bounty for information relating to Blays' whereabouts—but even so, with one lead after another taking him down a dead end, he had become sick of the process. Especially because every single time a new one cropped up, he couldn't help himself from kindling a new flame of hope.
Luckily, he was exhausted from yet another day of hiking up a mountain while avoiding being eaten by nightmarish beasts. He got back to sleep. When he met the morning, he found his anxieties were held at bay.
They had a quick look around the talus field. Finding no sign of the light's descent, they turned around for the long walk to Soll. Gray clouds blew in from the west, swaddling the peaks. These stayed calm for two or three hours, and then, as if the clouds had been slashed open by a celestial sword, hail fell in sheets, stinging Dante's hands and head. They bundled up and crunched through the carpet of icy pebbles.
At least they were headed downhill, and now that they weren't actively searching for signs, lights, rains of frogs, or deposits of goat entrails, they made good time. The second day into their return trip, they had to pause to gather food. Dante used the nether to spear a couple of ravens; Ast found mushrooms on the trunks of pines he assured them were edible; Lew turned up a couple sprigs of carrots. They quit early to stoke a fire and clean the ravens. It was an unusual meal, and the meat was on the greasy side. Yet after days of privation and hardship, it was among the most succulent Dante had ever tasted.
Three full days of walking and climbing brought them back to the meadow that housed the village of Soll. Smoke rose from the shared kitchens and workshops, ghostly columns in the mid-afternoon light. A few residents glanced their way, but that was all the fanfare their return received. Ast tracked down Vinsin, and the four of them sat at an outdoor table shaded from the sun by a tan canvas tarp.
"You survived!" the middle-aged man said. "And how was the grand adventure?"
"We fought a kapper!" Lew said.
Vinsin laughed. "No you didn't."
"Oh, you were there with us? Why is that so hard to believe?"
"The fact you're standing here. In one piece. And not in chunks, fermenting in the belly of a monster."
Dante rolled his eyes. "We didn't fight it so much as flee in panic. The only way we could be rid of it was to drop it down a ravine." He dug into his pocket and withdrew the scales he'd cut from its ankle. "I took these from it."
Vinsin reached forward hesitantly, as if the scales might fly up and slice off his fingers. "You really did it? What on earth would possess you to fight a kapper?"
"Like you said, it was either that or be eaten." Dante gave a severe look to the homes embedded in the cliffs. "It attacked us after dawn. I was led to believe that was impossible. I think something's going on in the mountains."
"Such as? What did you find?"
"Not much. Nothing I understand, anyway. But you should let your people know to be on guard. If the kappers become more aggressive, the whole village could be lost."
"It wouldn't be lost, exactly," Vinsin said mildly. "I expect our bones would be scattered around this very meadow."
Dante blinked at him. "Lew and I will leave tomorrow. Please send word to Narashtovik if you observe anything else strange—or if you need help."
"I will. And thank you for looking into this. Now, how do you feel about feasts?"
"I live for them," Lew said.
Vinsin went to talk to a few people, and within minutes, a dozen locals had dropped what they were doing to gather in one of the kitchens to attack kettles, pots, and foodstuffs of all stripes. Dante was puzzled by their vigor: were they that grateful to Narashtovik's envoys?
A meal materialized on the tables. Fried fish, stewed greens, farmer's cheese, roasted quail, thick slices of bread embedded with whole grains. Dante was too tired from hiking to fully appreciate the flour-smudged people thronging around the tables throwing plates of food at him, yet it lifted his spirits. If they'd forged a new connection with these people, and repaid, to some extent, the easterners' aid during the war, then perhaps the trip hadn't been a waste after all.
At sunset, he approached Ast. "Thanks for showing us the way. It was a bit of a trek, wasn't it?"
Ast smiled wryly. "Anything to help this land. It's a tough enough existence as it is."
"I know the feeling." They shook hands.
At dawn, Dante was among the first to rappel down the cliff and have a look around the vacated village. There were no tracks or kapper spoor. He signaled to the cliffs and others climbed down to solid ground. After a meal and a few goodbyes, he and Lew walked across the meadow, descended the stone staircase, and began the long trip back to Narashtovik.
"So is it true?" Lew said.
"Is what true?" Dante said.
"That they found Blays."
Dante gazed at him sidelong. "You were listening in?"
"Not on purpose," Lew said. "It's not like I had much choice. That cave was so tight you could hear a cricket fart."
"Wouldn't that be extremely noisy?" Dante pulled up his collar against the cold. "I don't know if he's been located. These reports come in all the time."
"I met him a couple times," the young monk mused. "I was just an acolyte, but he was always pleasant to me."
"He occupied a curious niche in the Citadel." Dante stepped over a fallen branch strewn across the switchbacked trail. "For years, he had no official position or power of his own. Some of the Council regarded him as nothing more than my servant. I think that left him sympathetic to all who had a similar role."
"I dunno. I just thought he was a nice guy."
They traveled on foot for two days, sleeping in cliffside caves. At last they reached the lowlands and retrieved their horses from the Gates of the Mountains, a modest town that marked the unofficial boundary between the civilized lands and the scattered mountain people. The glassy yellow autumn light shined on fields of grass gone to seed and farms nearing harvest. Gusts of wind raced from the west, watering Dante's eyes. After so long in the mountains, the neutral air felt warm and welcoming. After so many nights of blankets in caves, the beds of the inns felt like magic.
Miles outside Narashtovik, the plains were replaced by pine forests. The road was dotted with light traffic: farmers and peasants on foot, dressed in long jackets that swished below their knees. Wagons and traders, too. The forest ended. Across the plain sat Narashtovik.
For the finale of the war, Moddegan's troops had marched right into it, but the battle had centered on the Sealed Citadel and lasted a single day. Prior to that, the ten thousand redshirts mustered against the city had accomplished plenty of looting, burning, and killing, but by the standards of war, the damage had been slight. While the fringes of the city were thick with abandoned and ruined houses, those had been there for decades. Centuries, in some cases. Narashtovik had a long, long history. The Chainbreakers' War was just the latest in a string of conflicts. Whatever damage it had caused, Narashtovik continued to enjoy a renaissance.
Dante and Lew rode into the outskirts of the city. On Dante's first visit, this had been a forest of young pines sprouting in the ruins of old houses. But these trees had made for easy firewood, and the last of them had been chopped down years ago. Much of the lumber had been used to build new homes, many of which were a patchwork of blond timber and old stone.
The land was patch-worked, too, with small homestead farms bordered by fieldstone fences. Though the city had a well-managed granary, one of the key strokes of the war had been securing a supply of wheat from Tantonnen, another former Gaskan territory that sprawled two hundred miles to the south. Late that summer, as the king's men rolled through the Norren Territories, displacing clans, villages, and entire towns, Narashtovik had funneled the Tantonnen wheat to the refugees, saving countless lives.
The lesson was that in times of crisis, there was no such thing as too much food. On the conclusion of the war, Dante brought this lesson before the Council. Like everything else, the institution had been depleted by the fighting, but it still boasted many formidable members. Olivander was the commander of the military and currently the acting regent, and possessed a strong logistical mind. Somburr, the spymaster, had traveled extensively, observing all kinds of municipal programs and arrangements, and had the keenest understanding of politics and their consequences. And Tarkon was as old as the hills and had lived in Narashtovik all his years; his understanding of the city and its people was second to none.
Between them, they'd hammered out a simple agreement: any citizen or immigrant who wished to farm the city-owned land could do so. Narashtovik's soldiers (who no longer had much soldiering to do) would even assist them in the construction of their homes and the cleanup of the land. This would cost the homesteaders nothing—but in the event of war or emergency, the city would be allowed to purchase all the farmers' excess food at a steep discount.
It had worked out as well as they'd hoped. Hundreds of family farms cropped up around the city's borders. Thriving markets emerged in the formerly quiet streets of the outer districts. Merchants arrived to act as middlemen, porting the excess to Dollendun, Yallen, and the harsh lands of the northwest coasts, where storms and rough terrain made large-scale farming impossible.
In one sense, setting up programs like this was extremely tedious. In another sense, however, administering Narashtovik and its lands was like a massive, real-life version of Nulladoon.
With the Citadel located in the center of the city, Dante rarely had any call to roam around the edges of the city. As he and Lew rode in from the hinterlands, it was deeply rewarding to see the effects of his policy on the commonwealth. They passed through the Pridegate, the first of the two walls. These neighborhoods had prospered, too, rowhouses and storefronts packing people into each block. Dante wasn't wearing the black and silver uniform of Narashtovik, and despite being on horseback, he was often forced to maneuver around lumbering wagons and knots of haggling traders. The city was thick with the smell of dung, equine and human, mollified somewhat by baking bread, diverse perfumes, and the smell of hot black tea wafting from countless stalls, public houses, and shops dedicated to its consumption.
Dante crossed beneath the Ingate into the heart of the city, a cluster of hills dominated by two structures: the Cathedral of Ivars, which flung its marble spire nearly five hundred feet into the sky, and across from it, the Sealed Citadel, a titanic block of granite encircled by a thirty-foot wall. The gates, as always, were closed, but the guards manning them were quick to spot Dante. The grille opened with an iron screech. The guards shouted greetings. The handful of troops, acolytes, and servants in the courtyard glanced his way and inclined their heads. Dante nodded back.
Groomsmen hastened to see to the horses. Dante dismounted stiffly, sore from days of riding. He had hardly made it inside the front doors before he was intercepted by Gant, the Citadel's majordomo, whose pale skin and facility for seeming to be everywhere at once prompted speculation that he moved faster than sunlight.
"Lord Galand," Gant said to Dante in his exquisite accent—sheer Narashtovik stevedore, yet somehow Gant made it sound as elegant as brushed nickel. The man himself was as thin and sinewy as a riding crop. "We are blessed to have you back. Was your trip satisfactory?"
"We may have fulfilled some of our hazy objectives," Dante said.
The majordomo turned to Lew. "And you?"
The young monk shrugged. "Always nice to be allowed out of the city."
"Excellent. Lord Galand, I am certain Olivander will want to see you at the soonest opportunity."
"And I want a flying carpet," Dante said. "Or at least a narrower horse. Where's Nak?"
Gant cocked his head. "I expect he is in his quarters. Should I let him know you will see him after you've spoken to Olivander?"
Dante chuckled at the man's polite manipulation. "How about the opposite?"
"I don't believe such an arrangement would please Lord Olivander."
"Then you're just the man to smooth his ruffled feathers." Dante smiled at Gant and jogged through the cool stone foyer. Gant knew better than to make any serious attempt to stop him.
Dante entered the stairwell to the upper floors where most of the Council kept their rooms. Sunbeams cut through the bubbly glass windows. His footsteps racketed up and down. After a long climb—too long, really, considering the age of many of the Council, though many of them rarely left their floor—he exited into a hallway. This was lit by lanterns and sparsely decorated with tapestries woven with the image of Barden, historical battles, and so forth. Dante barely saw them as he approached Nak's door and knocked three times.
Nak answered promptly. He wasn't the most dashing figure on earth: short, pudgy, middle-aged, and almost but not completely bald. Nor was he the brightest theologian or the most powerful sorcerer. Not an obvious candidate to elevate to the Council. At the time, some of the other monks had whispered he was a mediocrity at best.
But he was cheerful, dogged, and thorough, traits that allowed him to pursue matters more deeply and effectively than a man of greater talent but lesser focus. A lot like Lew, in fact, or rather, what Lew might turn out to be, if he pushed himself to the limits of his ability. Dante thought Nak's promotion had been an excellent decision, adding a sturdy keel to the ship of Narashtovik's governing body.
Nak smiled smugly. "You got here fast."
"I've made an amazing discovery," Dante said. "Did you know that if you move your legs, you can cross distances?"
"I'm sure news of Blays had nothing to do with your haste."
"Where is she? The woman who thinks she saw him?"
Nak's smirk shrank. "Oh, she's here. Ish."
"Ish? Which room, Nak?"
"Here," he gestured vaguely. "In the city."
Dante's scowl was as dark as the hailstorm they'd endured in the mountains. "She brought news credible enough to loon me about—to call me home early—"
"Leaving early was your decision!"
"—and you let her run off as she pleases?"
"I couldn't very well lock her up in a cell, could I? Merely letting her inside the Citadel was a breach of protocol. Would you like me to send her a note at the inn she's staying at?"
"Please," Dante said levelly.
Nak adjusted his black robe. "I bet you'll hear from her within the day. You can thank me then."
"Deal. And if she's gone, I'll put you in the stocks. A wheeled form of my own invention that can be carted around by a team of diarrhetic goats."
Nak frowned, then waved a stocky hand. "You're awfully skeptical for the future leader of a religious order."
"How can you trust a thing until you've interrogated it within an inch of its life? Including priests."
Nak rolled his eyes. Dante exited and headed down the hallway to see Olivander. As he grabbed the handle to the Council regent's chambers, the door swung inward, revealing a surprised-looking Lew.
"Ah, found you," the young monk said. "Olivander's right here."
"In his room?" Dante said. "Good thing I have you around as a guide. How else would I find my way around this Citadel I live in?"
Lew reddened and examined a corner of the room. At its far end, Olivander rose with a grin. "Dante! Finally decided to heed your superior's summons, did you?"
Dante entered the chamber. Olivander was a soldier and a hunter and his quarters were adorned with antlers, bows, boar spears, and tapestries depicting famous hunts of myth, including the harpooning of the dodecapus by Viadella. Before seating himself in one of the stuffed chairs, Dante turned on Lew with a stare that bordered on a glower. Lew gave a little wave, exited, and shut the door behind him.
"Do you spend a lot of time chatting with the monks?" Dante said.
Olivander shrugged a broad shoulder. "Since you refused to see me, I thought I'd see Lew in lieu." He looked surprised. "Look, I've made one of your jokes."
"And you've also made me regret my decision to come see you."
"But you're here, and there's nothing we can do about that now. Did you find the source of the signs?"
"Didn't you get the recap from Lew? Don't trust his powers of observation?"
"He's keener than you believe," Olivander said. "But it never hurts to have a second perspective."
Dante summarized the trip, beginning at Soll and continuing through their trek into the wilds, their encounter with the kapper, and their witness of the lights that took the shape of Barden. Olivander's face was lined from sunshine, battles, and forty-odd years of existence, and as Dante explained what they'd seen, those lines grew as deep as the ravines of the Woduns.
"Kappers are real?"
"I doubted, too," Dante said. "Then one mistook me for a walking breakfast."
"I knew they once existed." Olivander gestured at the walls. "We have some of their relics around here somewhere. I thought they'd been rooted out centuries ago."
"What does it mean that they weren't?"
"That we ought to stay out of the Woduns?"
"Stop stealing my ideas," Dante said.
"How did Ast Modell perform? I found him an admirable guide when I was rallying forces in the east."
"Hesitant to get started, but effective once we got on the trail. Or, more accurately, once we got on the rickety piles of rock that may never before have been scuffed by human soles."
Olivander leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands over his stomach. "Now that you've seen it for yourself, what would your recommended course of action be?"
"Is this a test of my leadership?"
"So is every decision we make. Except perhaps those we make in the water closet."
"You're getting cruder. I think we're spending too much time together." Dante tipped back his head and considered the ceiling. "I think we should send a monk with a loon to Soll. If there are further developments, I want to know about it right away. Additionally, I'd like some of the senior monks—or a Council member, if there's a volunteer—to study the scales I removed from the kapper. I don't like anything I don't know how to kill."
The regent watched him. "Studying puzzles sounds like something you'd typically do yourself."
"I will, too," Dante said quickly. "Like you said, it never hurts to have another set of eyes."
"If I said it, it must be true. Agreed on all counts. I'll put together an escort and send a monk to Soll. Thank you for making the trip. It may have felt pointless, but building our relationship with the mountain people could pay off handsomely should it turn out Moddegan's plotting his vengeance against us."
"Is that possible? What has Somburr heard?"
"Nothing to twist your skin about," Olivander said. "But it's a mistake to assume the enemy's standing still. I'm sure he's scheming and strategizing no less than we are. Strengthening our alliance in the east can only help to dissuade him from poor ideas." He reached for parchment and a quill. "I believe we're done. You'll be around if I need you?"
"Sure," Dante said. "After a week of banging around the mountains, my feet would mutiny if I tried to march them another mile."
The lie was so egregious he didn't even feel bad for telling it. He killed time in his room examining the kapper's scales. He didn't do anything that might impact or damage them—merely touched them with the nether, which slid off as cleanly as water from the scales of a fish. Though each try yielded the same results, he repeated it tirelessly, trying to watch a different part of the reaction each time and thus understand why it was happening.
Partly, he employed this method to pass the hours while waiting for word from Nak, but it was his preferred approach to all investigations. When confronted with a thing he didn't understand, he liked to quietly watch until that thing began to make sense. Only then did he dive in with active prodding, poking, and attempts to change, test, or break the object or concept in question.
He wasn't always able to go about things in this manner, particularly out in the field, when time was scarce and lives were on the line, but for once, time wasn't at a premium. So he sat on his balcony overlooking the city, the afternoon light glinting from the bay washing the north shore, the smoke of chimneys and forges mingling with the damp sea air. Despite his complaints, he enjoyed traveling—seeing new corners of the world, accomplishing things at the front of the action—but he also enjoyed being alone like this, ensconced in his room with an object of interest. When the knock came at the door, he was actually annoyed.
He cracked the door. Nak stood on the other side, looking smug again. "I told you I hadn't lost her."
Dante threw the door open. "Which room?"
"You're in for a crash course in the ways of our sharp-eyed lady. She's not in the Citadel. She wants to meet at midnight. At the King's Folly."
"The King's Folly? That's more than a little inconvenient. Think she plans to assassinate me?"
Nak rolled his eyes. "I imagine Narashtovik's top nethermancer might be able to handle a run-of-the-mill assassin."
Dante gazed down the hallway. "What if she does mean to kill me? Coming here with 'news' of Blays is a sure-fire way to get me to leave the Citadel."
"Which you never, ever do otherwise."
"Point taken. Thanks, Nak. If I don't come back, take my revenge?"
"Along with all your property."
At ten-thirty that night, Dante descended the stairwell, lantern in hand, and exited into the courtyard. A chilly seaborne breeze flowed over the walls. The guards at the gate opened the reinforced side door and he walked north. The plaza between the Citadel and the Cathedral was well-lit, but the streets beyond were often as dark as the skies. He didn't truly believe this mysterious woman was here to kill him, yet he couldn't shake a paranoid mood, and found himself glancing over his shoulder at every intersection.
The streets within the Ingate were placid. Respectable. Past that, the night grew more boisterous; people leaned outside taverns, talking with great enthusiasm. Sometimes to people who weren't there. Dante wore an unmarked jacket over a plain doublet. He drew no more eyes than anyone else.
It was a long walk to the docks. The piers smelled of salt and the kelp that belched onto the shores in voluminous quantities. Masts spiked from the docks. Lanterns shimmered on the waves. Longshoremen called back and forth, loading ships, drinking, or both. Dante turned west along the shore, putting the noise and lights behind him. He pulled up his collar to shield his nose against the smell of the fish guts cast back into the water by the tons every day.
The piers stopped and so did the city. Jumbled black rocks bordered a thin white stripe of beach. The King's Folly rested a hundred yards from shore, a dark mass on the waves. Dante stumbled and fell into the sand.
He'd tripped on an oar belonging to a rowboat beached above the hissing surf. He glanced at the King's Folly. Three times, a light winked from it, then vanished. Dante pushed the boat into the water, glad the tide was at its ebb, and rowed.
The Gaskan invasion had been primarily land-based, but Moddegan had dispatched a small fleet as well, as much to distract the defenders as to actively battle them. Narashtovik's navy had been nonexistent, however, and on discovering the waterways were clear, a clever Gaskan general had embarked a portion of his troops on the king's ships, meaning to sail into the bay, circumvent the city's main defenses, and break through the Ingate before Narashtovik could reposition its forces.
But while Narashtovik had had no official navy, it did possess a thriving class of folk who might or might not be labeled pirates, depending on how conservative you preferred your maritime law. While Dante and the others had battled to hang onto the city's walls, these merchant-bandits had taken it upon themselves to meet the king's armada on the seas.
Moddegan's fleet hadn't expected any resistance, and the battle ended after the briefest exchange of hostilities. In attempting to turn about, the king's flagship became mired in a maze of sandbars. The crew and soldiers were taken prisoner. Narashtovik's pirate-defenders attempted to claim the ship, but it was stuck fast, and during the argument about how to float it again, part of it burned down. The remainder had been out here ever since.
When Dante closed within fifty feet, a silhouette appeared on the railing and aimed a bow at him. "Who's there?"
Dante pulled the nether close. "Who do you think?"
"Tens of thousands of people live in this city," the woman said, "and most of them are capable of manning a rowboat."
"Dante Galand, High Priest-in-training blah blah blah."
The woman lowered her bow. "Welcome aboard."
Another rowboat was tied at a makeshift dock that had been hammered into the hull. Dante paddled to the dock, tied up, and leapt onto the ignominious carrack, which swayed and creaked gently in the perpetual currents. Boots clomped down the deck. A rope ladder whacked the side of the hull. Dante climbed it to the deck and was met by a young woman. It was too dark to make out much else.
"You've got my name," he said, rubbing his palm, abraded by the climb. "Why don't you give me yours and we can get to business?"
"Cee," she said. "And I'm here to work for you."
"You said you found Blays. How do you know it's him?"
"On the lead up to the war, I saw you two in Dollendun. In times of chaos, business is always good for people in my line of work."
"Which is?"
"Finding things. How do you think I got my name?" There was an edge to her voice that might have been teasing. "I spend a lot of time in public houses. Because that's where the business is. And because I like to drink. I watched you play that norren game. Saw Blays, too. A few weeks ago, I saw him again."
A hard wave struck the boat, yawing it. Dante gritted his teeth and regained his balance. "Where? In Gallador?"
"If you're dumb enough to think I'd tell you that, I'm getting out of Narashtovik before you accidentally burn it to the ground." Cee brushed dark hair from her face. "I'm getting tired of moving from place to place and job to job. There's no future in it. You want Blays? I want two things in return. First, a big fat sack of silver. Up front. And second, a permanent position in the Sealed Citadel."
Dante snorted. "Doing what? Arranging my meetings in the most inconvenient places possible?"
"Finding whatever you need found. Watching whatever you need watched. You've earned more than your share of enemies, haven't you?"
"And I might be about to earn another. I'm not sure I have the power to offer you such a position."
"You're the High Priest-in-training blah blah blah, aren't you?"
"That doesn't give me infinite leeway to make decisions."
She smiled, teeth flashing in the starlight. "You don't want the others to know, do you? Do you want to keep your obsession secret? Or do you want to find Blays?"
He found the nether returning to his hands on its own. It would be easy to hurt her. Just a little. Enough to scare her into talking. He might not feel good about it, but it would be much faster and painless—for him—than promising her a permanent station in the Citadel.
But thinking like that was what had caused Blays to renounce him.
He closed his eyes and nodded. "You'll get every penny of the bounty I've promised. Up front. And the possibility of long-term employment."
"I don't want words. I want a writ."
"You'll get it as soon as I see Blays," Dante said between his teeth. "If you've found him where so many others have failed, I'm sure the Citadel would be happy to retain your talents."
She gazed at him, hair teased by gusts of salty wind and sporadic ocean spray. "I trust you'll want to leave tonight?"
"Are you ready?"
"I plan my day expecting to leave the place I woke up in."
"That would explain why you're not married," he muttered. "Do you have a horse?"
Cee gave him a look. "I wouldn't be much of a nomad without one."
"Well, I left mine in my castle. Meet me outside the Cathedral of Ivars in two hours. If this is a joke or a scam, you're a dead woman."
"Oh, I know," she said. "I saw you in the war, remember?"
He didn't offer to share the ride back to shore. Her rowboat kept easy pace with his. He pushed it without making it obvious he was pushing, yet they still hit the sands within seconds of each other. He hurried back to the Sealed Citadel, tasked a servant to ready a horse, and jogged up to his room to gather his things. By the time he got back downstairs, his horse was there, breath wreathing its nostrils.
"Where are you going?"
Dante turned, expecting to see the stablehand, and gazed on Lew instead. Dante froze. "What are you doing here?"
"Walking," Lew said. "Around."
"In the courtyard? In the middle of the night?"
"You don't expect me to take my walks in the city, do you? They'll let anyone in that place."
"You're spying on me, aren't you?" Dante said. "For Olivander."
"I think Arawn would look down on one of his monks spying on his high priest!"
"He frowns on lying, too. I want the truth. Or I'll demote you to chief manure bin."
"I'm not spying," the monk said. "Just...lounging about."
Dante stepped closer. "With the express purpose of keeping an eye on me. Was Olivander concerned I'd get into trouble in the Woduns?"
"Get into trouble? No. Cause trouble? Yes."
"Which I didn't. I was an upstanding representative of this institution. Yet here you are, malingering like a case of Mallish Pox."
"I'm not telling him anything bad. He just wants to make sure he's training you right. That's a big responsibility for him, you know?"
"And running off in the middle of the night runs directly counter to it." Dante sighed. "Well, there's only one thing I can do, then. Get a horse. You're coming with me."
"Like hell I am!"
"I'm leaving. Unless you want to fail in your mission to keep tabs on me, so are you."
Lew drew back his head. "You're going to find Blays, aren't you?"
"This time?" Dante glanced toward the Citadel gates. "There's nothing in the world that can stop me."
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Birds burst from the canopy, fluttering and squawking. Arrows whacked into the sides of the wagons with the metallic snap of a hammer ringing on a nail. Human arrows, Blays registered dully. Not that he expected to be attacked by norren in the heart of Old Gask. But he had become something of an expert on wagon train ambushes, both on offense and defense, and had learned that norren arrows—primarily obsidian, glass, or bone—didn't have the same clapping retort as iron arrowheads. The iron ones sounded nasty. If you imagined that noise as applied to your ribs, or your head, it could paralyze you with fear. Until the bandits honed in on your indecisive self and put one of their arrows through your spine, paralyzing you for real.
"Bandits!" He jumped from the seat of the wagon and hit the ground running. "We're under attack!"
Which was obvious to everyone with the ears to hear the arrows sizzling through the leaves and slamming into the wagons. But guiding people through the Straits of Oh Shit was much easier when you put a firm hand on the till.
"Archers, return fire!" Crouched low, he dashed into the trees beside the path. At some point he'd drawn his swords. "Others, to me. Left sweep. Move!"
Men called out, thrashing through the brush behind him (his people) and ahead (the enemy). Someone was already screaming. Probably one of their own. Strangers moved in the trees, wearing green and brown clothing that matched the woods. Without breaking speed, Blays began zigzagging, meaning to throw off anyone drawing a bead on him and to allow his people to catch up.
The problem with an ambush like this was that it was so damn effective. For one thing, the enemy had the advantage of surprise. For another, they had total mobility within a covered environment; on the other side, the wagon train was confined to a one-dimensional track. Turning around was a) impossible and b) fruitless. You could plow ahead, but this was a wagon team, not a legion of warhorses. The enemy could keep up on foot. In the chaos, your wagons could get separated—or the bad guys could get frustrated and shoot your horses, leaving you screwed even if you won the day.
Against a concealed opponent who could move around however they pleased, hiding behind the wagons and exchanging fire was a fool's game. Instead, you had to organize a counterstrike on the fly and execute it before their snipers sliced your squad to ribbons.
Blays' first mark was just noticing his less-than-subtle charge, pivoting beside a tree trunk and nocking a fresh arrow. Blays waited for the archer's elbow to hook back, then flung himself to the left, rolling in the damp leaves. The arrow rushed by, rapping into a tree trunk. Blays popped up on his feet and ran toward him, but the man was already nocking another round. Blays slung his left-hand sword at the archer, the weapon spinning end over end.
The man grunted and jerked up his bow, deflecting the incoming blade with a clang. Blays rushed in behind it and jabbed at the man's chest. The archer turned aside, using the bow to guide the thrust past him. Blays cocked his left elbow and slammed his empty fist into the man's chin. The archer's head snapped into the trunk with a dull thud. Blays stabbed again, hooking in from the side, burying four inches of steel in the soft spot between the man's hips and ribs. The man gasped and feebly poked the bow's tip at Blays' face. Blays pushed the blade deeper, dropping him, then finished him off.
He rolled behind the trunk for a quick look at the field. Taya and the wagon's guards had raced past him, engaging targets of their own. Men shouted orders back and forth. Arrows hummed through the trees, but the shots were sporadic and hurried. The few of the enemy who weren't directly engaged were being peppered with fire by Blays' archers at the wagons.
Blays grabbed his fallen sword and sprinted to assist the nearest guard, who was in a vicious one-on-one twenty feet away. Steel rattled on steel. The wagon guard feinted and the bandit flicked his short sword at the man's hand. The guard cried out and reeled back, knuckles bloodied. The bandit smiled grimly and hurled himself forward—lunging directly into Blays' sword. The guard put an end to him.
Further ahead, Taya's thin swords were doing messy things to two men in green cloaks. They screamed for a second, then didn't. The woods were dense and the ambushers had had to position themselves close to the road, allowing the wagon's guards to close on them in moments. Unseen bandits were calling out names from the other side of the path. The men on the wagons replied with arrows.
Blays ran forward, scanning the forest. He tried to join another engagement, but the guard cut his foe's throat before Blays got within reach. The coppery scent of blood mingled with the rotting leaves. The voices from the other side of the road faded, retreating. Blays' guards called to each other, checking off names. The battle was over.
Taya jogged up to him, sweat sheening her forehead. "We should chase them down."
"Did they piss you off that bad?" Blays got out a rag and began to wipe his swords. "Bandits are just one of the hazards of the open road. Like a storm. That rains iron-tipped arrows."
"You think these were common bandits?"
"I didn't see any crowns or purple robes."
She glanced at their guards, who were tending to the wounded. "We deliberately let all of Setteven know we had access to a fortune in bossen. That would have motivated any number of candidates to arrange to take it away from us."
Blays rubbed his mouth. "Whoever they are, they have a head start and know these woods better than we do. Did we leave any survivors?"
Taya swiveled on her heel and went from bandit to bandit. Most were dead or unconscious. Two could speak, but one of them seemed incapable of words besides "mother" and "water."
The other gave Taya a wicked smile and coughed blood at her face. "We weren't hired by no one."
She drew back, but made no motion to wipe her face. "You sure about that? You have been stabbed in the vitals. It will take you hours to die."
"And whose blade put me here?" He laughed coldly. "I'd no sooner turn over a name than I'd hand you my children."
"You can always be hurt worse."
"Than a gut wound? Have at it."
Taya turned to Blays and raised her eyebrows. "Do I have permission?"
Blays blinked and moved beside her, dropping his voice. "To mutilate this fellow?"
"This 'fellow' was attempting to kill us."
"Typically I try to hold myself to higher standards than murderers."
"He's dead either way," she said. "The question is whether you want to use his death to learn how to stop the next attempt."
Blays inhaled deeply. "I left Narashtovik to escape that kind of thinking. Put the bastard out of his misery and let's see what's left on the bodies."
She gazed at him, judgment clear in her eyes, then knelt and cut the bandit's throat. Blays didn't turn away. Even as the man gurgled and clutched his neck. He had seen enough to know that looking away from a thing couldn't save you from its memory. Instead, looking was the only way to understand what you were doing.
They went from bandit to bandit, rifling pockets, examining their clothing and weapons. Banditry was dangerous work. As a general rule, the only people willing to risk their lives to prey on the roads were homeless vagabonds. The rare few who actually struck it rich tended to retire or attempt to use their gains to establish a business that didn't involve crossing pointy objects with angry travelers fearful for their lives. In short, your average highwayman was dirty and dirt-poor, often unable to field weapons more expensive than cudgels and spears.
These men were a cut above that. All had bows and at least one iron blade. Their clothes weren't straight from the Setteven salons, but their cloaks were warm and showed little sign of mending. None were shoeless. Neither, however, did any of them wear any fancy jewelry besides the odd earring or necklace, or carry ruby-handled swords of watered steel. It was enough so Blays could believe they'd been hired, but it left plenty of room for doubt.
The dead carried little in the way of personal objects. A crude wooden frog. A knife with a handle made of antler that had been carved with images of ships at sea. A badly-spelled letter from a wife urging the recipient to come home. A couple of wooden combs, one broken. The sundries of survival. Nothing to tie them to a palace aristocrat. Blays rinsed his hands of blood and dirt and returned to the wagons.
They'd lost two men. Five others bore wounds ranging from sliced knuckles to an arrow through the ribs that had probably punctured the man's lung. The crew's barber removed the arrow and bandaged him best he could, but there was little else they could do besides install the man in one of the wagons, resume the trip, and get him to a proper bed as soon as they could.
For just a moment, Blays missed traveling with Dante: cold and violent as he often was, he was a born healer. If the dirty shadow-slinger had been here, the man gasping in the wagon would already be back on his feet.
Taya sat beside Blays on the front wagon, watching the trees. "This won't be easy to track down."
"What, you don't think I should drunkenly accuse everyone at the next ball?" Blays said. "That's what a real nobleman would do."
"You're right, you should speak out. Getting assaulted on the highway, and surviving, is something you should brag about for cachet. But don't make accusations."
"But that's where I'm an artisan." He was quiet for a moment, the wagon rumbling beneath him. The sun was falling and the air was growing cold. "If this attack was paid for, seems to me there are two suspects with the most to gain."
"The duke," Taya said. "He might not be able to afford the bossen, but he can pay to have it stolen. Who's the second?"
"Lady Carraday."
"When she thinks you've got a deal in place? Why?"
"Because she's sly enough to know that makes her least suspicious," Blays said. "Also, her family was here before Gask and I bet they'll still be here after the empire crumbles. They're survivors. They know how to scramble."
Taya considered this, then nodded once. "A fair argument."
"Then there's the third candidate: everyone else in Gask who likes money."
"Shadowy sedition can be so inconvenient," she grumbled. "I'll turn over all the stones I can, but I doubt we'll get far."
"Then how do you suggest we proceed?"
"Boast about the attack. Offer a reward for any information relating to the bandits—you wish to pursue those who got away. With any luck, someone on the inside will have a score to settle with the perpetrator and seize the opportunity to bring them down. They dispose of an enemy while scoring points with you."
"I'll make one last offer to Duke Dilliger, too," he said. "But I can't let Carraday dangle for too long."
He wasn't terribly happy with these resolutions. They were passive. Unlikely to yield results. Perhaps he ought to petition the king—concern for the safety of the roads, the prosperity of Gask, and so on and so forth—but that too was unlikely to gain him anything besides a small amount of political credit. Well, like they said, the longest journey begins with a single step. Maybe he could, in time, parlay this incident into real pull with the king. That would be something. Mentally, he started composing his missive.
The man with the lung wound died that night. They buried him by the road. Blays lingered beside the freshly dug mound for a few minutes longer than the others. He meant to honor the man, he supposed, but they'd hardly known each other. He sighed and jogged to catch up.
The remainder of the trip was as quiet as the portion before the ambush. They led the caravan off the main road through low green hills, stashing it at an isolated farm some six miles from Setteven.
"I expect we'll need you here another couple weeks," Blays told the troops. "The larder is well-stocked and you'll be pleased to hear that I've installed a beer basement. Right, and I expect to be selling the shipment soon. Consider your salaries doubled."
Considerable cheers erupted from the guards and teamsters. Some went to investigate the basement while others tended to the horses and secured the barns where the wagons had been housed. Taya waited for their people to disperse, then moved beside Blays.
"Beer basement?" she said. "Doubled salaries?"
"I thought we'd better get on their good side before the sale," Blays said. "Since their chief duty after that will be hauling our purses around."
"This isn't our money. It's earmarked for the glorious cause of driving our boot into the empire's testicles."
"Whatever the cause, these guys are risking their lives for it. They deserve a bonus."
"And if some die, their families are supposed to be consoled by the jingle of silver?"
"It's better than nothing," Blays frowned. "Especially if they have kids."
Given that he intended to make a hullabaloo about being assaulted on the road, he thought it appropriate that "Lord Pendelles" would return to Setteven in the company of bodyguards. He enlisted two of the men to come with him on the carriage ride into the city.
Bunches of letters awaited him at the house, primarily missives from merchants and minor lords looking for a piece of the action. These didn't particularly interest him, except as proof the bossen market was still primed to explode, but he set about answering them anyway, including a lengthy, impassioned recap of the bandit attack, downplaying his role in the battle significantly—in this version, he killed but a single outlaw, and certainly hadn't led the charge into the woods that likely saved everyone's lives. He dispatched the responses via courier early that evening.
There was nothing from Duke Dilliger. Lady Carraday had written, but it was a brief note letting him know she looked forward to concluding their deal at his convenience.
He considered delaying his response a few days to work on the duke, but he'd already sent letters to a legion of Setteven's lesser stars. If he'd been dealing with normal people, they'd think nothing of the fact that, following a long trip from the city, he might take a couple days to respond to them. But Carraday was a person of importance. Pendelles, while carrying a certain influence of his own, was well short of her stature. If he dawdled with her—especially after having already replied to numerous people who couldn't match Carraday's power and influence if you threw them all together—well, a gaffe like that could lay waste to the entire relationship. In short, it was one of those things you Just Don't Do.
He penned a note thanking her for her letter and informing her that he expected to be able to move forward shortly. That timeline was vague enough that he wouldn't have to finalize the deal with her until he'd had the chance to do some public grousing about the safety of the roads and to take one last run at the duke.
This turned out blessedly simple. During Blays' travels for the goods, Dilliger had relocated from his chateau to the palace in Setteven. Blays sent the duke a request in the morning. By afternoon, Dilliger replied with an invitation to the palace for the next day. Blays considered informing the duke he couldn't make it on such short notice—the implication being he was close to a major deal, and the duke had better act fast—but he couldn't let Carraday dangle that long. He accepted the invitation.
He had been to the palace more than once, and as he dressed for the event, he felt no particular nerves. If anything, he was excited. It was always a pleasure to stroll the halls of the heart of Gask's power knowing that he would soon burn them down.
He hopped in his carriage and took off. As a foreigner in Setteven, he had been educated by multiple nobles looking to bring him up to speed and impress him with their knowledge of local history. So he knew the current palace wasn't the first. And that it hadn't always been this grand.
But as the carriage swung down the boulevard, you could sure believe it had been around since the dawn of time: built not by common laborers, but by the gods.
Tall, elegant homes lined the thoroughfare. After a quarter mile, this fed to a white stone gate. This was clearly a ceremonial feature, as beyond it lay a broad blue lake. The road continued across it on a causeway to the palace, which was abutted on its back side by stark white cliffs. Protected by the lake on one side and the cliffs on the other, it was all but impregnable.
But Blays thought it had been placed in this engineered landscape as much for its grandeur as for the defensive advantages. The bisected waters shimmered silver-blue. At the far end, they reflected the palace, which resembled a layer cake as seen by an approaching beetle: terraced, white, enormous, and simultaneously intimidating and intoxicating. Its round layers sported arched doorways and windows, and the terraces made for excellent viewing for visiting lords and ladies, who frequently took the sunshine on the upper floors.
The central tier stood twelve stories high. While it was a general rule of cities that in any tall building, the poor were forced to live at the top and deal with all the stairs, the palace was an exception. For one thing, a cunning, donkey-powered platform had been rigged up to lift visitors and residents from one floor to the next (the king had a private platform for himself). And for the second thing, those on the upper floors simply summoned everyone else up to see them.
As a result, the king lived in the narrowest, highest tier, with the following floors populated in rough correlation to the power, wealth, and status of their residents. Duke Dilliger was a handful of links removed from the throne and was occasionally very rich. That put him on the terrace just below the king's.
Blays' carriage wobbled across the strip of land connecting the palace to the city. It reached the rolling lawn that surrounded the palace and came to a stop in the red gravel outside the front steps. He left his driver and bodyguards, taking one footman to maintain appearances. At the top of the marble steps, they were greeted by two guards with crimson doublets and tall steel lances. One recognized Blays, nodded deeply, and allowed him through.
Inside, his steps were muted by the lush rugs that provided pathways across the airy marble entries. He and his footman crossed to the center of the palace, a wide, hollow pillar, and stepped onto a circular wooden platform. Blays informed a waiting servant of the desired floor. The servant tugged a thin rope. Somewhere below them, a bell jangled. Donkeys brayed. The platform shuddered, then began to climb.
It rotated slowly up a thick central pole cut like a screw, carrying them past intervals of blank walls and landings. A couple minutes later, it rocked to a stop. A female servant unhooked a red rope barring the doorway, then ushered them into an airy, circular room with doors spoking its outer walls. Blays informed the woman of their destination and she took them to one of the doors and announced them to the duke.
They were led inside a cool room floored with bamboo that must have been imported from the slopes of Gallador. One of the duke's servants spirited Blays' servant away and directed Blays outside to a flat marble deck that served as the roof of the lower floor and the terrace of this one.
The duke sat beside an iron railing overlooking the lake. "Greetings and such. You've just been on a trip, so I expect you'll want to tell me about it."
Blays smiled and moved to the railing. "You sound thrilled to hear it. Should we cut to the chase and let you hang yourself from boredom?"
"Why would I do that when I can order you hanged instead?"
"Then I shall endeavor to entertain. How's this? We were attacked by bandits. On the king's own road!"
Dilliger turned from the lake to eye him up and down. "You look like you came through it all right."
"Came damn close to fertilizing Willen Forest," Blays said. "Most of the blackguards escaped us. I've already placed a bounty on them. Mighty keen to learn who hired them."
The duke raised an eyebrow. "You think someone set them upon you? They're thieves. You were carrying thievables. I've never been much for math, but it's a straightforward equation."
"There's always room for coincidence in the House of Greed." Blays tapped the railing, which was hot with absorbed sunlight. "You're probably right, though. Why stretch to make it a conspiracy when everyday bandits would have attacked anyone with a wagon?" He furrowed his brow. "However, if it was a targeted attack, I doubt I'll be allowed to survive a second effort. Therefore, I'll continue my hunt for the odious toad behind the first—hypothetical though he might be."
All his life he'd been careless with words, slinging them around the way old men slung bread crumbs to the ducks at the edge of the lake. The hardest part of adopting the Pendelles persona had been learning to mind his tongue. Judging by the duke's reaction—frozen expression, one hand slipping from the rails—Blays had broken character. Spoken Words that Must Not Be Uttered.
Had he pushed too far? If so, how would Dilliger react? Blays supposed that depended on two things: the duke's perception of Pendelles, and the duke himself. It would help that Pendelles was on the naive side. Keen enough on business matters, but when it came to true intrigue, the kind worth killing over, Blays had presented his alter ego as hopelessly ignorant. He believed the duke would consider him completely incapable of exposing whoever was behind the attack. But there was a chance Dilliger was spooked enough to make a mistake.
"I assume," Dilliger said, "you came here to talk about more than your plans for revenge."
"Oh yes," Blays said, happy to move ahead. "I'm back, and so are the goods. Thought I'd drop in and see if your circumstances had changed."
"Unfortunately, no. But I appreciate the offer."
Blays bowed his head. "Anything for the man who introduced me to Run."
Dilliger turned toward the lake and laughed. Normally, protocol would insist they spend some formalized time together, sharing drinks, a meal, or gossip, but the duke was less concerned with protocol than most and knew Blays would prefer to get on with business elsewhere. Blays collected his footman and returned to the lift, which was ascending from below. It stopped on their floor a minute later.
An older man whose eyes couldn't decide if they were brown or green exited. He saw Blays and his face lit up. "Lord Pendelles? What brings you to the palace?"
Blays smiled at the man, a Galladese trader who'd become a minor lord in Setteven two decades ago, but who'd bitterly supported his former homeland during the war.
"First a team of horses, then my feet," Blays said. "Today, it's business. Tomorrow, I hope it's to lodge a complaint with the king regarding the infestation on his roads."
The merchant lifted his eyebrows. "Infestation? Are the giant ants back?"
"Bandits. Thieves." Blays leaned in theatrically. "And if they aren't exterminated, the tree of Gaskan trade will topple, devoured from the inside."
"My stars. I'll be doubling my sacrifice to Carvahal tonight."
Blays smiled slightly in case the man was joking. The palace servant cleared his throat. Blays stepped onto the lift, headed to the ground floor, called for his carriage, and headed back to his manor.
Taya was out. He tried to stay up until she returned, but found himself awakened by the click of the door. He wriggled from his stuffed chair and intercepted her in the hallway.
"The duke turned me down," he said.
She closed and latched the door. "Maybe you should have worn a sluttier dress."
"He didn't try to bargain. Didn't even try to stall me. I think he's out of the picture. Have you turned up any leads on the attackers?"
"Nothing yet. It takes time for information to percolate through a city. Like a bead of blood dropped in a glass of water."
"That's an unnecessarily gruesome image," Blays said. "If the duke's done, I'll write Carraday to schedule a meeting. Keep hunting for whoever hired the attackers, but it's time to move forward."
"Agreed," Taya said. "The bubble market for bossen is about to burst."
"How can you tell?"
"I'm from Gallador. We're born with a nose for these things."
Blays rolled his eyes but said nothing. He intended to spend the next couple days circulating in the salons bordering the Street of Kings. Relate the bandit story a few times, ask other merchants about their experience on the roads, perhaps make some noise about organizing petitions and proposals. If he were feeling really ambitious, he might discreetly hire some bandits of his own to start harassing the woods.
However, the issue of the roads presented him with a conundrum. Rather than being a waste of money and effort, spurring the king to clean up the roads might lead to increased commerce. And thus taxes. And thus Gaskan power. The exact opposite of Blays' goals.
It felt like he ran into this situation a lot. He thought he was pretty good at improvising short-term tactics—escapes, robberies, gambits of all types—but this skill rarely translated into a successful long-term strategy. That pissed him off, not least because it didn't make any sense. Say the goal was to cross the road. That crossing would involve a discrete number of individual steps. If you improvised each step as it came, sooner or later, you found yourself on the other side of the road.
That was how it should work. In practice, if you kept both eyes on what your feet were doing, and gave no care to what was coming down the road, you were liable to end up trampled halfway across it.
Even so, it would be fun to hire a gang of (threatening but ultimately nonviolent) highwaymen and wreak havoc on the Gaskan interior. He thought he would give it a shot.
He never got the chance. As he ate the next morning's breakfast, a knock sounded at the door. A man wearing a red doublet and a sword stood on the other side.
On seeing Blays, he stiffened his back. "Lord Pendelles?"
"That would be me," Blays said.
"The king wishes your presence."
"He does?" Blays said. Behind the messenger, a carriage waited in the street. "What, now?"
The man inclined his head. "That is his desire."
"I haven't even had my tea."
"Tea will be provided in your conveyance."
"Look," Blays said, mustering his best aristocratic hauteur. "I understand he's regent of all Gask. His time is worth more than the Pearl of Aldressar ground up and served atop the meat of the Tireless Pegasus. But I also know our great monarch is magnanimous, generous, and understanding. Surely he is kind enough to grant me ten minutes to prepare myself to be worthy of his presence."
The king's man took a small step back, regarded Blays, and inclined his head again. "Agreed. Take the time you deem necessary."
Blays attempted to wrest the exasperation from his face. "Thank you, good sir."
He closed the door, walked away from the entry, then sprinted upstairs. Taya sat in the library, bent over a desk overflowing with correspondence.
"Guess who's just been summoned to the king?" he said.
She glanced up. "Was it me? I've always wanted to meet a man of such high honor."
"His man's waiting outside. I should probably get dressed, shouldn't I?"
"What's the bastard want?"
"I don't know." Blays ticked his nails against the doorframe. "Maybe I went overboard besmirching his roads."
Taya straightened her papers. "Are you nervous?"
"I've been dreaming about killing him for years. Why would I be nervous?"
"Better hurry. Your most bitter enemy awaits you."
He grinned and jogged to his room. He'd established the character of Pendelles as a man who dressed cleanly but not fussily, but this was the king. He changed into a fresh doublet and swapped his boots for ones he only wore to parties and meetings of the highest order. He gave thought to trimming his beard, but there wasn't time. Anyway, a summons like this, with no advance notice, was highly unusual. Moddegan would know Pendelles wouldn't have time to kit himself out with the proper respect. Hell, the king would probably be pissed off to see Blays had wasted so much time smoothing every last hair and thread in place.
In the street, the king's man showed him to his carriage, a sleek vessel of buffed red lacquer. The horses clopped confidently down the streets, scattering pedestrians like mackerel before a shark. The servant sat across from Blays. Despite the rattling of the vehicle, he retrieved a tea tray from beneath the seat and poured Blays a steaming mug without spilling a drop.
"Tea while you travel," Blays said, halfway to himself; he wanted to inquire what this summons was about, but knew better than to ask, and so he filled the time with idle chatter instead. "I need this in my carriage. Or what about a tea delivery service? Do you think people would go for that?"
"I couldn't say, my lord," the king's man said.
"Con: it's pretty easy to make tea for yourself. Pro: who wants to make their own damn tea?" Blays stared at the dark liquid in his cup. In order to help sustain the illusion that he was a wealthy merchant, he'd gotten in the habit of musing about hypothetical business ventures, and had found, to his great surprise, that he enjoyed it. Commerce was like a philosopher's stone that turned ideas into gold. It was fascinating.
On reflection, a tea delivery service was probably not a viable enterprise. If someone were to run out to order tea delivered, they may as well just pick it up. Perhaps it would be useful at large meetings and the like, but anyone scheduling such an event would be wealthy enough to have servants to take care of their tea for them. The concept was intriguing, but the logistics rendered it a nonstarter. However, if people had the means to order tea without leaving their homes—if they all had loons, say—his brain might be sitting on a fortune.
The cart slowed, climbing an arched bridge over a minor tributary of the river that split the capital. Now that he thought about it, loons were easily among the most valuable items in the world. Yet so far as he knew, they were completely uncommercialized. The only people who owned them were norren tribes and Dante's people. If Blays could get his hands on a source...
...then they'd soon wind up appropriated by King Moddegan, who would use them to solidify the very empire Blays was attempting to crumble.
Still, fun to think about. Really, many parts of business were fun. He got to travel, see strange places, plot and scheme and brainstorm. If he had his life to do over, he'd spend part of it as a merchant. He'd be damn good at it, too. Become disgustingly rich while seeing the world and having a blast. Sounded pretty good. Especially if he got to challenge people to duels when they tried to gouge him.
But he didn't have that option. His life was committed. To a much different course.
The carriage swung onto the swarming Street of Kings. Blays swilled his tea, which had gone lukewarm. He didn't bother to glance at the lake as they crossed the causeway to the palace. The wheels crunched to a stop in the red gravel. A servant materialized to open Blays' door. He forgot to thank the man. He tilted back his head and pretended to appreciate the layered palace while he adjusted his attitude. No time for surliness. Not in front of the king.
The man who'd summoned him waited until Blays was ready, then guided him up the steps. Two armed guards fell in beside them, accompanying them onto the lift. The bell jangled three times. The platform clunked and raised.
"Has this thing ever collapsed?" Blays said.
The servant glanced at him sidelong. "I can assure you it's safe."
"If it's the same as the king's, I'm sure it is. I'm just curious. Would be a heck of a ride down, eh?"
The man nodded indulgently. Blays made no further efforts to engage him. After a slow ascent, the platform rocked to a stop at the top floor. More guards waited on the landing, inspecting the platform's occupants. The servant gestured the way forward and Blays stepped off.
Ceilings hung twenty feet above them. Patterns of bright red stone zagged through the white marble walls. Silver artifacts rested on pedestals around the walls of the vast circular foyer. The servant's shoes whispered over lush carpets. He brought Blays to a cherrywood door and led him through a quick series of wood-paneled passages. Typically when the weather was fine, as it was this morning, the nobles preferred to sit around their terraces, but the room Blays was deposited in was windowless and small.
The walls featured paintings and end tables, but the middle of the room was empty except for two chairs. One was high-backed and red plush, elevated on a sandalwood plinth. The other was a plain but comfortable-looking white seat. It didn't take a genius to deduce which one was his. Five minutes later, the back door opened.
He stood quickly. For the first time, Blays met the man he'd been fighting for the last ten years.
He had seen Moddegan from a distance on a few occasions, however, so he wasn't surprised by the king's limp, or the fact he refused the use of a cane. Like most nobles, he was tall, and though he was on the wrong side of sixty, he'd succumbed to neither paunchiness nor the rickety thinness that greeted so many men on their approach to old age. He had the broad, flat nose common to Gaskan aristocracy and his stare was like the glare of sunlight from polished silver.
The door closed behind him. He moved to his throne and stood before it, facing Blays. "You are Pendelles."
Blays knelt and bowed his head until it touched the king's outstretched hand. "My liege."
"You may sit," the king said. Blays obeyed. The king was silent for a moment. "I have heard of you."
That had the ring of significance. Blays cocked a brow. "Should I be honored, or worried I've done something that warrants spying?"
"I would be yourself."
"In any event, your invitation is as humbling as it is mysterious."
The king squinted. "Are you a man of words?"
"I've been known to wield them."
"Most men of your trade are. Occupational hazard. It's your job to convince people to give you money."
"Whereas kings are men of action. Always rolling up their scepters and wading into the front lines."
Moddegan chuckled without smiling. "I said nothing about dividing the world between men of words and men of action."
Blays tapped the arm of his chair. "You'd add a third type to the list?"
The king nodded gravely. "Men of decision."
"Not the man who cooks the breakfast. But the man who decides it's time for the fast to be broken."
"An apt summary, although constructed to hold as little rhetorical weight as possible. Rather, the distinction should be drawn at the level of a general and his soldiers. Does a general act? Does he dive into battle with drawn sword? Only if he is a fool, or if the battle is going very poorly. Instead, he decides."
"Sounds a lot like acting to me," Blays said.
Moddegan made the smallest gesture with his fingertip. "Only a man of words would argue that point."
With difficulty, Blays stopped his eyes from rolling. "You're the ultimate decider, aren't you? You didn't invite me here to play games with words. So the question is, have you made your decision already? Or am I being judged right now?"
Moddegan smiled with the detached amusement of those elevated beyond all mortal concerns. "I will buy your bossen."
"You will?"
The king nodded.
Blays shifted in his chair. "You'll have to excuse me. I've never done business with a regent before. When you say you'll buy it, do you mean if I wish to sell it to you? Or do you mean that the same way you'd say 'I will conquer Mallon'?"
Moddegan tipped his head five degrees. The man's gestures were all small, forcing you to pay constant attention to his every mood. "If it were an offer instead of an order, would you refuse me?"
"If it were an offer, I'd ask to hear your terms, then ride straight to your rivals and see if they want to up the bidding." But he knew these were words. The king had decided. Blays' task was to play along. "May I ask your proposal?"
"The whole shipment. Same terms you've offered the others."
"My instincts scream at me to haggle. But my brains tell me that if I attempt to take advantage of your lofty finances, I'll find my body dragged through the streets by a fancy horse."
"Something like that," Moddegan said. "Do you have the goods here?"
"Close enough."
"Then I shall send for you in three days to conclude affairs." He leaned back. Blays began to rise, but the king twitched his fingers, stilling him. "I have heard your concerns about the safety of the king's roads."
Blays laughed with as much self-deprecation as he could muster. "In my defense, if we could saddle complaints, our feet would never have to touch the ground."
"I will deal with the roads," Moddegan said. "You will speak of it no more."
"Is that what this is about?" Blays made a quick calculation, then pressed on. "This isn't the strongest of bribes. I had another buyer."
"This was about business. The roads are a secondary matter—but they are the veins of my empire. If circulation is blocked, the limbs wither."
Blays bowed low enough to show the crown of his head. "I will say no more, my lord."
The servant opened the door and escorted Blays to the lift, then the carriage outside. As Blays returned home, he sensed the city but absorbed none of its impressions, like a sponge too saturated to take on any more water.
As usual, Taya intercepted him in the foyer of the manor. Blays had been working with his servants for months, and trusted them to a man, yet he refused to speak until he and Taya were alone in the library, doors and windows shut from prying eyes and ears.
"Forget about the duke," he said. "We're taking down the king."
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They were three hours into the journey and twenty miles west of the city before Dante realized he was missing a vital piece of information. "Where exactly are we headed?"
Cee gave no indication she'd heard. For a moment, he thought his words had been lost beneath the tromp of the horses' hooves and the coo of the birds in the trees. It was black as sin except for a small pool of light he was maintaining in front of Cee's mount to watch for any bad spots in the road that might cripple a horse.
"To find your friend," she said at last.
"Useful information. While I have you here, can you tell me more about this 'ground' we're walking on?"
"You'll find out where we're going once we're there."
"That's just it," Dante said. "I will see. So why not tell me now?"
"To encourage you to see the deal to the end."
"You've already got my coin and my word. Do you realize I could rescind both with one flick of nether? If I were going to kill you, what difference does it make whether it's now or when we reach our destination?"
Cee clopped along. Without turning, she said, "Setteven."
"Setteven?" Dante said. "What's he doing there?"
"Last I saw? Getting rich."
"Is a widowed dowager involved?"
Cee turned, but her expression was silhouetted by the light at the front of the horses. "I wouldn't be surprised. He's doing business with every nobleman and woman in the court."
A misstep from the horse jostled Dante's spine, but his brain was reeling before that. "You must be mistaken. We fought a war against those people."
"I followed him for weeks. Except when I couldn't. Like when he went to stay at one of their chateaus."
"There has to be more to it."
"See for yourself," she said. "Either way, I'm keeping the silver."
He couldn't believe it, yet her confidence undermined his own. What would motivate Blays to trade with those who'd once been their worst enemies? Was Cee mistaken? Was Blays up to something? Or had he simply moved on, putting his past with Setteven behind him as thoroughly as he'd done so with Narashtovik? If so, he wouldn't be the first to forsake everything else in pursuit of a life of wealth and pleasure. Maybe he thought he had nothing left to him.
Dante lapsed into silence. They had crossed a few villages after leaving Narashtovik, but they were currently traveling a stretch of woods populated entirely by squirrels and owls. That night, they had to make camp in the wilds. Compared to sleeping in caves in the Woduns, however, the discomfort was trifling.
They made steady progress, pushing the horses without exceeding their limits, stabling them in a new town each night. Dante wanted nothing more than to race all the way to Setteven, but his impatience was tempered by an ironclad fact: if Cee was right about Blays, he wouldn't be going anywhere soon. Not if he was in bed with the capital. Not when there was a fortune to be had.
It was an odd thing. Blays had never been greedy. Even when Dante had been elevated to the Council, and all the wealth of Narashtovik had been at their disposal, Blays had shown little interest in throwing it around. He'd wanted no more than clean clothes, sharp swords, and the occasional night in the taverns. He'd mocked merchants more than once, scorning them for scurrying around after slivers of silver, noses buried too deep in their ledgers to ever see the world around them.
But the death of Lira had broken him. That much was clear. It was why Blays had left. In that state, he could have become anything. Grief had a way of transforming a person into what they most hated. Perhaps instead of killing himself, falling in with the enemy was Blays' way of destroying everything he'd once been—and his pain with it.
Mile after mile faded behind them, pine forests and grassy plains and ridges of weathered limestone. He gave some thought to sailing to Yallen and then heading upriver to the capital, but in all likelihood that would require backtracking to Narashtovik to find passage on a boat. Instead, they took the road nearly all the way to Dollendun before cutting overland to the west, intercepting the road and the river after a day in the wilds.
The mountains of Gallador sat in the south, gauzed in mist. A fork in the road fed them straight toward Setteven. They were deep in Gask now and Dante rode with his cowl pulled over his head. He wasn't certain what would happen if he were recognized. Narashtovik had been at peace with its former masters for more than three years, and while the two states weren't throwing each other tea parties, neither were they on the brink of conflict.
But peaceful relations between countries would mean nothing to anyone who bore Dante a personal grudge. A blood relative of the slain Cassinder, for instance. Or the friends and family of the thousands of Gaskan soldiers killed in the war. Dante's role had generated far too much anguish to assume he could move through these lands in safety.
On the morning of the day they expected to reach Setteven, they entered a quiet forest. Sparrows flitted across the road, passing through thin beams of light. They had traveled close to four hundred miles, and with their destination so close, Dante let the horses amble at their own pace.
"Redshirts," Cee murmured.
Dante snapped up his head. Down the leaf-littered road, men in red doublets blocked the way. King's men. Just like the thousands Dante had plunged to their deaths in the final battle of the Chainbreakers' War. This time, there were just eight. He could kill them in moments if it came to it. Yet his pulse quickened. The last thing Dante needed was to draw attention. And by definition, there was no such thing as a safe fight.
Hurriedly, he called on the nether and went to work on his face. Shifting the planes of his cheekbones. Lengthening his nose. Thickening his brows. The illusions were slight, a dim version of the method Cally had used when he'd infiltrated the Council, but it should be enough to hide his identity.
"Act normal," he said. "No killing."
Cee gave him a look. "Do your friends normally have to be ordered not to kill strangers?"
"He's reminding himself," Lew muttered.
Dante shook his head. He let Cee lead. She slowed as they approached the soldiers. The men watched them alertly, but didn't reach for swords or bows. Once Cee rode within twenty feet, a trooper held up his hand. Cee stopped and nodded in greeting.
"Where are you headed?" the soldier said.
"Setteven," Cee said; early in the trip, they'd arranged a cover story. "We're on business from Tantonnen."
"Are you armed?"
Cee flipped back her cloak to show the scabbard on her hip. "If I draw this, it'll flash."
"Why do you have weapons?"
"For the same reasons you do, I expect."
The redshirt nodded. "Have you run into trouble? Seen anything fishy?"
"Nothing but quiet. Something we should be wary of?"
"Highwaymen," the man spat. "We appear to have cleared out the vermin. But be on watch."
Cee tipped her head. "Will do. Safe travels."
The group parted, allowing them to ride through. Lew looked back. Dante didn't.
Cee waited until they were out of earshot. "Awfully close to the capital for bandits."
"Is this road normally patrolled?" Dante said.
"Rarely." She flashed a grin. "Or I would have been caught years ago."
Dante kept his eyes open and they crossed the forest without incident, riding into a wide plain of farms and hamlets. At one settlement, another group of redshirts eyed them, but let them pass without questions.
Then Setteven sprawled before them, stretched across the hills and the river, bustling with trade and life, smoky from chimneys, raucous with talk and clicking hooves and shutters squeaking closed against the growing cold of late afternoon. Dante could smell the manure from beyond the walls, but as they rode through the white gate on the south end of town, the odor was fought by wood smoke, the freshwater smell of the river, and frying bacon, which Setteven was famous for.
It looked younger than Narashtovik, perhaps because it wasn't littered with ruins, yet it had the unmistakable appearance of a city that's been around for eras. Many of the structures were patchwork: wooden upper floors atop stone ground floors; rowhouses grafted onto each other one after another; classical arches on a temple of Mennok beside a manor house designed with modern parallel lines. As in Narashtovik, many of the locals wore long coats, but the people here combined them with round hats trimmed with fur. One disdainful-looking lady wore a shirt made from a single piece of seamless leather. Dante recognized it vaguely: norren clothing.
Lew glanced from side to side. "Doesn't look like the capital felt the war at all."
"They felt it," Dante said. "You'll note they haven't come back."
"Time to get off the street," Cee said. "Establish a base of operations."
Dante had never been to Setteven before, so he left the logistics in her hands. She took them to an inn in the baker's district. Staff led the horses to their stables. The shutters in Dante's second-floor room were open and the whole room smelled of rising bread.
Despite the agreeable aroma, he closed up the window. "What now?"
"Depends," Cee said. "What are you going to do when you find him?"
"That's for me to decide."
"I don't care if you mean to spit him like a hog and serve him in honey. But what you want done impacts how I go about finding him."
Dante shook his head. "I won't know that until I know what he's doing here. Just get me the intel. Quietly."
Cee snorted. "Will do, boss. Guess you better stay out of sight until I'm back."
She took her sword and a small pack with her. Dante sent Lew downstairs for food and stoked up the fire. Lew returned with bread, stew, and the sour green apples that were Dante's favorite. He eyed Lew. Did the kid spy on his meals, too?
He couldn't complain about the fare, though. The stew was potatoes and bacon, and so heavily peppered it burnt his tongue. The sort of thing an innkeeper might do to hide the taste of spoiled meat, but the stew tasted so good Dante figured the Settevites just had a thing for spice.
"What if it turns out Cee's right?" Lew said around a mouthful of bread. "If he's doing business with Setteven, doesn't that make him a traitor?"
"No," Dante said after a moment. "We're not at war anymore. There's no use speculating until we hear what Cee has to say."
Mercifully, that put an end to the conversation. After dinner, Lew nodded off in his chair. With nothing better to do, Dante did the same. It was dark and quiet when Cee returned.
"Have a nice nap?" she said. "Ready to meet my informant, or would you rather catch another forty winks first?"
Dante stood. "Let's go."
Lew blinked from his chair, annoyed, but he followed them downstairs. Setteven was the Gaskan capital, but it was hardly better lit than any other major city. Cee found a wide street where lanterns burned at major intersections and over the stoops of public houses and tea shops.
She hooked right down a side street. Over the course of three blocks, the neighborhood shifted from pleasant and prosperous to mean and grim. Pools of stagnant water forced them to swerve like the drunks. The lanterns were gone, feebly replaced by the quarter moon and a few open windows. People cackled and argued. Dante pulled the nether to his hands.
Cee swung into an alley littered with garbage and sleeping vagabonds. Wash lines criss-crossed the air between the crooked rowhouses. She turned into a dead end abutting the backs of several connected buildings. There, a bearded man sat on a blanket, clicking around a set of clay tiles inscribed with what looked to be Old Gaskan runes.
"Took you long enough," he said.
Cee jerked her thumb at Dante. "Tell him what you told me."
Still fiddling with his tiles, the man gazed at Dante. "Couple months back, one of Lord Pendelles' servants had me arrested for loitering. Lives on Dunvern Street. Big pink house."
"Did you see him?" Dante said.
"The man himself?" The bearded man laughed. "Course not. They had me arrested so people like him wouldn't have to see me."
"Do you know if he still lives here?"
"Yeah, let me check with my vizier."
"Pay him," Cee said. "Five hammers."
Dante spent enough time on the streets to recognize the slang for iron coins. He counted them out and handed them to the man, who rattled them around his palm and nodded. Cee thanked him and walked away.
"That's it?" Dante said. "Why didn't you just tell me yourself?"
"Because you would have demanded I take you straight to him to ask your own questions." She brushed back her hair. "Anyway, I wasn't about to spend my money."
On the way back to the inn, they hashed out their next step. They knew where Pendelles lived; now it was time to determine whether Pendelles was in fact Blays. While Lew might be able to positively identify him, Dante wanted to do so himself. That meant staking out Dunvern Street. Dante could disguise himself, be it magically or mundanely, but if he were to hang out in the open, Blays was canny enough to recognize him by posture or gesture.
He couldn't use a dead bug to infiltrate the house, either. They never moved right. To most people, it would just look like his moth spy was sick, but Blays would know it for what it was. Dante needed somewhere he could watch from in secret.
That meant attempting to rent a room. Cee could handle that, but they were dressed for travel, not doing business in one of Setteven's trendiest neighborhood. If they were to walk into Dunvern Street in dirty cloaks and scuffed boots, they might be kicked out on sight. Even if they were allowed to roam around, no landlord or innkeeper would let Cee degrade his property with her presence.
In short, they needed new clothes.
Acquiring these ate up the next morning. As soon as they finished, Cee hired a carriage—she couldn't arrive on foot for the same reason she couldn't wander around in dingy clothes, and besides, the hackney might know who in the neighborhood was renting—and headed off for richer pastures.
That left Dante and Lew in their room. Dante had brought a kapper scale with him and killed time trying to study it, but since he couldn't reach inside it with the nether, there was little for him to see. Lew had got his hands on parchment and a quill. He spent all day parked in the window scribbling away. A report to Olivander? If so, it certainly was detailed. Anyway, Lew would probably be less open about it. Poetry, then. Or a letter to his mom.
At sunset, catcalls erupted from the common room downstairs. Dante wasn't surprised in the slightest when Cee opened their door a minute later. She had chosen a sleek purple dress that wasn't shy about expressing her décolletage.
She gave Dante a look that could have cut boiled leather. "One word and you can book your room yourself."
He splayed his palms. "I think you look regal."
"If nothing else, I'm the queen of getting things done. Your room is right across the street."
"Can we go now?"
"Sure. But unless you want to crack your skull, you should stay seated until you hear the bill."
She quoted him the room's rate, but the silver meant nothing to him. They packed their things and Dante and Lew donned their new dress: formal longjackets, shiny boots, and fur-trimmed hats. They flagged a carriage and headed across town.
As the name suggested, Dunvern Street straddled a high hill interrupted by parks, paths, and assorted greenery. Below its crest, the road leveled, overlooking a slope too steep for structures. The city sprawled to all sides, darkness pricked by ten thousand lanterns and candles. Miles away, moonlight bounced from a lake and shined on the confectionary eminence of the palace.
The road curved from the cliffs into rows of stately residences with little space between them. The carriage creaked to a stop in front of a pillared white structure labeled The Hotel Osterre. Dante paid the driver and exited. He wore a hat and had selected a coat with a collar that rose to his nose, yet in the cold, quiet street, he felt exposed to the world. He dreaded every second Cee and Lew dawdled inside the carriage.
At the hotel entrance, a doorman examined them, then saw Cee and smiled. His eyes moved to Dante and Lew and his expression flickered with amusement. As he led the three of them up a grand staircase to a rug-padded hallway, Dante understood: the doorman believed Dante and Cee were wealthy blue-bloods who'd paid Lew for a night of fun.
As that made it less likely they'd be interrupted, Dante was content to maintain that illusion. He followed the man to the reserved room, tipped him, and winked. The doorman closed the door and padded away down the hall.
Dante went to the window and parted the curtains. Bubbled glass filled the panes, presenting a sweeping view of the dim street. "Which one?"
Cee moved beside him and pointed to a house almost directly across from them. "That's it. Look like a Blays house to you?"
"A Blays house would be walled with rum bottles and roofed with swords cleaned to an obsessive degree. Side note—if he invites you over, I wouldn't visit on a windy day."
"If he learns I'm the one who brought you to him, I doubt he'll be inviting me anywhere."
He dragged a chair to the window. "Douse the lights. You'll have to entertain yourselves in the dark."
"I'll keep the heavy breathing to a minimum," Cee said.
He scowled. They took a couple minutes to settle in, then blew out the candles, casting the room into darkness. Dante sat and waited. The cold of the night seeped through the window, chilling his hands and face. Dunvern Street was one of the capital's nexuses, a hotbed of trade, fashion, and society. Though it was well after dark, the road thrummed with pedestrians, riders, and carriages. Red-uniformed watchmen patrolled the way, protecting the taxpayers. Many of whom were escorted by personal bodyguards as well.
It was a veritable crowd, but no one approached the pink manor. As the night deepened, the street calmed. Only the watchmen remained. The watchmen and Dante.
Dawn poked through the gap in the curtains. Blankets stirred behind him.
"Have you been there all night?" Lew croaked.
Dante didn't turn. "What do you think?"
"That you're cranky when you haven't got any sleep. Want a break?"
"Will you know him if you see him?"
"I'll wake you if anyone comes or goes from the house."
Dante sighed and stood, staggering on his stiff legs. "A nap might do me some good."
Lew sat in a nest of blankets on the floor. Cee had claimed the poster bed and was stirring, woken by their voices.
"You look like a dried-up frog," she laughed. "I'm guessing you haven't seen him?"
"With such uncanny powers of deduction, it's no wonder you're so good at your job." Dante shrugged off his coat and draped it over a chair. Lew replaced him at the window. Dante stretched his legs, wandering closer to Cee. "Speaking of, I need you to hit the streets again. I have to know more about what Blays is doing here."
Cee rubbed her eyes and stretched an arm above her head, elbow torqued. "I've got a contact on the other side of the hill. I'll see what she's heard. Right after I've had some damn tea."
That sounded pretty good, but sleep sounded even better. Dante installed himself in the bed, which smelled like hotel perfume and Cee's skin, and quickly drifted into the realm between consciousness and proper sleep. He stayed there some time, vaguely aware of the noise of Cee preparing to depart. As soon as the door clicked, he fell into a dead slumber.
A hand shook his shoulder. He smacked at it and it slapped his face. He jolted upright, feeling dizzy and sick from too little sleep, head pounding. Lew pointed at the window. Dante's heart drummed his ribs. He ran to the window. Outside the pink house, a sleek carriage sat in the noon sun. A man hunched inside it with one hand on the running board, fishing around its floorboards, back turned to the hotel.
The man straightened, put whatever he'd found into the pocket of his sweeping coat, turned, and looked Dante straight in the eye. Or so it felt—in truth, Dante watched through the narrowest sliver of window, obscured by a heavy curtain and the glare of the sun on the glass. In the street, the man planted his palms on the small of his back and leaned back until it looked like he'd snap in half. Dante had seen that stretch a thousand times before. He moved to the side of the window.
"Well?" Lew said. Dante nodded blankly. Lew gestured frantically. "And?"
"We wait for Cee."
He sent Lew down for tea. He hadn't known how he'd feel at this moment, but he hadn't expected this...numbness. He had no idea what to do next. Ironically, if he and Blays had still been companions, Blays would have come up with the perfect solution in a trice. They had complemented each other, improvising their way through a thousand different disasters. Three years later, Dante still wasn't used to making decisions without having his thoughts challenged and improved at every step of the process.
Lew returned with tea. Dante thanked him. More words almost followed, but something stopped him.
Cee got back a few hours later. "We're in luck. Dunvern Street is as incestuous as the royal family."
Lew wrinkled his nose. "What's so lucky about that?"
"My person knows a person. Their person's already agreed to speak to us. Tonight."
Dante refilled his mug. "Tell me it's not another trip to that above-ground sewer we visited the other night."
"It's a temple," Cee said. "Will that work? Or will you burst into flames if you step inside?"
"The temple might," he said. "But that's its problem."
With the meeting hours away, Dante caught another nap. Cee got out a deck of cards, cajoled Lew into playing, and methodically fleeced him of every penny in his pockets.
The hour arrived. Once more, they donned their fancy garb and hit the streets. It was close to midnight and except for a few intoxicated revelers, the only other travelers on Dunvern Street were the city guard. Dante made a show of chatting about the party they were on their way to crash, chuckling heartily. Cee strode ahead, turning down a leaf-strewn alley that opened into a pedestrian mall. She crossed this without a second glance, taking them to a stone staircase set in the side of a hill.
After a brief stretch of wooded parkland, the ground leveled and cleared. The temple topping the hill was from an earlier age, but even at a distance, its hexagonal spire gave it away. It was dedicated to Taim. Father of time—and judgment. Dante couldn't help wondering if there was a symbolic element to their contact's choice of location.
The base was hexagonal, too, capped by a slate dome. Out front, a pedestal displayed a small blue flame, burning unattended. Cee took them around the back, where a viciously narrow staircase had been wrought into a seam in the temple. Their boots scuffed on the steps. The temple dome was painted with silver points—a map of the night sky.
Eighty feet up, the top of the dome flattened into a platform, allowing a view of the city and access to the spire. A shadow moved from the spire and stood across from them. "Why do you want to know about Pendelles?"
Dante had no idea which lie was best. "I believe he might not be entirely trustworthy."
"Do you represent the king?" the woman asked.
"Far from it. Do you?"
She laughed sourly. "I represent one of the many people the king has wronged."
"That being?"
"A lady who deserves better than to be run over roughshod." She slitted her eyes. "That's all you need to know."
"Fair enough," Dante said. A breeze picked up, and though his footing was perfectly sound, he couldn't stop himself from throwing out his hands for balance. "So what is Pendelles doing in Setteven?"
"Are you aware of bossen?"
"The clothes? Like the norren make?"
"And are you aware it is the most prized object in the land? Pendelles practically has a monopoly on it—and he's about to turn that monopoly over to the king."
"What?" Dante blurted. "Why?"
The servant made a face. "Why do you think? To get filthy, stinking rich. My lady had a deal in place, but when Moddegan caught wind of it, he decided to snatch it up for himself. Pendelles couldn't say no to the king. He was probably happy for the chance to acquire a tie to the throne."
"I'm sorry to hear that," Dante managed, head spinning. "Then anything more you can tell me will serve both our aims."
"The deal goes down in two days." The woman grinned ruefully at the spire. "That's why I came here. Figured I'd beseech Taim to knock the palace to the ground."
"You never know. Thank you for your time." Dante bowed and headed back down the steps. Back on the ground, he turned to Cee. "Good work."
"I know," she said. "Now can we get back to Narashtovik and fit me for my new uniform? I'll look deadly in black and silver."
"Just one more step." He gazed into the night. "Blays is no longer the man I once knew. It's time to expose his true colors to the king."
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Taya absorbed his story of the meeting as thoughtfully as ever. When he finished, she said, "Have you thought about why Moddegan is offering to buy you out?"
Blays shrugged. "So he can fill his basement with coins and swim around in them like an avaricious duck?"
"In your pursuit of the duke, you've been blathering far and wide about the deal for weeks. The king's known about it at least that long. Possibly since the first day you mentioned bossen. Why swoop in now?"
He went still, following the lines of her logic. "To hide something. To protect the duke. His nephew."
Taya nodded once. "The duke couldn't afford the bossen, so he thought to steal it instead. Somehow, Moddegan was led to believe you knew who was behind the attack on our wagons—and now he's buying your silence."
"You're devious, aren't you? Should I be hiding the kitchen knives when I sleep?" Blays folded his arms and watched Dunvern Street through the window. "Followup question: so what?"
"That the king is duping you?"
"He's buying my bossen, isn't he? He'll have more than anyone in Setteven. He won't flip it the next day. He'll try to dribble it out to maximize his investment. Meanwhile, we flood the market beneath him."
"This is significantly more dangerous than going after the duke. Dilliger is a cad, a fool. If he were to go bankrupt, the court would echo with 'I told you so.'"
"Whereas the king is far too savvy to sink his wealth into a bum horse."
Taya lifted her finger and pointed it at him. "Meaning he'll pin the blame on the horse trader."
"He's fettered by the inconvenient fact his nephew tried to rob me. If he tries to come after us, he risks exposing Dilliger and his own attempt to cover up the crime."
"And if he loses his fortune, revenge might throw reason out the window." She circled her finger on the arm of her chair. "I'll work on finding direct evidence between Duke Dilliger and the bandits. If Moddegan winds up coming for us, it would be nice to have a dagger and not an empty sheath."
"Agreed. Time to order more bossen into Dollendun, too. Oh, you know what else you should do? Start thinking of how you'll spend our upcoming hoard of riches. I was thinking of buying a fleet, personally. Seems useful."
They both knew the funds generated from this venture would go right back into bringing Gask to its oppressive knees, but it was amusing to pretend. Anyway, they'd been building to this for so long that no one could blame him for feeling buzzed.
And through dumb luck—or, more accurately, due to a ruthless, singleminded, months-long campaign—they had come further than he'd ever imagined. The bossen gambit wouldn't be enough to wreck Moddegan by itself. But the kingdom had been sorely lacking in free labor since the norren had wrested themselves from their chains, and with fewer taxes out of Gallador and none at all from the newly-independent Narashtovik, the once-mighty Gaskan Empire was looking a little shabby around the edges. A bit wobbly. A good shove would only knock it further off balance. And if some other disturbance came along after that...
Enough dreaming. He had just three days until he'd return to the palace and seal the deal. He still had to bring the bossen in from the country. Now that he'd struck a bargain with the king himself, he didn't think there would be any more attempts to steal it, but you never knew. Once the goods were on the move into the city, he didn't intend to let them out of his sight until he shook hands with Moddegan and replaced the crates of clothes with chests of silver.
He spent the rest of the day down at the warehouse preparing it to shelter the wagons. The next day, while Taya pursued gossip and intrigue, he rode to the country and drove the bossen back to Setteven. They parked the wagons in the warehouse. He and the guards set up beds there, maintaining a constant vigil over their prize.
The sun rose on the day of the deal. He dressed in his finery, even the ridiculous little tricorner hat currently in vogue. A squadron of redshirted cavalry arrived at the warehouse while he prepared, augmenting his guards. There were perks of doing business with the crown.
Bathed and outfitted, Blays strolled into the daylight and saluted the commander of the cavalry. "Shall we?"
The man nodded. Blays climbed into his carriage. The procession rattled over the cobblestones, barged its way across town, and crossed the causeway to the palace. The wagons ground to a stop in the gravel.
There existed the chance, however remote, that Moddegan was on to them, and that this was an elaborate counter-sting. In case things went bad, he'd arranged for Taya to bug out with the wagons and hide at a safehouse in the country. Paranoid, but when you were dealing with this much money, there was no such thing as being too cautious. There outside the palace, Blays nodded to her and she nodded back.
He was met by the same servant who'd summoned him to the king three days ago. As the two of them walked inside, guards and teamsters moved the wagons around the side of the palace to conduct the physical exchange of bossen and hard currency, which would be inspected by Moddegan and Pendelles' staffs. The two of them were too lofty to degrade themselves by being concerned with money.
"His Highness awaits," the servant said.
"Boy, even when he's sitting around he makes it sound impressive." Blays glanced through the marble foyer. He had a sword on his hip (ostensibly decorative) and a knife on his calf, but he saw no signs he'd be needing to put them to use.
They climbed onto the lift and were borne up to the top layer of the edifice. The guards eyed Blays and allowed him past. Rather than being deposited in the cramped, windowless room where he'd first met Moddegan, he was escorted to a lavish, sprawling chamber of tables, chairs, chaises, and benches, with a stage at one end and a panoramic view of the lake and the city beyond. Servants bustled about, offering refreshments on silver trays to the handful of nobles present. Statuesque guardsmen flanked the windows, staring levelly.
There was no sign of Moddegan, but Blays' attention was diverted by servants offering him crystal goblets of dark wine and assorted dishes of things stuffed and/or wrapped with other things. As he ate and drank, the people of importance drifted up to him in ones and twos to exchange standard party chatter: the weather; upcoming holidays; the ways Pendelles' homeland differed from Setteven, and which he preferred better.
Yet they were also unusually forward about business matters. What else did he deal in? Did he believe demand for norren goods would continue to increase? Yes? To which nulla, then? This event was a celebration of the bossen deal, but it soon became clear that it was about something more: introducing Pendelles to the king's friends and business partners, so they too could fatten themselves on the new markets Pendelles was bringing to the table.
This had large and wonderful implications for he and Taya's campaign against the empire. He was too busy exchanging bon mots and advice with the upper crust to properly explore the avenues opening before him, but now that he knew they were there, he looked forward to turning them into his new stomping grounds.
A hush fell over the room. Heads turned. The king had entered.
Moddegan had ruled for decades and was practical to the point of severity. The sort who placed function several rungs above form. He wore a red doublet of elegant simplicity and a crown with as few frills as a wedding band.
"Good morning," he said, stopping at the edge of the stage. "I hope you are enjoying yourselves. Please, continue to do so."
Some of the younger nobles in attendance glanced around, awaiting some regal speech, but Moddegan descended the steps and crossed to Blays. "Lord Pendelles."
Blays bowed his head. "Your Highness."
"My people have assessed the goods. Should I inform them the transaction is complete?"
"That depends. Do you think the palace is sturdy enough to bear all the shiny new coins that are about to flow into it?"
Moddegan snorted, crooking the corner of his mouth. "You are well-practiced in mockery to turn it on a king—especially when you compel him to enjoy it."
He made a small rolling gesture. A pole-bearing servant stepped out onto the broad stone balcony and waved a white flag back and forth. Far below, horses snorted and jangled.
A thin servant stepped beside them. "Your Highness?"
Moddegan didn't turn. "I am in the middle of something."
"I had noticed the celebration, and would not dare to interrupt it." The man smiled with a happy arrogance. "Except that the matter I bring before you is directly relevant to it."
"Cease interrupting me or you will be escorted to a place where you will have no company to interrupt."
The servant adopted a look of shock. "You would imprison me for warning you of an attempt at treason?"
Finally, the king turned to meet the man's eyes. "That would be a charge which, if presented falsely, would be grounds for the death not of the accused, but the accuser."
"You wish proof," the man said thoughtfully. "What kind?"
"Like the swords I'll turn on you if you keep stalling: hard and swift."
The servant nodded, winked at Blays, and snapped his fingers. The man vanished—replaced by Dante fucking Galand.
"Greetings, Your Majesty," he said, no longer disguising his voice. "We've never met, so I won't blame you if you don't recognize me."
The king blinked and actually fell back half a step, faltering on his bad leg. Yet he managed to keep his voice level. "You are known to me."
"There is no need for worry," Dante said. "It's not you I'm here to see. Rather, it's the man disguised in your midst."
The king swiveled his head toward Blays.
Blays tipped his head and sighed at the ceiling. "You idiot."
Moddegan's jaw bulged. "What is your real name?"
"Pendelles." Blays thrust back his shoulders. The jig was up. There was nothing left but to try to cause a riot and let his wits take it from there. "Pendelles Testicles."
A blanket of silence muffled the room. As suddenly as that blanket being ripped from the bed of a man who's overslept, the chamber erupted with shouts, questions, and the whisper of swords yanked from sheaths.
"Take them alive if you can," Moddegan commanded, retreating. "But I won't blame you if you have no choice."
"Great job!" Blays shouted at Dante. "You ruined everything and we'll spend the rest of our lives in a dungeon."
Dante grabbed his elbow. "Wrong."
The king's men advanced, sword tips glaring. Dante laughed. The stone floor beneath Blays' feet pulled away like oil sliding across a hot pan.
Blays yelped and fell into the void. A plucky guard leapt after them in hot pursuit, but the stone swept back to its former shape, sticking the man fast at the waist. His legs kicked in confusion.
Blays slammed into the ground. And into something else, too, judging by the jolt to his elbow. A plush rug had cushioned his fall. He pushed himself to his knees and examined his elbow. Blood pattered to the carpet.
"Do you have any idea what you just destroyed?" he said.
"Besides this table?" Dante grimaced and sat up amid its splinters. "You mean your attempt to refill the king's war coffers?"
"I was going to empty them! To smash this whole kingdom!" Blays tried to rise, but his elbow quivered and gave out.
Dante swabbed his cut with a handkerchief, then swathed it in nether, sealing the wound as quickly as it had appeared. "Bullshit. You've been enriching these people for over a year!"
He got to his feet, pulling Blays up with him. A bald old man gaped at them like a breathless eagle. Boots stomped upstairs. Shouts rang through the cavernous halls. Dante grabbed Blays' elbow and dashed toward the terrace.
"What are you doing here?" Blays said.
"I came to explain. To—apologize." Dante flung open the door to the brittle daylight. "And to snap you out of whatever madness sent you down this path."
Blays wanted nothing more than to explain in detail how Dante had just saved Narashtovik's worst enemy. That bit of knowledge would fester in Dante's gut for sure. But there wasn't time. Dante had a route out of the top layers of the palace, and if Blays didn't follow, he'd be caught and tortured.
He dashed out onto the stone sweep of the terrace. "I don't need your apology. All I need is for you to leave me alone."
"It doesn't have to be this way. I had no other choice."
"Than to kill the only woman I've ever loved?"
For an instant, that silenced him. Dante reached the waist-high railing at the edge of the balcony. Others extended beneath them in narrow terraces, each ledge separated by a twenty-foot fall.
Dante gritted his teeth. "If I hadn't, we all would have died. What else could I do?"
Blays glanced behind them; no pursuit yet. "You can wave your hands and put a hole through a marble floor. How hard would it have been to get her out of harm's way?"
Dante got a vague look on his face. Blays felt it in the air, the way he always did when Dante summoned the shadows prior to accomplishing something ridiculous. A yard-wide ribbon of stone shot from the edge of the balcony and slanted down to the one below it. But it didn't stop there. The same thing was happening on every level. The strip was bent up at its edges. Like a slide.
Dante fell on his ass. His face had gone as pale as a cavefish.
"Maybe there was," he gasped. "Maybe there was another way and I was too foolish to see it. But I can't undo it. No one can bring back the dead."
"You're right," Blays said. "It's done. And so am I."
The color seeped back into Dante's cheeks. He stood, shakily, and stepped over the railing onto the top of the slide. "You're sure?"
"I'm sure. And what are you going to do about it?"
A look stole over Dante's eyes. One Blays knew too well. Dante gestured for him to cross the rail. "Bring you to your senses."
"Once again, you've opened my eyes to what I must do."
Blays stepped over, peered down the slide, and shoved Dante over edge. Before Dante had time to cry out, Blays jumped onto the slide.
Air whisked past his face. The slide was as smooth as the stones at the bottom of a mountain stream, and he accelerated quickly. Something thumped behind him, but he didn't bother to turn. He had no illusions Dante was dead. The damned warlock had probably turned the stone below him into a friendly mud puddle. Even if he hadn't had time for sorcery and had snapped a few bones, he could knit them back together with a snap of his fingers. Blays' only hope was to outrun him.
The slide was providing him an admirable head start. His eyes watered. He lay back, gliding on his shoulder blades and the worn leather heels of his boots. The tip of his scabbard skittered. He clamped the weapon to his thigh.
After shooting down three levels, he sat up to slow down and get a look around. Below, his caravan was already on its way across the causeway. Guards were shouting from up top, but the lift would take a couple minutes to get downstairs. The grounds immediately in front of the palace were clear.
And he was approaching them at an amazing speed.
He splayed his feet, attempting to drag his soles without yanking his legs off. It helped, as did spreading his arms to the wind, but he was still descending at lethal speed. He pulled his sword from his belt. As he hit the gentling curve of the slide's end, he leaned into a crouch, flung the blade as far ahead as he could, and leapt.
Turf soared beneath him. He tucked his chin to his chest and angled his wrist over his head, letting his arm fold as it struck the ground. He rolled onto his shoulder, somersaulting three times before skidding to a stop. His whole body smelled like damp grass. It hurt pretty badly, too, but he got up, ran back for his sword, and charged onto the gravel road, where a groomsman readied a horse.
"Ah, right where I left it," Blays said.
He brandished his blade in customary threatening manner. The groomsman ran off with a moan. Blays jumped onto the horse's side, wrestled himself into the saddle, and drove it toward the causeway. Men cried out behind him.
Too bad for them. They should have taken the slide. He thundered forward, gaining rapidly on the dawdling caravan, which had no reason to believe anything was wrong. The rearmost riders turned. He put away his sword and waved his hands over his head, then gestured forward, urging them on. They exchanged a look, then called to the drivers. The wagons picked up speed.
He reached them at the same moment guards spilled from the palace doors. Taya detached from the caravan and rode back to meet him.
"It's over," he said. "Dante found me. He exposed me to the king."
Taya eyed him levelly. "You're sure?"
"Given how absurd the events of the last three minutes have been, this could be a wild fever-dream. But if we are in fact real, I'd advise you to get out of town as fast as possible. Continue our work however you can."
"And you?"
"He's got my blood," Blays said. "Sneaky bastard pretended he was healing me. With that, he can track me anywhere."
"So where will you go?"
"The one place he can't follow."
"That tells me nothing," she said. "Which I suppose is for the best. We'll regroup and continue as best we can."
"Sorry to leave you in the lurch," Blays said. "It's been wonderful to work with you, Taya. I'll see you again some day—promise."
As unruffled as ever, she nodded, then turned to their men and began barking orders. Blays sighed and charged forward. At the gates between the bridge and the Street of Kings, he waved gaily to the redshirted guards, who nodded back. Blays wasn't surprised they hadn't caught on. They were used to keeping people out, not keeping them in.
He cut south through the city. It was what they'd expect—if they believed he was in league with Narashtovik, the obvious first leg would be the southern road to Dollendun—but they had no way to catch up with him. Not if he kept riding.
He juked around pedestrians, hat long gone to the winds, just starting to feel the aches in his shoulders and ribs. It was incredible how swiftly he'd accepted his fate, adapted his whole plan. Deep down, he must have known this day would come. While he'd been playing spy games, his inner wolf had been preparing for the moment he'd have to jump out the metaphorical window.
Either that or he was just damn good at this.
He tore out of the city, raced down the road toward Dollendun, then veered southwest into the vacant hills. By early evening, with spears of yellow light shooting in from the west, he stopped atop a ridge to give the horse a breather and to scan the lands behind him.
No sign of pursuit. But Dante would come. Blays couldn't rule out the king, either. Moddegan had nethermancers of his own, and who knew what tricks they had tucked in their voluminous sleeves. Additionally, Moddegan must be highly confused. He had apparently been conned by an impostor, an enemy, into parting with a fortune—yet the bossen was legit. He'd be highly motivated to hunt Blays down and hang him by his thumbs until he revealed the purpose behind his scam.
That, in turn, meant Blays was highly motivated to continue running as fast as humanly possible. Or more accurately, as fast as equinely possible. Tragically, his mount was already beginning to flag. Farms dotted the landscape, snugged into the draws between hills where streams flowed north toward Setteven. Blays stopped at a house, spoke with the farmer who lived there, and arranged to swap his exhausted horse for a fresh one. The farmer cannily extracted two precious rings from Blays as well. An outrageous price, in the normal world, but Blays would soon have no cause for money. Besides his blades, the only thing his current possessions were good for was to get him to his destination.
Blays made sure to snag a lantern and oil in the deal. He knew he'd have to sleep eventually, but he wanted to put more miles behind him first. If a broken leg befell his horse—a sturdy workhorse, but rather less impressive than the fancy-stepping palace mount he'd just left behind—Dante would catch him within a day.
Trails snaked through the hills, but nothing you'd call a proper road. For the most part, he had to travel the night at a walk, picking his way forward with the help of the lantern and the moon. By midnight, he'd had enough. He camped in a draw, tearing up brush and grass to form a rudimentary cave-tent, but he'd forgotten to get blankets from the farmer, and that night the cold autumn wind nearly killed him. He got up after a few hours, less from the urge to keep moving as from the need to stir his limbs enough to get warm again.
Stiff, sore, exhausted, hungry, and generally miserable, he continued across the hills, pushing the horse to a trot here and there, but mostly sticking to a walk that would preserve their collective endurance. He cursed Dante's name the whole while. He descended from the hills into a plain bordered by the mountains of Gallador Rift to the east and by Vossen Forest to the west. He stopped at another farmhouse and traded a silver necklace for meat pies, baked potatoes, a sack of walnuts, and two thick blankets. He almost asked for a quick nap in a bed, but there was no getting around the fact the next couple days would be a living hell. He just had to make it through.
He carried on. Sometimes he dozed in the saddle, but despite the lack of roads, he wasn't concerned about going off course. Hemmed in by mountains and forest, the way forward was clear.
Miles came and went. His horse wouldn't win any shows, but it had been trained to endure, and he only spent two more nights in the wilds. He was so tired that, when he first saw the sheer black cliffs of Pocket Cove, he thought they were a mirage.
He rode up and touched the cool basalt. The cliffs rose monolithically, sweeping north to south, blocking all entry to the bay on the other side.
He dismounted, legs aching. Wind whistled through the prairie. He waved his hands over his head and shouted as loud as he could. "Hello! Hellooo!"
Nothing. Just as he'd expected. He led the horse south along the wall, stopping every few hundred feet to shout some more. After three hours, he reached the spot in the wall where the hidden staircase was. More accurately, where it had been: first in his excitement, and then in his exhaustion, he'd forgotten the People of the Pocket had crumbled it into rubble.
"Hello!" he said. "Listen, I know you're up there. I've met you. And if one of you doesn't have the courtesy to come give me a wave, I'll climb up there hand over hand."
The whooshing wind was his only reply. He added a sigh to it, got down from his horse, and began to climb. It wasn't easy—the cliffs were almost smooth, and he didn't have anything in the way of equipment. Instead, he had one extremely effective tool: maniacal determination.
Eight feet up, as he clung to a two-inch ledge, the rock beneath his fingers disappeared. He fell to the ground, landing in a low, knee-jarring crouch. He tipped back his head and smiled wryly. Far up the cliff, a head poked over the edge.
"If you try that again," the woman said, voice carrying with unnatural vigor, "I'll wait to drop you until you're a hundred feet up."
"There you are!" he said. "Do they leave one of you unfortunate souls posted up there all day?"
"We keep watch on our walls."
"So have any of your friends recognized me? I'm Blays Buckler. Visited you a few years back. I had a friend with me named Dante."
"I remember," she said. "We haven't had another visitor since."
Blays nodded and took a drink to soothe his throat. "Well, Dante figured out how to move the earth around like you guys do. With a vengeance. If you don't let me in, I'll sneak around the coast and into Pocket Cove when you least expect it. To find me, he'll tear down the cliffs."
"If we let you inside, what would stop him from tearing down the cliffs anyway?"
"At least you'll know when he's coming. And I'll do my best to talk him into leaving."
She lifted her head to look across the plains. Blays followed her gaze. Miles away, three silhouetted riders moved across a ridge and dropped from sight. Heading west.
"What exactly do you want?" the woman said.
"To learn what you do best: how to disappear."
"Those who come in can't ever leave."
"Perfect!" Blays said. "Where do I sign?"
"One moment."
The woman withdrew from the cliff. The wind stirred the grass. A minute ticked by. As Blays prepared to call up to her and demand an answer, stone groaned across the plains. Before his eyes, a staircase appeared in the side of the cliff.
Blays grinned and started up.
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The dark curtain stood on the prairie like a wall at the end of the world. Dante sighed and cursed simultaneously.
"What is it?" Lew said. "Did we go the wrong way? Is that a dead end?"
"Yes. Which only proves we're in the right place." Dante shifted in the saddle. "Give me a minute to think."
He'd come so close. Since riding from Setteven two days ago, the pressure in his head had mounted steadily. And in the last hour, that pressure—the physical manifestation of the nethereal link between Blays and the blood Dante had collected on the handkerchief—had accelerated. That meant Blays had stopped. Stymied, most likely, by the cliffs of Pocket Cove. Dante knew that Blays wouldn't have dashed all the way out here without some sort of plan for entry, but the People of the Pocket a) didn't know Blays was coming, and b) were notoriously inhospitable (which was likely the very reason Blays was gambling on this approach).
There had been a chance, in other words, for Dante to catch him again. He'd sent another burst of nether through their horses' veins to cleanse them of their aches and fatigue, then galloped across the prairie.
And then the pressure had begun to slacken. Blays was moving away from Dante. Somehow, he'd gotten inside.
Considering Blays' head start, it was a miracle they'd come this close. Blays' stunt at the palace had caught Dante completely off guard. He'd been so startled by the fact Blays had shoved him off the railing that, before he hit the ground, he'd had no time to do more than clutch his arms to his head and yelp.
He woke in a stone room. Four guards and two old men in robes whirled to face the bed, feet shuffling as they stepped back. Dante's left arm and hip throbbed dully. His head ached much worse. Not all the way conscious, he drew on the nether. The robed men shouted. Pale ether crackled in the air. Dante went very still.
That pause allowed them to explain. They were Moddegan's court ethermancers. In the fall from the terrace, Dante had broken his arm, chipped his hip, and rattled his head. They'd healed him.
This was confusing, especially in his addled state, but over the following hours of discussion, his status clarified. He wasn't a prisoner, per se, although he wasn't allowed to leave despite his urgent protestations. Eventually, the court interrogator downgraded him from "Potential Assassin" to "???". At that point, Moddegan himself stepped in for a brief conversation.
Because Dante was a fellow regent. Even if he and Moddegan were dire enemies, which they no longer were, Dante would have been afforded the special privileges that were his due. By definition, a ruler bore the mandate of Arawn. You couldn't disrespect that without weakening your own status as king. Not to mention degrading yourself in the eyes of other regents, who might not feel compelled to treat you any better, should you some day wind up in their hands.
Additionally, Moddegan seemed to understand Dante hadn't come to Setteven to hurt him. If anything, given Moddegan's line of questions, Dante deduced that he believed Dante's exposure of Blays had helped save him from something.
The short and long of it was that, while the events in the palace had been shocking and remained opaque, Moddegan had no reason to believe Dante knew any more than he did. Their nations weren't at war or particularly close to it. The crown appeared safe.
Even so, had Dante been a commoner, he never would have seen the light of day again. Instead, he was told that the court would continue to investigate, and if they determined Dante had come to the palace for hostile intent, the consequences would be sinister. Then he was released.
All told, he'd lost less than 24 hours. A frantic scramble to the southwest ensued. By the time he, Lew, and Cee took their first rest, Dante had guessed where Blays was headed. And here they were, at the indomitable cliffs of Pocket Cove.
Following the pressure in his head, he rode to their base and threw back his shoulders. "I am Dante Galand, high priest of the Council of Narashtovik. You will give me Blays Buckler—or I will come in and take him."
Grass whispered to itself. High above, the cliffs remained vacant.
"Do you think they heard?" Lew said.
"Absolutely. Blays will have warned him."
"They're the People of the Pocket," Cee said. "They don't talk to anyone."
"They'll hear this," Dante said.
He cut his arm and wiped the blood across his palm. Nether bloomed. He delved into the shadows lurking in the rock atop the cliff and coaxed them away. Stone flowed like tepid bacon grease, revealing the first turn of a new staircase.
Five heads popped up from the cliffs.
"Stop that," a woman said.
"Sure," Dante replied. "All you have to do is give me Blays."
"No one goes in—or out."
"Then how did Blays get in? Give me the same exemption you gave him."
"Leave now," she said. "Before you're left to fertilize the prairie instead."
"If that's how you want to play it."
Dante focused on the cliff and began to carve another segment of stairs. He'd no sooner touched the nether in the rock than a flood of shadows gushed through the earth toward his work. He shouted, redoubling his strength, but the combined efforts of the Pocket's defenders dashed his hold, erasing the steps from the top of the cliffs.
"First warning," another woman called. "The next time, we bury you and your friends alive."
"I don't want to be buried!" Lew hissed. "Can't you negotiate? Why does it always have to be the crushing of them by you?"
"Quit cowering," Dante scowled. He tipped back his head to call up to the cliffs. "Why does he matter to you?"
"Because he does," the first woman said.
"See, that's not actually a reason. I won't hurt him. I'm his friend."
"You don't understand. He's passed into the Pocket. Your previous lives, whatever your connection to him, none of it matters now."
"These are the last words we give you," the second woman said. "Now go."
Dante nodded slowly. A hawk shrieked from the vacant blue sky. He turned his horse and strolled away from the cliffs. The others didn't speak. After he'd gotten a half mile from the black wall, with the sun descending on the west, he stopped, dismounted, and made camp.
"Still some daylight left," Cee said.
"I see that."
"Daylight that can be used to distance ourselves from this creepy ghostland."
Dante pulled a towel from the bags and rubbed his horse's flank, settling in. "We're not done here."
Cee rolled her eyes. "Sure, in the technical sense that you can stay here until you starve. It's not over. But in the sense that you will never, ever get into Pocket Cove? It's done. Let's go home."
"You want a position at Narashtovik? Then you start now." Dante pointed at the dark line of the cliffs. "Your first job is to get me inside the Pocket."
She reached for a waterskin and said nothing.
Lew gazed at the grass. "It seems like he doesn't want to be found. If you get to him again, what are you going to do?"
"Talk to him," Dante said. "Get him to see reason."
The others fell silent. They strung up canvas tarps to block the wind. The night was frigid. Small creatures rustled, foraging for seeds. Dante woke in the darkness, killed a rat with a pinpoint of nether, and delved his sight into its dead eyes. He directed it to run across the flat ground to the rocky scree beneath the basalt walls. The rat's claws hooked into nooks in the stone, ascending. When the wind gusted, it flattened itself against the wall. It was three-quarters of the way up the heights when a bolt of nether lashed down from above. Dante's second sight winked out.
With dawn glowing to the east, someone cleared their throat. It repeated. Dante opened his eyes.
"Are you out there?" Nak said through the loon.
"Where else would I be?" Dante said, phlegm catching in his throat.
"Given your comings and goings, for all I know you're on Arawn's grassy hill. Or underneath the sea, demanding the crabs tell you when they last saw Blays."
"What do you want?"
"For you to do something about the infestation."
"Nak, do you have any idea how early in the morning it is? Start talking sense or I'll throw this loon in a lake."
"The infestation of norren in our plaza."
Dante rolled to his side and sat up. "Norren? Has something happened in Gask?"
"Why does it sound like that wouldn't surprise you?" Nak said. "They came to tell us they've seen lights in the hills near the Dundens. Strange creatures. Oh, and a man named Hopp claims that, if you continue to defy him with your non-presence, he'll 'send you downstream like the good old days.' Does that mean anything to you?"
"Unfortunately," Dante said.
Specifically, it was a threat to drown him, like Blays almost had during the admission trial to Hopp's Clan of the Broken Herons. Which Dante still belonged to. Dante might be a great lord and master in the human world, but among the norren, he was a common clansmen, beholden to the orders of his chief. Assuming, of course, he cared to honor his part.
He found that he did. While his time fighting alongside the norren felt like it belonged to an earlier stage of his life (in fact, he hadn't seen Hopp in over a year), it still held meaning to him. He might have respected his chieftain's wishes even if Hopp hadn't been bearing news about the same phenomenon they'd witnessed in the Woduns.
"Tell him to stay put," Dante said. "We'll be back as soon as we can."
"And how long will that be?" Nak said.
"A week. No more than ten days."
"Ten days?? Where are you, the moon?"
Dante glanced at the cliffs. "In one sense, it's even further."
"I'm not going to bother to ask what that means," Nak said. "See you when I see you."
The connection dropped.
"We're going back to Narashtovik," Dante informed the others once they were up.
"Does your brain sweat or something?" Cee said. "You change your mind like some men change socks."
"There's no getting inside. I can't handle the People of the Pocket by myself. And there are more pressing matters at home."
"Like what?"
"Large, furry men who get grumpy when you make them wait."
They ate and rode out. With no desire to risk any further troubles in Setteven, Dante set a course dead east toward the peaks of Gallador. They found a trail across the prairie and rode hard. When their horses tired, he showed Lew how to soothe their exhaustion. Though the young monk was talented, and a quick learner, there was only so much the nether could do for the animals, who still required regular rests and sleep. As did the humans.
Regardless, they made great time, and soon reached the paved road into the mountains of Gallador Rift. The lakes glittered below them. In less trying circumstances, he would have paid a visit to Lolligan, to catch up and hear for himself how things stood between the Gaskan Empire and the semi-breakaway state of Gallador, but that could wait for a later day. The events in the hinterlands troubled him. Mostly because nobody seemed to have a single clue what they meant.
They crossed the basin and the mountains to the east, then descended into the wheat fields of Tantonnen. Oxen lowed, ploughing rows of winter wheat. The land looked at peace. Dante stopped to purchase supplies, then took the northern road all the way to Narashtovik.
He wasn't sure of the distance they'd crossed between the city and Pocket Cove. Eight hundred miles? Amazing how fast you could move with proper roads and magically-enhanced mounts. Past the Ingate, a makeshift village of tents and yurts filled the square between the Cathedral of Ivars and the walls of the Sealed Citadel. Norren men and women sewed clothes, smoked fish, and chipped arrows from flakes of obsidian, as if they were off in the lonely hills instead of occupying one of the busiest plazas in one of the largest cities in the known world.
A yurt flapped open. Hopp strode into the sunlight. To Dante's mild surprise, he was still beardless, continuing to display the circled R branded on his right cheek. Relic of the days, not so long ago, when norren had been property rather than people.
"This is how you treat your chieftain's orders?" he boomed. "By dawdling?"
"Dawdling?" Dante said. "Tell that to our overworked horses. If you're prepared to get trampled."
"Such insouciance calls for a public flogging." He turned and flung out his hands. "Men! Where is my cat-o-ninety-nine-tails?"
"Please, sir!" Lew said. "We came as fast as we could. All the way from Pocket Cove."
Hopp turned on him, glowering down at him from a height of seven feet. Lew raised a hand to protect his face.
Unable to take it any longer, Hopp burst out laughing. "What the hell were you doing at Pocket Cove?"
"Admiring the scenery," Dante said. "What the hell are you doing camped in the middle of Narashtovik?"
"Coming to see you. Is that a problem?"
"The whole clan?"
Hopp squinted, then nodded broadly. "This is strange to you, because you are a human, and humans don't like to leave their homes."
"Whereas if you're norren," Dante said, "the entire world is your home."
"Close. The clan is our home. So it would be more strange for a few of us to leave the others behind than for us to bring the entire band."
Dante glanced across the men and women of the Broken Herons. He still recognized nearly all of them. "You look well. Has there been any trouble?"
"That is a worthless question," Hopp laughed. "When is the answer not yes?"
"Rather than playing games, why not tell me what brought you here?" Dante gestured to the Citadel gates. "Should we talk inside? Olivander will want to hear this."
"Is he too good to come and join us in the fresh air?"
Beside Dante, Lew looked like his eyes might explode. Cee smirked. Dante scratched the back of his neck. "He's a military man. They guard intelligence like they gave birth to it. On the other hand, if we speak in the open, that makes it less likely he'll flay me alive. I'll ask him to come down."
He called up to the gatekeepers to send for Gant. A minute later, the majordomo emerged, listened intently to Dante's request, and returned inside. Soon enough, Olivander exited the gates, burly and bearded enough to be mistaken for one of the norren, though half a foot too short.
He saw Dante and suppressed a flicker of emotion. He nodded to Hopp. "Ready to talk?"
"I have been ready since I got here." The norren raised his thick brows. "It's your future commander who's caused the delays."
"Well, we're all here now." Olivander gestured to Hopp's yurt. "Shall we?"
A more ornery norren might have insisted they stay outside, but Hopp was unusually easygoing for a clan chief, and agreed without issue. He, Olivander, and Dante walked inside a warm, round room of wool blankets and fur pillows. In the corner, an old woman gazed at them from the darkness.
"She's trustworthy?" Olivander said.
Hopp shrugged. "More than I am."
They settled onto the pillows, sitting crosslegged. The familiarity between Hopp and Olivander suggested they had spoken more than once while waiting for Dante to cross the western continent.
"We have been troubled," Hopp said. "We know our lands like no other, but things have appeared that are strange to us. Lights in the skies. Patterns. Animals we've never seen. Or which, at the least, we can't remember having seen before."
"Kappers?" Dante said.
Hopp shook his head. "Kappers never leave the Woduns. Which is why norren never enter the Woduns."
"Then what are they?"
"How should I know the name of something I've never seen before?"
"The power of description might prove helpful."
"One is like a rabbit," Hopp said. "Except for the fangs."
Dante stared at him, trying to determine if this was a jest. "Are they aggressive?"
"Not to date."
"Either you missed me more than I could imagine, or you came here to tell us about something more than pretty lights and carnivorous rabbits."
"It isn't a rabbit," the norren snorted. "I said it looks like one. But yes. I came to tell you a story."
"A story?" Olivander said.
"An old story. But aren't they all. This story says that, many years ago, lights shined from the hills, from the peaks, from all the high places. The nights aglow with colors never seen by day. Some feared this, and fled to the low places. Others stayed put in their tents. But others were curious. And their curiosity lured them to the peaks.
"Among these was a woman named Yona. She went into the mountains with a spear and a bow of many arrows, because she may have been curious, but she was also prudent. This was good, because the lights attracted other creatures besides people: the hollen, the crox, the dog-of-six-arms. On her way up the heights, Yona slew more than a few. But this is not a story about how an armed person was able to destroy unarmed animals.
"So. Each night, the lights streamed above her. Each day, she climbed closer to their source in the sky, until one night she found herself right beneath them. The lights danced close, as if daring her to touch them, but every time she reached up, they flicked away.
"For three nights she chased them. Once her hand came so close she felt the light's cold heat on her skin. But she was never able to touch them. So she sat on the cold turf and thought. Rains came, soaking her to the bone, but still she sat, reflecting. When night came again, she moved to a pool of rainwater. The lights soared across the sky. She jumped to reach them and again they danced away. She grinned, knelt beside the pool, and touched their reflection in the water.
"No sooner had she done so than Josun Joh, lord of all things, special guide to the norren, who are his—"
"I know who Josun Joh is," Dante said.
Hopp cocked a thick brow. "Does your friend?"
Olivander glanced around the yurt. "I've heard of him."
"But you don't know him. So it is good to be reminded. Besides," he glared at Dante, "it is how the story goes."
Dante opened one palm. "By all means, proceed."
Hopp frowned at the corner of the yurt, casting about for the thread of his story. "If you're so impatient, I'll abbreviate. Josun Joh appeared to Yona. He looked her from head to toe and said, 'Why did you come here?' Yona shrugged and replied, 'Because there were lights.' 'You found the way to them,' Josun Joh said. 'Now find me the Black Star.' 'What is the Black Star?' Yona asked. And Josun Joh said, 'Just as it sounds.'
"Yona did as she was tasked. And when she delivered the Black Star to Josun Joh, together they lifted the drought that had blighted the lands." Hopp sat back.
Dante waited a couple of seconds. "That's it?"
"That's why I think it is a very old story," Hopp said. "Their endings are never any good."
"If this is one of your norren metaphors, I don't get it."
"Neither do I," the chieftain said. "But I knew that you would want to have it at hand, and since it is a norren story, I doubted that you would have encountered it before."
The yurt was quiet for a moment. Outside, members of the Broken Herons chattered and laughed.
"Cellen," Olivander said.
The word tickled Dante's memory. "From the Cycle of Arawn? It's hardly mentioned. And the story is nothing like Yona's."
"Yet the name is the same. Black Star."
It was true; Dante hadn't drawn an immediate connection because Hopp had pronounced the word in a norren dialect. He tapped his fingers together. "So these events have happened before."
"With significant impact," Olivander said.
"Indubitably. That's why nobody has any clue what's happening and we have to hear about it in a norren story that's as obscure as it is cryptic."
Olivander gave him the eye. "Hopp, does Yona reappear in any other tales?"
"Not that I recall," Hopp said. "But I always thought her story was too boring to want to hear any more of it. I'll ask my people."
"Thank you." He turned to Dante. "Why don't we step inside the Citadel?"
That didn't sound like Dante's idea of a good time, but he had little choice. He exited the yurt and gestured for Lew and Cee to follow Olivander through the gates to the courtyard. Inside the Citadel proper, Gant moved to intercept Cee and Lew while Olivander and Dante continued upstairs.
Once inside Olivander's chambers, the big man closed the door and stood facing it, back to Dante. "Where were you?"
"Chasing rumors of the lights," Dante said.
"Is that so? To such distant corners of the earth it took you ten days to return once summoned? By the way, who gave you permission to depart on this venture?"
"I wasn't aware Council members had to seek permission to step outside."
Olivander turned halfway, his face darkened with disappointment. "Brush this off at your peril."
Dante lowered his gaze. "It won't happen again."
"No," Olivander sighed. "It won't."
"Is that a threat?"
"Being a leader means making your responsibility the core of your being. In troubled times, everyone in this city relies on you. How can I entrust tens of thousands of lives to someone who thinks nothing of running off whenever it suits him?"
"I take your lesson to heart," Dante said. "So what would you have me do for our city?"
Olivander looked up sharply. "I don't need you submissive and defeated. I need you to be the man who earned the head of this Council. Driven. Creative. And defiant."
"In that spirit, fuck you, sir."
Olivander snorted. "Very good. Now what were you really up to out there?"
"I found Blays. The hunt took me across Gask. There may have been an incident with King Moddegan." He winced, then decided what the hell. "There was an incident. I believe it's blown over, but I'll write it up for you. We may want to dispatch one of Somburr's people to soothe any wounds."
"Should I be angry?"
"Moddegan had me and let me go, if that means anything to you."
"Quite a lot. As is the fact you're back, and Blays is not. Not like you to let what you want get away."
"Well, it's not like him to do anything he doesn't want. My attempt to set things right didn't go as well as I'd planned." Dante glanced toward the window. "In any event, there's nothing more I can do about it. So what about Cellen? Do you think it's serious?"
"I have no idea," Olivander said. "And that is why I'm so concerned."
"I'll look into it." He met Olivander's eyes. "If that's okay with you."
The big man chuckled. "Do your worst."
Dante returned downstairs and had Gant round up Lew and Cee. He dispatched Lew to the archives to search for any mention of Cellen or Yona. Once the monk was gone, Dante turned to Cee. "Are you only good at finding people? Or are your talents more versatile?"
She squinted at him. "Are you asking me if I can find books?"
"It doesn't have to be books. It can be anything with a record or mention of what's happening."
"What do you think is happening?"
"I don't know."
Cee rolled her eyes. "Sure, you're clueless. That's why you're running after it like a thirteen-year-old who's just glimpsed his first bare ass."
"Typically, I would dismiss Hopp's story as typical norren obscurity," he said. "But this time, their legend matches what we're seeing." He gazed across the courtyard. "You found Blays. You earned yourself a job. Now find me everything there is to find."
She saluted mockingly and exited through the front gate. Dante ran upstairs to his room and opened The Cycle of Arawn across his desk. He had whole passages of it memorized and found the mention of Cellen without the need to check the monks' indexes. But that mention was no more than a blink: "And Cellen slipped through the skies, a dark pearl in a black sea, while bright stars flashed on all sides, as common as the sand."
That was it. There was little to be gleaned from the context, either, a story of sorcerous warfare in an eastern kingdom that had probably never actually existed. Dante read the passage three times, but found no hidden meaning.
Not that he'd expected it to be that easy.
Carrying the Cycle, he went into the hallway, walked past the tapestries depicting the White Tree, and knocked on Tarkon's door. The old man met him with a smile and led the way to the balcony, where he'd been drinking tea and watching the city go about its business.
"What do you know about Cellen?" Dante said.
"Cellen?" His brows banged together. "About as much as I know about the magical alchemical process that transmutes food into dung."
The man had to be ninety or better, but his wits seemed ageless. Dante smiled. "Yet you recognize it."
"Samarand talked about it from time to time. I never paid it much mind. You know how she was about her prophecies."
Dante nodded vaguely. He'd only known the former leader of the Council for a few months, and at the time, he'd been less concerned with getting to know her than he'd been with exterminating her. She had died by Cally's hand during a highly questionable attempt to summon Arawn himself to lead her followers to victory in Mallon. Her willingness to believe his avatar would appear to her cast shade on anything she might have believed, yet the woman had been a brilliant nethermancer and a powerful leader. Anyway, considering Dante was currently chasing a norren myth, it was hard to be too harsh in his judgment.
"I never got to know her that well. What did she have to say about Cellen?"
Tarkon sipped his tea and scratched the back of his ear. "Gibberish, mostly. I got the sense she thought it was a tangible object, something you could take hold of. What stuck with me most is she was most keen on making sure nobody else got it."
"Why was that?" Dante said.
"Search me. These days, my memory's a sieve. She never trusted me enough to fill me in on her schemes."
Dante stood. "If you think of anything else, please let me know."
"There might be more about it in her rooms," Tarkon said.
"Cally's chambers? There's nothing left of hers in there."
"No, her rooms. Downstairs."
The existence of these was news to Dante. As soon as Gant led him downstairs, past the main basement and the dungeons and into a cramped staircase Dante hadn't even known existed, it was clear that Samarand's trove had been well known to Cally. The old man's notes were all over her collection of scrolls, folios, and notebooks, which filled multiple shelves and several desks.
There were artifacts, too. Bottles of colorful oils. A bucket of stones and gems. Two complete possum skeletons held together with wires and glue. Driftwood planks carved with foreign runes. Silver goblets and flatware. All of it was cobwebbed, dusty, yellow-gray with age; some of the items were so time-weathered Dante wasn't certain exactly what they were.
One item stood out like a lantern on a midnight hill. An object Dante had thought long lost: a four-foot rib bone shaken from Barden itself during the battle that had taken Samarand's life. Its edge held a terrible, undulling sharpness. Cally had done some work on it, early on, then declared it required much more study. Supposedly, he'd tasked a team of monks with it, but somehow the bone had wound up down here. Dante couldn't guess why. It would have been just a little useful during the war. Perhaps the old man's mind hadn't been as coherent as Dante thought. Perhaps it had been brought here during the war, hidden out of the way where Moddegan's people would be unlikely to find it. Or maybe Cally had simply stored it here with the intention of returning to it later, but the constant business of Narashtovik had left it forgotten.
Much of Samarand's collection was quite interesting, but it wasn't what Dante was after. He ordered the servants to help him carry Samarand's prodigious volumes up to Cally's room, then dove into the work.
For days, he pored over her writing, skimming where he could, but reading closely enough to catch any glancing mention of Cellen. Meanwhile, Lew stacked up one old book after another, bookmarking relevant pages with knotted strings. Cee came and went at odd hours. When Dante's eyes grew strained, he sat back and closed them while she related stories and legends she'd culled from the streets of Narashtovik.
The problem, however, was that none of these tales were about the Black Star itself. Instead, they used it as a storytelling device, a metaphor for things that were cryptic or obscure. "And so young Hollander became as lost as Cellen," for instance, or "Gena's dreams remained as out of reach as the Black Star."
The same pattern emerged in Lew's books. There had been a flash of mentions of Cellen four hundred years ago during the High Dwardic Period, but only as that same metaphorical device. Dante could only conclude an influential thinker had dredged up the term from the mists of the past, and other authors had quickly aped it as a way to display their erudition. Not terribly useful.
And then he found Samarand's notes on Cellen. His hopes soared. Hours later, they crashed like Vosk and his leather wings. While she had been aware of the phenomenon, teasing it out of a skein of classical references, her knowledge hadn't run any deeper than his own.
In one sense, this was impressive, because she had been working with nothing but rumors and scattered mentions of a thing that, as far as Dante could tell, no one else had even known existed. In terms of useful information, however, there was just a single segment he might be able to use: "Ten years? Total power. Wrest Mallon back to us. But to find it, to brush back the curtain so it will shine like a flame."
And that was it. The rest was largely the same passages copied from the books Lew was bringing him. Cee's efforts fared no better. During the second week, the stories grew more and more outlandish: "Arawn pulled the serpent Gormor's heart from its chest, and it was so dark that all who saw it went blind. He had no choice but to stick it behind the night sky where no one would see it." Dante began to suspect people were making them up on the spot to earn another payment.
He burned through the materials in the Citadel and enlisted a slew of monks to help comb the public and private libraries distributed across Narashtovik. Even with so many extra eyes in the search, they turned up nothing of note. Strange, considering how strongly Samarand had felt about it, and how obviously the lights were flaring across the mountains. But maybe Cellen hadn't appeared in a long, long time. Or maybe it was nothing more than pretty lights and didn't deserve a detailed historical account at all.
But he thought there was more to it.
After three weeks of hunting, he strolled through Olivander's open door. "Permission to sail away to foreign lands, sir."
Olivander looked up from the paperwork he never seemed able to leave behind (the one trapping of the office Dante most dreaded absorbing). "To any land in specific? Or has all that reading finally driven you insane?"
"Considering I've exhausted what Narashtovik knows, it would make sense to try anywhere else. But I have a more specific idea. The one place that knows everything: the Houkkalli Islands."
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Blays jogged up the staircase through the cliff. Up top, the wind tousled the woman's hair. She stood in place, gazing at him as he wiped sweat from his temples and glanced across the plain far below for sight of Dante.
"Well?" he said. "Aren't we going to head down to the caves? Meet the other ladies?"
"I brought you up here because I was tired of shouting," she said. "Now talk."
"About what? The weather? This fog feels strange, but I assume you're used to it."
"This is why we don't let outsiders in the Pocket." She turned to go.
"Hang on a second." He grabbed for her sleeve.
As soon as he made contact, an icy jolt shot up his arm, paralyzing his fingers into claws. He yelped and jerked back, slipping on the damp rocks. He tipped toward the edge of the cliff. Before he could fall, he sat down hard and remained there, massaging his right hand.
"That was rude," he said.
She regarded him impassively. From most angles, she looked as young as he did, but in other moments she looked no less than fifty. "More so than grabbing the clothes of a stranger? If you have more to say, quit wasting my time and spill it."
"I want—I need—to learn how to disappear. I know you've got more protecting you than these cliffs. What happens when someone approaches by sea? Or one of you decides to take a vacation from the sanctum?"
"We don't leave the Pocket. When they come by sea, we seal the caves."
Blays sighed and closed his eyes. "Look, the fact you have to lie about it only proves you do have contact with outsiders. Last time I was here, all I saw was women. Unless you've got a very lucky man tucked away in a cave, new recruits have to come from somewhere."
A streamer of mist shrouded the sun. In the dimmed light, she looked much older. "The man down there. Is he here to kill you?"
"I don't know what he intends. To blather at me, probably. But he's crazy enough to try to haul me away with him." He rubbed his hands down his face. "Does it matter? I'm sick of being hunted. I want to learn what you do. To be free."
"How do I know you're not a spy?"
"For who, the guy I'm trying to warn you about? Let him up here and see for yourself."
She smiled slightly. "Come with me to the shore. We'll see what the others have to say."
She turned and squelched through the muck. Ahead, gnarled black pillars rose from the plateau like the arms of plague victims. Cold fog billowed through the rocks, sliming them with condensation. It smelled like salt and the flatulent scent of peat. Insects squirmed in the lichen.
The mist enveloped them, reducing visibility to fifty yards. The woman picked a careful trail through the columns and stagnant pools. Adrift in the fog, the walk felt eternal, yet it couldn't have lasted more than fifteen or twenty minutes. Eventually, the plateau fell away, exposing a narrow strand of beach and an endless gray sea. She walked to a staircase built into the cliff and descended to the sand.
"You will wait here," she said.
"Righto."
She moved to the cliff face, brushed aside a leather curtain, and entered a dark cave. Blays stood there a few minutes, rubbing his hands together to warm them back up after the chill of the plateau. The afternoon was growing late and a bitter wind swept off the sea, bringing the smell of kelp and hollowed crabs. A group of women emerged from the cave. He stood up and smiled, but they ignored him and headed up the staircase to the bluff. It only took him a second: they were off to deal with Dante.
He sat back down, got cold, stood up and wandered the strand, careful not to stray too far from the cave. Mist swirled overhead, but the beach itself was clear; the steam appeared to be materializing as currents of air moved from the sea to the land. Miles to the north and south, the cliffs curved inward, encircling Pocket Cove in a solid wall of stone. It was the world's finest fortress. And if Dante could be believed, the People of the Pocket had built it themselves to keep them safe from the conquering Gaskan hordes.
Blays could almost believe it.
The sun glowed from the waves so fiercely he thought it might melt the sand into glass and him into jam. It hung above the water, a perfect red ball he could stare right at without blinking. It touched the horizon and slid away with the slow, steady momentum of a beast with no fear of predators. As soon as its red rim winked behind the blue ledge, the woman appeared from the cave.
"You can stay," she said. "For now."
Blays grinned. "I was afraid men weren't allowed."
"Rarely. They have a habit of trying to take this place for themselves."
"Well, I promise you'll find me as pliable as that pile of goo next to the seaweed over there."
"I'll take that in the spirit it's intended."
"So," he said. "Got a name?"
"Minn." She walked toward him. Twilight softened her features, made her look younger again. "And it's the last name you get to learn until we know you."
"Fair enough. Now can we go inside? I'm freezing."
Minn swiveled her head toward the leather curtain shielding the cave mouth. "That's where the People of the Pocket live. Are you a Person of the Pocket?"
"Is this a trick question?"
"You'll live here." She gestured to the beach. "As we did when we first came here."
Blays frowned. "If that's how it's going to be, it would have been nice to have some warning. I could have built a hut while you were in there talking."
"We weren't expecting visitors, were we?"
"Your house, your rules. But if you come out here tomorrow and I'm a solid block of ice, at least have the courtesy to drop me in something alcoholic."
Minn laughed twice, a quick ha-ha that sounded rusty from disuse. "I'll get you started."
She turned back toward the blank cliffs. On reaching their base, she drew a razor from her belt and touched it to the back of the first knuckle of the third finger of her left hand. Shadows bloomed in her hands. As Blays watched, a wall of rock six feet long and three feet high emerged from the sand.
"You can handle the rest," she said.
"How about dinner?" he said. "Or am I catching my own fish, too?"
"Can you?"
"With this?" He smacked the sword on his hip. "On a calm lake on a clear day. In churned-up waves approaching dark, I think I'll wind up eating sand cakes."
She pointed to the mist-fed falls a couple hundred yards upshore. "There's your water. Tonight, I'll bring you food. After that, your needs are your own to meet."
"I regret this immediately," he said.
Without another word, she returned to the caves. He took a deep breath and walked down to the tideline to gather driftwood and carry it back to the stone wall Minn had conjured up. But there wasn't enough for a roof, let alone walls, and night was coming on fast. He propped a loose rafter system between the wall and the cliffs, then jogged back to the water to gather dried kelp. Tiny black flies swarmed in protest, and it was crackly and foul-smelling, but it was either that or shiver in the breeze all night. He layered it over the rafters. He had a half-decent roof by the time Minn showed up.
She'd lied: not only did she bring him a wooden bowl of soup (fish and green onions), but she'd brought a blanket, too. She said her goodnight and returned to the cave. Blays ate, tucked the bowl inside his hovel, and walled both sides up with kelp and driftwood. By the time he finished, it was dark and the wind had calmed to flickers. Inside the hut, which smelled like salt and sea-stink, he found the blanket was just warm enough for him to drowse off. The coastal weather was a touch warmer than it had been inland, but unless he could build himself a firepit (and find both fuel and flint), he figured he had about a month to endear himself to the People of the Pocket. If he still wasn't inside by then, he'd have to run away to someplace that had actual shelter.
Yet he went to bed unworried, feeling as light as the mist floating above the sands. It wasn't just that there had been no sign of Dante. It was the lightness of a new beginning. The purity of that allowed him, for the moment, to forget the rest.
He beat the sun to rise. There was plenty of moon, so he took the opportunity to comb the beach in search of anything useful. A mile downshore, a spur of rock extended into the water. Dark oblong shapes crusted the boulders: mussels. He wasn't hungry enough to eat them raw, but it was always good to know you had a ready source of individually-wrapped snot-like ocean creatures at hand.
He found a frayed length of rigging and slung it over his shoulders. Thatches of broad-leafed grass sprouted from the sand. He pulled up an armload and carried it back to his hovel. As light filtered in behind the eastern cliffs, he stripped away the kelp and clumsily wove himself a new (and much better smelling) roof.
Minn walked out as he was sitting in the sand rubbing his stomach and thinking about walking back down to the rocky spur.
"You're still here," she said.
"Despite your best efforts."
She eyed his shelter. "It looks like you'll be staying."
He laughed. "That depends on whether my stomach agrees to hold down raw mussels."
"The stems of the grass you used for your roof are quite nourishing."
"Is that so? Do I have time to go fetch some, or is it time for my first lesson?"
"You have time," she said. "When the stomach is angry, the memory's lazy."
He watched her a moment, expecting her to crack a smile, but had no such luck. He winked at her and padded up the beach. This time, he tore the grass out at the base, gnawing on the thick white stems. It was salty, but there was a sweetness to it, too. And it filled his belly, so he couldn't complain. Except about it being grass. Once he'd had enough, he walked back to Minn, who'd remained on the shore across from his shelter.
"So far, my role appears to be that of a new dog," he said. "I'm not allowed inside the home. You're my master. Fortunately for you, I'm housebroken. Sound about right?"
"That's the gist," she said. "To them, you're a mongrel. You should be thrown out. But I respect what you want. Enough to show you how to get it."
"Excellent. So is there a potion or something I can take to get my friend off the smell of my blood? Or are you simply masters of disguise?"
"We use the nether."
He threw up his hands. "Oh, shit!"
She drew back her head and the years accumulated in her face. "That's a problem?"
"It's ten or twenty problems. All of which boil down to the fact I'm not a nethermancer."
"We all have the nether inside us."
"We've all got a brain in our skulls, too," he said. "But it turns out very few of us are capable of using it."
She turned to face the wind blowing off the sea. "Anyone can be taught to use the nether."
"Is that why its practitioners are valued more highly than the king's semen?"
Minn laughed a real laugh. "You're right about this place. We bring people in from outside. But a recruit's natural talent is only one factor in our decision."
He bit his lip. "You have ways of developing it."
"To degrees the king would kill for. Can I make you as potent as your friend? No. But if you're willing to work, I can teach you to disappear."
"Just like that?" Blays said.
"No," she said. "Not like that at all."
"Then it sounds like we'd better get to it."
She turned to give the water a long, meaningful look. "We begin with the Four Seasons. The first is Fall."
"Not on any calendar I've ever seen."
"You're in a place you've never been," Minn said. "Expect different. In the autumn, the mist clears from the water, and the islands reveal themselves. That is why Fall comes first—because first, you must see."
"Right," Blays said. "See what?"
"The nether."
"And I do that how?"
Minn shrugged. "That's up to you."
"This doesn't feel like you're doing much teaching."
"It's best to try to see for yourself."
"And if I can't?"
"Then we'll see."
Blays rolled his eyes. "Can you at least tell me where it is?"
"Everywhere," she said.
"Well, then this should be a breeze."
He closed his eyes, because that's what the supplicants of Urt did when they got serious about seeking out the truth. Flecks of color drifted against a field of black. After a few moments, Minn's feet crunched away through the sand.
He stood like that for a long time. The sun rose, touching his skin. He put the light to his back and faced the sea. The breakers sighed up the beach. Birds called so sadly you'd think someone had stolen their lunch. Soon, he got stuck on his breathing. Breath was a vital part of being good at waving a sword around, and he had trained himself to become well acquainted with the tidal influx of air into his lungs, but this felt different. For the first time, he was spine-deep aware that it wasn't an inevitable process. One day, it would stop. And now that he was focused on it, what if he suddenly took that focus away? Would his breath stop? What if he didn't notice, would he pass out? If so, would his body remember to do what his brain had forgotten?
Probably not a productive area of thought. He was getting off track. And "close your eyes so that you might see" was the kind of stupid crap Cally would have yelled at Dante. Blays opened his eyes, blinking against the harsh yellow glare. For a moment, he thought he saw shadows waving at the edge of his vision, but it was just his eyes adjusting.
He sat on the shore and gazed over the ocean, relaxing his focus so it didn't settle on any one particular thing. That felt like a good way to go about it: don't miss the forest for the trees and all that. He tried to ignore his breathing. The sea was still gray. Gulls banked in the steady wind. He tried to let the corners of his mind sort of...reach out there and wave to the nether, entice it to show itself, but by the time the sun climbed up to its noontime throne, all he had to show for himself was an empty belly and swollen impatience.
At that moment, Minn showed up behind him. "How does it go?"
"I'm not seeing anything," he said. "Besides all the usual stuff."
She nodded. "Are you hungry?"
"Would it matter?"
"Those who work hard eat free."
"Then bring on lunch. All this sitting has been grueling."
She left him to it. Whatever "it" was. He had the suspicion he was wasting time. Not that he minded idling about. Or sprawling, lounging, loitering, or snoozing. But when there was a thing that needed doing but which wasn't being done, he got restless. Terribly so. To the point where he was apt to do something stupid just for the sake of doing something. He didn't know how he could get in trouble on an empty beach, but he had the feeling he might find a way.
Minn returned with more stew. This time it had lemongrass in it. Probably to conceal the fact it was the same stew from last night. Blays was too hungry to complain. Anyway, a little digestive trouble only toughened your guts against further troubles. While he was mid-slurp, Minn turned and walked away.
He finished eating and rinsed his bowl in the surf. Since the previous hours had seen no results, he decided to apply a more active approach. Anyway, his legs were stiff. He got up and crept down the tideline, hovering over pebbles and shells, then snatching them up to try to catch the nether by surprise. Nothing. Except a few sand crabs and some horrible red worms as thin as thread. He made a note never to go barefoot again.
He continued down the beach, yanking up shells and rocks to catch the shadows off guard. Soon enough, he forgot what he was doing. On realizing his mind was a blank, he waited for enlightenment, but it refused to manifest.
He kept at it until late afternoon, when the sun once more glowed from the waters like a furnace made out of the whole earth. He was hungry again, and the fact Minn was having to feed him was doing something to his pride. Not stinging it, exactly, but giving it a poke. She seemed to appreciate his effort, though. Perhaps a display of such would convince her to make more of one toward his education. With the hopes of killing two birds with one stone, he headed back north to the tide pools he'd passed on his southern rambling. There, he bashed up a couple palm-sized crabs and used his knife to pry a bushel of mussels from the rocks. He was forced to pocket the salty bunch. On the way back to his hut, he gathered up some driftwood that looked reasonably dry, along with several handfuls of yellow grass.
Back home, he pulled broad strands of grass from his wall and laid his catch on them. He scooped out sand and arranged the pit with the wood and grass. He was squinting at it trying to think of a way to make it combust when Minn exited the cave. She glanced at his tinder, extended one finger, and set it aflame. Blays scrambled to find flat rocks. Once the fire burned down, he layered them over the smoldering wood and set down the crabs and mussels to bake.
He spent the next day staring. At sand, stones, shrubs, birds, the cliffs. As directly and pointedly as he could, as if trying to see right through it. Minn and Dante always talked about the nether being inside things, after all. But his powers rudely refused to present themselves.
On the third day, he meditated. And napped, which seemed to be the inevitable outcome of any prolonged meditation. He refused to feel guilty about this. Minn had said it was best to discover sight through your own means, and his process had always involved scads of napping.
But this too failed to do anything except leave him exceptionally well-rested.
On the dawn of the fourth day, Minn came to stand with him at the shore. "Well?"
"I'm nowhere," he said. "Well, as the norren would point out, I'm undeniably somewhere. But it's not the where I want to be."
"Do you feel there's been any progress?"
"I haven't glimpsed so much as a single speck of the stuff."
"Can you see this?" She turned to a bedraggled bunch of kelp. Bug-like shadows flocked from it, hanging in the air between them.
"What, you mean the cloud of terrifying darkness?"
"Can you see it emerge?" She dispersed the cloud and refocused on the kelp. As Blays watched, shadows oozed from the fronds and bulbs.
"I see it, yeah."
She stepped back. "Now look for yourself."
He squatted and peered at the kelp, trying to see past it, to the shadows lurking in its shadows. He saw plenty of the mundane kind. Something twitched in the shade.
"Hey!" Blays exclaimed. He leaned forward and a black fly crawled from the darkness and rubbed its legs together. "Nevermind."
"Try again," Minn said.
They repeated this business a second time, then a third. After the sixth, Blays flopped on his back in the sand and barred his arm over his eyes. "I can see it when you do it. But when I look by myself, all I see is a pile of rotting kelp."
"The rot is where it's strongest."
"And why are we so eager to deal with such a substance?"
"The Four Seasons has more than one meaning," she said. "It commonly takes a full season of time to advance to the next season of nether."
"I'm no math-a-mancer," Blays said, "but it sounds like you're saying it could be a year before I learn to do anything."
"Are you in a rush?"
"Is it bad to want to be good at what you do?"
"If it causes you to learn badly? It's better to know nothing than to have to unlearn false wisdom."
"I dunno. I've found that acting like a fool can teach you all kinds of interesting things." He sighed through his teeth. "If it's best to be in no hurry, then I'll be in no hurry."
"Keep trying what we've done today," she said. "If there's no fruit on that tree, we'll plant another."
He didn't think much of the prospect of gazing into the inner recesses of the beached kelp's soul, but Minn's talk had recalibrated his expectations. He tried. Perhaps not with enthusiasm, but with undeniable effort. When he got tired of kelp, he went to examine grass. Then mussels. Then he got hungry and ate a few of them. He thought their death might convince the bloodthirsty nether to pay him a visit, but no dice.
After a day of this, he tried talking to the darkness. First chatting, then cajoling, then insulting. But apparently he was beneath the nether, because this too failed. In the afternoon, Minn came by to check in and he asked her to summon it some more. She repeated and he watched until sundown. Yet when she left and he looked by himself, he still couldn't find it.
He persisted. Just looking for shadows. Tedious as hell, but Minn seemed convinced it would pay off. He had doubts, but he starved them best he could.
After a few more days—he wasn't bothering to keep track—Minn watched him watching a pile of shells, then folded her arms. "Care to try something less conventional?"
Blays swung up his head, shielding his eyes from the sun. "More than anything."
"We'll talk over lunch." She wandered into the caves and returned with two bowls of off-white paste. "Eat up. You'll need your strength."
"This sounds ominous." He spooned up the paste. It was thick and warm and had been sweetened with ground-up nuts, but that still couldn't cover the bitter, brackish taste. "For your next recruit, you should consider a chef."
She smiled to herself and ate a great gob of mush. When they finished up, she sat back in the sand and faced the ocean.
Blays did the same. "So what's the big deal?"
"Just wait."
"That sounds like what I've been doing ever since I got here."
She shrugged, perfectly content to sit there until the end of time. Out of amused spite, he resolved to beat her.
A half hour later, his bladder forced him to forfeit. He got up to amble down the beach, but on his first step, his foot missed the ground. He plunged facedown into the sand.
"Oh," he said. "Strange."
"You look like you're ready," she laughed.
"For what?" With difficulty, he pushed himself up on his elbows and blinked at her owlishly. "You drugged me!"
"You said you were ready for unconventional methods."
"I thought you meant whacking ourselves on the heads with a board or something. Why is the sun all shimmery? And the air all...airy? What did you feed me?"
"Nat-root."
"Death root?"
"Don't worry, it's perfectly safe." She stood, extending her arms for balance. "I took it, too."
He was unable to stop himself from repeating her. "You took it, too!"
"How could we communicate unless our minds share the same journey?"
For some reason this struck him as tremendously funny. He tried to get up from where he'd fallen in the sand, but he was laughing too hard to find his footing. On the third attempt, Minn squatted down, secured her stance, and offered him a hand.
He leapt up, clinging to her for support. "It feels like I'm walking on a boat. In the middle of a sea. That is bound and determined to prove to me I'm not a fish. Hey, do you think we could be fish if we tried?"
"You're experiencing loss of balance. Perfectly common with nat-root. Come on."
Hanging onto his arm, as much for herself as for his sake, she led the way downshore to the tide pool. The walk was less than half a mile, but by the time they reached the pools' fragrant edges, Blays felt as if he'd been running for a month. Or possibly two months. His time-sense felt as off-kilter as his balance. His mouth felt unusually large, too, as if it belonged to another, bigger Blays. One who really needed a drink of something wet. The sunlight on the water lent everything a golden halo. He reached out for a yellow beam and discovered it wasn't tangible.
"Watch," she said.
He watched. Inches below the surface, a red-limbed starfish glided over the rocks. Behind it, a trail of black tendrils waved in the water.
"What!" Blays grabbed at Minn's sleeve. "Is that stuff real?"
"What?" she laughed.
"That black gunk. Is it black gunk?"
With extreme focus, she stood up straight and looked him in the eye. "It is."
"I see it!" The little black fingers melted into the rock. Blays clapped his palm over his mouth. "Oh shit, I scared it!"
"You can't scare nether."
"I feel like I probably scared it."
Minn waved a hand in dismissal, but the motion threw her off balance. She windmilled her arms, swearing a cobalt streak. "Less talking, more looking."
He scowled, pressing a finger to his lips. Once she quit giggling, he carefully lowered himself to the slimy stones bordering the pool, braced himself on both palms, and leaned forward. Wherever there was life—an orange fish, a swaying anemone with its many fat fingers, the starfish scouring their way across the floor—there was also nether. It stuck to the creatures like a shadow the exact shape of themselves. He could only glimpse it when they were in motion, separating themselves, however momentarily, from their dark mirror.
"Why does it lag like that?" he said. "Is it lazy?"
"Time feels wrong, right?"
"Right. You are. Time, definitely not right."
"We use nat-root when we want to change the way we see."
"I see," he said, then burst into laughter, although he wasn't quite sure why.
He stopped suddenly, terrified he'd scared the nether away again. But there it was, spread across the pools, trailing in the wake of the fish and the waving claws of the crabs. After a while, he saw it wasn't just stuck to life, but that it was carried in the water, too, a faint cloud that shaded everything in subtle gray. At that point, he was too dumbfounded to do anything but gape.
And then it was gone. The fish were fish. The crabs were crabs. The shadows were nowhere to be seen.
Minn must have seen the look on his face. "If it's passed, we should probably get you some water."
"Or we could take some more."
"Not a great idea. It's not called nat-root just to keep the children from eating it."
He found himself angry that he'd been given sight only to have it taken away. But after their visit to the pool, he knew it was possible. He had seen. There was no reason he couldn't see again.
Meanwhile, the nat-root had taught him that it seemed to be easiest to see the nether in life. From then on, he concentrated on watching living beings, be they animal or plant. Fish in the water. Grass in the wind. Whatever. Sometimes he thought he saw a flicker of black, but it never lasted longer than an instant, so brief he couldn't be sure he'd seen anything at all.
As the days went by, he sometimes considered the possibility he was wasting his time. But even if his abilities never manifested, he was sitting on a beach eating crabs untroubled by anything more than the chill in the wind. He was free.
Except for one question. A week after the incident with the nat-root, Minn brought him hot fish soup for dinner. He ate most, then set the bowl aside. "Why are you doing this?"
She tipped her head to the side. "Because we had extra."
"Not that." He swept his hand around to take in the semicircle of cliffs, finishing on himself. "This."
She thought a moment. "Because you want to learn."
"Of course. I'd forgotten we were in Pocket Cove, public university."
"And I think you intend to keep what you learn secret. Your arrival here wasn't so different from ours."
"How's that?"
She shook her head, then smiled at him. "How is Fall treating you?"
"I'm not sure." To give himself something to do, he spooned up more broth. "I don't think I've seen it since."
"We could try more nat-root."
"Do you think it would help?"
"No," she said. "But we could try."
"I doubt it would last longer than the first time." He set aside the bowl. "I'll keep at it. There's not much else for me to do."
Day after day, he continued to watch the life of the cove. The days grew shorter, the nights colder. He added another layer of weaving to the roof and the walls of his hovel and stuffed a layer of grass between the two mats. Every now and then he saw women leave the caves to tend to nets and cages left in the surf or the lagoon south of the tide pools, but Minn's friends never paid him any mind. He dragged up driftwood and leaned it against the side of the cliff to dry. Minn had long ago lent him flint, and he had his own steel.
That was what opened his eyes—that, and a bit of good old fashioned foolishness. A full month after he'd arrived at Pocket Cove, he jogged to the tide pools to cut loose more mussels for dinner. As he braced himself against the slippery stone and gouged at the bivalves' tight hold, the knife slipped, raking across his left palm.
The cold metal bit into his skin. The sting of salt followed. Blood dripped from his hand and fell into the tide pool, dotting it with small red blooms.
Blays froze, pain forgotten. He laughed.
He ran all the way back to the cave. He parted the leather curtain and hollered inside. "Minn! Minn!"
She showed up a moment later, annoyance darkening her placid face. "You know you can't come in here."
He shoved his bloody palm in her face. "Look at this!"
"Sew it up, you crybaby. You'll be fine."
"Don't you see?" He laughed again, letting the blood slip down his fingers and fall to the smooth stone outside the cave. "I see."
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The waves frothed and tossed, driven into violent white peaks. Dark storm clouds piled in the sky. The first rains hit as they made port at the cliffside port of Keyote. Dante flung his hood over his head and ran down the gangplank toward the nearest public house. Cee and Lew filed in behind him, cloaks drenched.
Crewing and outfitting a boat to the Houkkalli Islands would have taken longer than the trip itself. Instead, they'd hopped passage on a merchant ship and arrived in port two days later. This time, Dante had made sure to get Olivander's approval on every aspect of the trip. It was funny. Had Cally still been in charge, the penny-pinching man would have insisted they take their own ship—Cally was already paying their people, there would be no sense dropping additional funds for travel via a third party—but if they had done so, the storm would have hit them mid-trip. At best, they would have been delayed by days. At worst...well, there was no reason to think of that.
Lightning crackled across the sky. Dante ordered a pitcher of beer to help warm their blood. They sat beside the window. Inland, clouds swirled and broke against the heights of Mount Siri.
Lew set down his mug with a ceramic clank. "How are you so sure they'll have the answers?"
"They're the Hanassans," Cee said.
"So what? Even the Hanassans don't know everything. Think they know my birthday?"
"Of course not. They only know what's important."
Lew frowned over his beer. "How can they possibly know so much when they've isolated themselves on a mountain in the middle of nowhere?"
"The oracle," Dante said. Cee snorted. He glanced at her. "You doubt?"
"Like a girl hearing she's the prince's first," she said. "The Hanassans get their intelligence the same way the rest of us do: legwork and bribes."
"I've been to the monastery. It's not exactly crumbling under the weight of its finery."
"They trade in knowledge." She sat back and took a slug from her beer. "That's what keeps the boats coming back. It's the lifeblood of the entire island chain."
Dante shrugged. "That and the fact the Houkkallis are located midway between Narashtovik and Yallen."
"I'd tell you to think what you like, but I know you'll do that anyway."
Rain hammered the square, bouncing so fiercely from the roofs of the rounded homes that the whole city was enshrouded in a gray blur, as if it were in the act of lurching forward. The road up the mountain was dirt. In these conditions, mud. They would have to wait out the storm.
Dante secured lodging in the rooms above. Hours later, sleepy from beer and supper, they retired to their beds. Rain drummed above. It stopped in the middle of the night and the sudden silence woke Dante from a dead slumber.
In the morning, they walked into the hills north of town and discovered the path up to Sirini Temple was less of a road and more of a miles-long strip of dirt porridge. They turned around and, after questioning a couple of the locals, wound up at a stable off the main square.
"Three mules, please," Dante told the proprietor, a stout woman who wore outer layers of shiny cotton to shield herself from the constant wind.
"For?" she said.
"Dinner," he said. He leaned over her desk. "For passage to Sirini Temple. The road's no good."
"Then I should charge you triple."
He opened his cloak, exposing the sapphire and silver brooch of Narashtovik that marked his station. "You'll charge me what's fair."
The front door opened and shut behind them. The woman rubbed her nose. "Then you can use what's left over to purchase a sense of humor. My lord."
She kitted them out with three mules, sturdy beasts who plodded through the muddy trail with little difficulty. For half a mile, they passed between farmhouses and fields of mud. Loose straw lay scattered across the furrows, drenched and wind-beaten. Ahead, a forest of firs rose from the hills. Beyond, three white peaks stood shoulder to shoulder. The road led to the tallest.
Its slopes were painted with alternating bands of green. The darker bands were common pines, tousled by the ceaseless winds. The lighter bands were a plant native to Houkkalli: shedwind. Wrist-thick shoots standing ten feet tall, the plants' bladed leaves stayed eerily still even in the most punishing gale. Fox-like statues watched the trail.
The mules swayed on. Though they'd made a very early start, by the time they reached the plateau halfway up the mountain, the overcast sky implied it was nearly noon. Ahead, a grassy plain stood before a basalt cliff. The muddy trail diverged into four smaller paths to four caves in the rock. The last time Dante had visited here, a monk had been sitting out front, eager to send fools home, but today, the grounds were empty, a churned-up mess of mud and standing water.
He rode up to the cliff and dismounted. "Hello?"
The caves were barred with woven shedwind braced by fir frames. Dante knocked on one after the other, but received no response. He backed up and gazed at the silent cliff. He hollered some more, knocked some more, wandered around in search of the monks. He found nothing.
"Suppose they went somewhere to weather the storm?" Lew said.
Dante wiped his nose. "They're mountain people. Surely they're used to suffering worse."
"Maybe they just don't want to see you," Cee said.
"That's a little paranoid."
"Only if you weren't watching. When you flashed your badge at the stables, a boy scampered out the door. His tracks run all the way up here. Now the monks are gone."
"I've never done anything to harm them," Dante said. "All I want is answers."
"These fellows are pretty smart, right? Isn't that why we're here? Maybe they're smart enough to know what you were going to ask—and that you'd force the answers from them."
Dante scowled at the heights. "This is their home ground. We could hunt them all winter and they'd be two steps ahead of us the whole time."
Cee strolled forward, nudging the mud with her toes. "The good news is you couldn't ask for better conditions to follow their tracks."
Lew crossed his arms tight. "The bad news is it's freezing cold and we'll ruin our boots."
"You can always head back to town," Dante said. "Or would Olivander execute you for letting me out of your sight?"
Atop his mule, Lew swore with hair-raising blasphemy. "Of all the world's horrors, there's nothing worse than muddy boots."
"You think?" Cee said. "Guess you've never had shitty boots."
Lew could only close his eyes.
They found the tracks within minutes. Or what Dante took to be the tracks. The monks appeared to have departed single-file, pulling a sledge behind them to erase their footprints. This had left an obvious rut through the mud, but if Dante hadn't already been suspicious that they'd run from him, it might have been enough to throw him off.
It was strange, there was no way around that. But the fact they'd tried to hide their tracks spoke more loudly than words.
The tracks continued across the grassy field to the left of the cliffs, leaving the monks' passage as clear as dawn. The blades were trampled down, ground into the mud. The wind picked up, colder than ever. The plain angled up, leading to a steep rise that was barely walkable. Soon, the tracks led to a path too tight and rubble-strewn for the mules. Dante got down and Cee helped secure the animals behind a thatch of shedwind sheltering the approach to the escarpment.
The path up the mountain was often bare rock. Where it wasn't, it was snot-slick with lichen and moss. The occasional footprint in this or the patches of mud gathered in the flat spots continued to point the way. The trail grew steeper yet, then swung into a series of switchbacks. Some points were so narrow Lew pressed his back to the wall and edged forward inches at a time. Dante would have berated him, but he was secretly grateful to be forced to slow down. A thick haze clung to the heights. After an hour of slow progress, the mists grew too thick to see the plains below. The upper reaches were just as hidden.
The angle of the rise gentled and the switchbacks ceased. They stopped for a snack and some water; as with any time they left a city, they'd brought enough consumables to get them through a day or two.
Cee plunked down on a rock and leaned forward, stretching out her legs. "Either these guys have gone on a very abrupt and inconvenient pilgrimage, or they do not want to see you."
"They can't have much of a head start," Dante said. "We need to be silent from here on out."
Up to that point, the path had been navigable, if completely unpaved, but within minutes, it reduced in size to a game trail, and not necessarily one traveled by larger mammals. Shedwind grew thickly overhead, providing a leafy pergola. Condensed mist pattered their cloaks. The ground inclined again and the vegetation shrank to moss and hardy clumps of grass.
The patter of mist intensified. But the shielding shedwind was gone—it was raining again. Within two minutes, the sprinkle became a downpour. Hard sheets of rain pounded the trail, driven by a gusting wind.
"We're completely exposed," Cee said. "And not in the way that means I'm having fun."
"It's just a bit of rain," Dante said.
"And floods." Lew pointed. Uphill, runoff streamed into the trail, coursing down in a muddy froth.
Dante turned in a quick circle. Since leaving the temple, they'd seen no man-made structures of any kind. They had encountered a few crevasses and overhangs in the rock, but the last one was at least a quarter mile back a trail that was growing more treacherous by the second. With no other options, Dante ran off the path and jogged up a house-sized mound. He got out his knife, pulled up his sleeve, and cut the back of his left arm. The rain rinsed the blood away, but the nether couldn't be confounded that easily.
The dirt swelled at his feet. He let the mud slide away, then drew the underlying rock into a broad shelf, extending it outward, slightly rounded, with its entry pointed downhill. Finished, he ran beneath it. The others joined him.
Rain sluiced over the doorway in a solid curtain. Their clothes steamed from the heat of their bodies. They panted, wiping water from their eyes and toweling it from their hair with rags kept safe in inner pockets.
"There goes our tracks," Cee said.
Lew wrung water from the cuffs of his cloak. "And our whole hunt!"
"Try not to sound too happy about it," Dante said.
Beyond the makeshift cave, capillaries of floodwater joined to become veins. Dante watched it all literally wash away. Downhill, a crow fell to the ground with a strangled squawk. It whapped its wings against the mud but couldn't stand up. It slipped in a torrent and was swept against a crush of brambles. When the water relented a few minutes later, the crow was no longer moving.
The storm was a coastal squall, blowing itself out shortly. Once it abated, Dante stuck out his palm. Mist settled to his clammy skin. He walked outside, boots squelching. The trail was obliterated. So were entire stretches of mountainside.
Cee moved beside him. "You know, there's a good chance they don't even have what we came here for."
Dante blew into his hands. "Then why would they run?"
"Hell if I know. You believers do all kinds of things that don't make any sense."
"For someone whose expertise is finding things, you give up awfully fast. Watch and learn."
Without another word, he walked away from the sludgy remnants of the trail and headed to the brambles. He called to the nether and it leapt into the broken body of the crow, hungry for the fresh death. The bird jerked, twitched its wings. Cally had always said you couldn't get a dead bird to fly, but Cally had never been much for working with animals. Dante had tried, on occasion, and while he'd never succeeded, he'd seen room for potential. He picked up the crow, lobbed it into the air, and ordered it to fly. It flapped clumsily and slammed into the wet grass. He tried again, but it was simply too heavy.
Well, for one thing, it was soaked. As the others watched, he took it back into the cave and transmuted the nether into raw heat. Steam wafted from the black feathers. Once the crow dried, he took it back outside and threw it into the air again. This time, it was able to glide for fifty feet before it arced back to the ground. Still too heavy.
"What are you doing?" Lew said.
Dante got out his knife. "I thought you'd like a pet."
Cee didn't know whether to look amused or disgusted. Well, if she was going to stick around, she'd have to get used to it. Dante dug the blade into the crow's gut and hollowed it out, letting the entrails fall to the grass. They were no good to anyone now. All he needed was its wings and its eyes.
This time, when he lobbed it into the sky, it wobbled, glided, and rose.
"Look at that," Dante said. "I might never have to leave my room again."
He suspected the next phase of operations was going to involve a high degree of dizziness. He went back to his little cave to sit down. Firmly planted, and sheltered from any more sudden rains, he sent his sight to the crow's.
The ground rolled along a hundred feet beneath him. Dante's heart leapt. Involuntarily, he sent the bird flapping higher, then got a hold of himself and let it do its thing. The hillsides were a mess of mud and torn-up sward. Sediment flowed around boulders. In places, the floods had swept rocks onto washed-out paths, piling them up at the bottom of slopes. He made the crow bank and glimpsed the top of Cee and Lew's heads far below. He circled around, getting a sense for how people looked from that high up in the sky, then turned it loose to scan the hills and valleys.
Now and then, he registered Cee and Lew murmuring something to each other, but they knew enough to leave him to his hunt. When he felt himself get chilly, he got up to pace around, but still kept his sight tied to the crow's. At first he had no real plan to the search, letting the crow follow the winds, which were still quite stiff, but he soon found himself wandering over ground he'd already covered. He directed the crow to soar through an ever-expanding spiral.
It continued to see a whole lot of nothing. Now and then an odd spot of brown or white drew his eye, but whenever he sent the bird closer, it turned out to be a piece of rock or a patch of clay exposed by the storm. Sometimes he homed in on motion, but it was always revealed to be the rush of wind through the plants, or very rarely, a vole or sparrow emerging from cover to see if it was safe.
He was growing weary, losing his focus. He let the crow land on a boulder, then withdrew his sight, stood up, and rubbed his eyes.
"That's not the posture of a man who's found what he's looking for," Cee said.
"No," Dante said. "It's the posture of a man who's spent the last twenty minutes staring through the eyes of a dead bird."
"Light's getting late."
He glanced at the clouds. This whole time, his vision had been pointed groundward. He was surprised to see that much more than twenty minutes had passed: at least an hour, maybe two. Yet between battling the winds and swooping up and down to get a better glimpse of suspicious colors or shapes, he'd barely investigated a fraction of the terrain.
"Get some firewood," Dante said. "We're going to have to spend the night."
"That idea is so bad I want to take it behind the barn and club it."
"We don't have a choice. Even if we headed downhill right now, we wouldn't be back to the temple before dark. There's no way we can navigate this mud after nightfall."
"But you could create a light for us," Cee said. "I've seen you."
He clenched his teeth. "I'll search until sunset. We'll camp here tonight and head back tomorrow morning. The slopes will be drier then."
"You're the boss."
She turned and walked out from the cave. Lew wandered off to lend her a hand. Dante reseated himself and returned to the crow. After a couple false starts, the undead creature was able to take off on its own power, launching from a branch. It soared on the winds, passing over a tight valley of swaying grass.
Dante frowned. Only parts of the grass were swaying. And it wasn't grass—it was shedwind.
The crow ceased flapping and banked, bleeding altitude. Through a gap in the shedwind, a man in a soaked robe tugged at the green stalks, lashing them together into a crude shelter.
Dante's eyes flew open. He let the crow circle a few more times, then had it climb higher and higher to take in vast stretches of mountain.
"I've found them," he said. "They're close."
But Lew and Cee weren't; they were downhill, lugging up damp branches, sour looks on their faces. Dante jogged to them and repeated himself.
"They're settling in," he said. "If we hurry, we can catch them before dark."
"And then what?" Cee said.
"We sit down and converse. Like normal, everyday people who aren't chasing each other across the mountains during a potentially lethal storm."
She looked skeptical. He didn't care. They hiked through the hills, following a crow-scouted path over solid rock that had suffered little during the downpour. A half hour later, with the light weakening, they crept over a ridge and looked down on the shedwind-choked valley.
"Let me handle them," Dante murmured. "If they threaten us, don't hurt them unless you're in imminent fear for your safety."
"I don't want to hurt anybody," Lew said.
Cee smiled. "Then stay behind me."
Dante crept down the ridge, crawling through the mangled brush until he got down to where his silhouette wouldn't show on the horizon. His clothes were soaked. His boots were so laden with mud they were three times as heavy. Mud had crept up his shins, too. The smears just below his knees had gone lighter as they'd dried.
Voices drifted from the valley bottom. The rustle of leaves. Dante's crow alighted in a fir and eyeballed the camp. A dozen monks sat in a loose circle, holding their hands above a large rock as if to warm them, but there was no visible flame.
Dante paused within bowshot, hidden behind a screen of leaves. The Hanassans were renowned for their wisdom, their knowledge and lore, but some were sorcerers, too. If they perceived him as an enemy and lashed out at him—particularly the ethermancers—he might regret being so sneaky. He already had a few nicks on his knuckles, but he cut his forearm and kept the nether close.
"Please tell me there's been a misunderstanding." He stepped from behind a tree. "If you really ran all this way to avoid me, I'm afraid of what I've come to ask."
As he spoke, three monks drew nether to their hands, where it swirled darkly like blood dropped in sluggish water. Motes of ether danced on the fingers of a fourth man. The Hanassans stared as one.
Dante moved further from cover. "I'm not here to hurt you."
Since sorcerers needed no weapons to do harm, and actually had a habit of splaying palms and swooping their arms about when they meant to do business, the typical displays of peaceful intentions—hands open, raised, or held before you—tended to evoke hostility from fellow practitioners. Instead, the Gaskan custom among sorcerers was to press your palms together in front of your navel where they could be clearly seen, and any motions of the elbows or wrists would be obvious. Dante wasn't certain whether the display was the same in the Houkkallis (which, like so many other places, was a part of Gask, but hadn't always been), yet he attempted it anyway.
"And neither are my friends," he finished. Behind him, Lew and Cee slipped from the brush.
"That's good." A monk took a step forward. Furry leggings showed beneath his cloak, thick with mud. "Would hate for our holiday to be spoiled by violence."
"What is it you're trying so hard to hide?"
"What is it you came all this way to find?"
"The Black Star." Dante moved forward. "Cellen."
"Oh." The monk lowered his gaze to the leaf-strewn ground. "That."
"How do I find it?"
A second monk stared Dante down. This man was much older, a hood draped over his bald head. "What do you want with it?"
"I don't know," Dante said.
"Bullshit."
"That depends on what it can do, doesn't it?"
The old monk smiled thinly. "What do you think?"
"One story says it was used to end a drought," Dante said. "Is it an amplifier? Or a pure source?"
"Does it matter?"
"I suppose it would mean the same thing in the end." He looked across the monks' faces and failed to find a clue to their mood. He wasn't going to be able to trick or buy the answers from them. His only chance to get the truth was to give them the same. "I believe that good comes from inside us, sparks arising in the hearts of individual men and women. But the most good comes from institutions. From collectives of individuals dedicated to nourishing, growing, and spreading that good beyond themselves. In this way, you can build something to outlast your brief life."
"Get to the point," the second monk said.
"A good institution is built over the course of generations. Each leader stands on the shoulders of the last, drawing on the strength of his people to climb a little higher." He paused. "But like Arawn's mill, all it takes is one crack to send it tumbling down. If a single leader has bad balance—poor judgment—he will fall. And his empire falls with him. Isn't that what's happening in Gask now? Eight hundred years to build, and over the course of a single year, the decisions of Moddegan and Cassinder broke it apart. Now Cassinder's dead and Moddegan clings to the splinters."
The monk's impatience had vanished, replaced by wary curiosity. Dante took a long breath and went on. "Given enough time, every well-meaning order will be brought down by an unbalanced leader. Good can never last; chaos always wins. It's inevitable." Dante drew a breath, then forced himself to finish. "Unless its leader never has to die."
In the silence, the only noises were the splash of falling drops and the hiss of wind in the trees.
"Everything must die," the old monk said. "It's the mandate of Arawn."
"Arawn doesn't," Dante said.
"Do you think it's good for a man to aspire to be as deathless as Arawn?"
"If Arawn wants me, he can take me."
The monks exchanged looks. The first one said something Dante couldn't catch. The older monk nodded and turned to Dante. "We don't know if it's an amplifier or a pure source. Either way, in your hands, it could likely do what you wish."
"Why does it manifest?" Dante said.
"We don't know that."
"Then how can I find it?"
The old man shrugged his shoulders high. "If we knew, perhaps we would be seeking it ourselves."
Dante pinched the bridge of his nose. "At least answer me this. If you ran away to hide this from me, why tell me now?"
"Because you're not the only one who'll be chasing it—and at least your motives aren't greed and hegemony."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence."
"Besides, we respect those who'll go through hell to attain the knowledge they seek."
"So Cellen is real," Dante said. "It has the power to do things no person could do on their own. Yet no one in the world knows a single thing about it?"
"Wrong," the old monk said. "No one in this world knows about it."
Dante laughed. "'This' world? Am I to travel to the underworld, then?"
"The underworld would be much easier to get to. Sadly for you, your path lies to the east."
"The Woduns?" Dante said. "We've already been there."
The monk shook his head. "Beyond the mountains—and into the forbidden lands on the other side."
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"The answer came to me when I realized I was lousy at this," Blays said. "More accurately, it came to me when I cut myself and bled everywhere. The morbid ol' nether just loves blood, doesn't it? That's when I saw it—and understood that I was seeing it all along."
Minn frowned. "That might be too profound for me to understand."
"It's like when we ate the nat-root. At first I could only see it in life, where it was strongest, but after a while, I realized I could see it in the water, too. Turns out I can see it everywhere, root or no root. It's just so subtle I didn't know what I was looking at."
"You're right, you are lousy at this. And you're even worse at explaining it."
"You're not supposed to agree with me." Blays leaned an arm against the outside of the cave. "So what season's next? Winter? Or are the People of the Pocket unconstrained by our earthly perspective on the year's cycle?"
A smile dented the corners of her mouth. "Winter comes next here, too. But first I think it's time you came in from the cold."
As he puzzled over the apparent metaphor, she pulled back the curtain to the cave. Lukewarm air wafted forth, smelling of incense and cooked seafood.
Blays met her eyes. "You're sure your friends won't gaff me and throw me out to sea?"
"It's already been settled. No one wants to see you freeze to death."
"Now that you mention it, it would be nice to feel my fingers and toes again."
He stepped inside. A torchstone glowed from the wall, casting its unblinking light down a bare tunnel. Minn made an immediate right into a short passage that led to a single doorway. Thick drapes revealed a square room ten feet to a side.
She drew her finger across the air, creating a soft nethereal light. Blays squinted at it, trying to pick apart the energy within it.
"It's all yours," she said. "Just don't go any deeper into the tunnels."
A few shelves were sculpted into the walls. A thin mattress lay in the corner. Next to it was a low end table and a rack of candles. Glancing up, he could just make out a hole in the ceiling to vent smoke.
And there wasn't a speck of dust anywhere. "Did you make this just for me?"
"Don't let it go to your head. It took five minutes." She moved back to the entry. "Wait here. I'll get you some dinner."
"Is it soup time already? You know, just because you live next to saltwater doesn't mean you need to eat it for every meal."
She lit a candle and walked into the hall. While she was out, Blays moved around the room, eyeballing it. Not that there was anything to see; other than the mattress, the table, and the candles, there was nothing else there. He had no possessions besides his clothes, a sword, a knife, and the sundries in his pockets. And it felt good. Except for the "one sword" bit. He'd need to find a new one somewhere. Walking around with a single sword was like trying to get by with one shoe.
Minn returned with soup and a bowl of greenish mush—mulched grass stems. Seasoned by kelp shavings and green onions, judging by the taste. It was warm, though, and the room was an agreeable temperature. Other than fleeting moments in the afternoon when the sun was up and the wind was down, it was the first time he hadn't been chilly since fleeing from Setteven.
Minn sat on her heels and watched the candle flicker. "You're from Narashtovik, aren't you? What's it like these days?"
"Are you from there?"
"No, but I'd heard it's in something of a renaissance. I don't get to hear much of what goes on beyond the cliffs."
"I guess it is doing well," he said. "It was pretty grim when I showed up several years ago. Now, not so grim. Coincidence?"
"Wasn't there a war? Didn't that have any impact?"
"Oh, that thing?" Blays laughed. "I still can't believe we got duped into starting it. An all-powerful norren bow! The oldest trick in the book."
She regarded him. "You started it?"
"Well, I'd argue they started it. We weren't enslaving norren for decades. But in a very technical, wholly unintentional sense—yeah, it was totally our fault."
"Tell me about it. And the man who chased you here."
"Why?"
"Because you're my student," she said. "And I have the right to know who I'm teaching."
He couldn't argue with that. Well, he could, but it would be a churlish thing to do. Instead, he talked. About the mission that first brought them to Narashtovik to assassinate Samarand. About the refugees of her truncated war revitalizing the city. Of the long sequence of events leading to the Chainbreakers' War. About Dante and Lira, too.
Strangely, it had the feel of a confession. Stranger yet was the fact that, in hindsight, he wouldn't have changed a thing. Not entirely true: he would have gone outside and warned Lira to step to the side of the gaping chasm that had claimed her. Aside from that, and the myriad minor fumbles he'd made but which ultimately didn't matter, the outcome had been great. Grand. Norren freedom. Independence for Narashtovik. You couldn't ask for more.
But it had come at a cost.
He skipped quickly through his recent stint in Setteven, telling her nothing of his schemes against the king. For all he knew, Taya and Lolligan were still executing a revised version of the plan, and while it seemed highly unlikely Minn would care, let alone tell someone (who?) about it, he saw no need to expose their operation to any risk, however slight.
"It all sounds so busy," she said once he'd finished.
"I guess it was."
"Do you miss it?"
"Not yet." He grinned. "I told you my story. Now why don't you tell me how the People of the Pocket are so good at hiding."
"Not yet," she smiled back. "No need to clutter your head with what might be until you've learned to do more than see a few shadows."
"Then let's get cracking."
"Tomorrow." She stood, shaking one foot to work the blood back into it. "See you then."
With nothing else to do, he ran through a few sword-and-dagger forms, then set aside his blades and practiced seeing the nether. Even after his revelation, it was hard to spot it unless he looked at something alive, such as his hand or the shiny black beetle that had trundled in during his recitation to Minn. He tried to see it in the shelves, but in the dimness of the room, he couldn't tell whether the shadows were nethereal, physical, or the spawn of his imagination. Once his irritation began to show up, he blew out the candle and went to bed. No use getting angry over something that was supposed to be fun.
What with the lack of windows or daylight, he stayed asleep until Minn came for him. After breakfast, they went outside. The sea winds were sharp enough to cut off the tips of his ears. One night inside and he was already spoiled.
"Winter's here," she said, padding southward in the direction of the tide pools. "What do you suppose that means?"
"That the weather is intolerably cold?"
"Do you find flippant questions help you to learn?"
"Sure. They drive away the gadflies. Those who stick around must really want to teach me."
"You're right. Asking you about Winter was an unfair question, one you couldn't possibly answer." Minn walked on, gazing out to sea. "If fall is the season of clarity, winter is the season is difficulty. Everything becomes harder, from the ground to survival. Animals go into hiding. Trees hide their wealth inside nuts. To make it, you have to learn to reach into the cold, dark places."
"Meaning what, in practice?"
"It's time to learn to touch the nether."
"Sounds easy," he said. "I know right where it is."
She tipped her head to the side, neither conceding nor disagreeing. "Most find it the harshest season. Learning to touch it means learning to forge a connection with it."
"Okay, then how do I do that?"
"Why don't you try for yourself?"
"And then we'll see?"
Minn smiled. "Who's the teacher here?"
At the edge of the tide pool, he knelt. Minn stayed standing, which made him momentarily self-conscious about his decision; getting a few inches closer to the nether probably would not bring him the slightest bit closer to being able to touch it with his mind. But whatever, he was already down on his knees. More restful anyway.
A blue-finned fish drifted above a brainish lump of coral, nibbling at whatever caught its fancy. Blays cleared his throat—bit of an odd thing to do, given that he wasn't about to speak to it, but again, this was his show—and looked. And there the nether was. Tucked beneath the fish's scales. Looming in its gawping mouth. Lurking in its flesh.
He reached out with his mind.
He thought he did, anyway. He certainly focused on the fish and the nether inside it, concentrating on the wisps of blackness. But he didn't feel a thing.
"Is this like when I was trying to see it?" He sat back on the rocks, withdrawing his focus. "Am I touching it, but it's so subtle I just don't know it?"
"Everyone's feel for the shadows is different," Minn said. "But when you do feel it, trust me—you'll know."
He tried again, jabbing his attention at the fish like a spear. It didn't flinch. Neither did its nether. He tried coming at it sidelong, whistling a lazy tune while his thoughts snuck closer and closer. All to no effect. He was about to cycle through all these approaches again, then sat back and threw back his head.
He was going about this like a stupid person. Flailing about like a child with a wooden sword. Speaking of, he was already damn good at one area that required the perfect tuning of his mind and body: sword fighting. And he had a ritual whenever he was attempting to learn a new technique.
It had begun as a general exercise, a way to isolate and thus gain control of every individual muscle group in his body: as he breathed in and out, he flexed and relaxed, learning to isolate (say) the muscles under his arms from those in his shoulders. It was a surprisingly useful exercise. It relaxed him, but it also taught him to exert sudden, devastating force wherever he cared to deliver it. For instance, a downward cross-body stroke could be augmented with a sudden diagonal tensing of his abdominals. He might do no more than twitch his wrist, but the extra force generated by the rest of his body could add bone-splitting force to his strike.
Over the years, he had adapted the technique into more than a method to coordinate his musculature. It was also a way to clear his head, to get out of himself. Using it, he could learn a new skill in minutes. Invent new fighting techniques from whole cloth. By envisioning the combination of movements that would lead to an effective maneuver, he could break it down muscle by muscle, then combine those movements into a single gesture. A few days of practice, and the new technique no longer took conscious thought.
As he sat on the rock, he put himself through his paces, starting with his head and working his way down. He tensed his ears, scalp, and brow. His neck, then his shoulders. His pectorals and lats, abdominals and hips, and so on. From the corner of his vision, Minn was giving him a funny look, but he was already feeling better, more at one with the various components that comprised the Blays he was. He let his breath flow in and out. He reached for the fish.
"Oh shit," he said. "It feels like being stabbed with cold iron!"
Minn jolted forward. "Are you okay? Did you sit on something?"
"I felt it. The nether! It's cold and it hurts, right?"
"Generally." She pushed out her lower lip. "But you can't have felt it already. You just started."
"Unless you gored me with a pigsticker while I wasn't looking, I think I've done it."
"How?" she said.
"I swooped in on it."
"You swooped in on it?"
"Like a bird of prey." He cut his hand through the air. "Like a blade closing on the bearer's enemy."
"Impossible," Minn said. "Then do it again."
"Whatever you say." He breathed, tensed, relaxed. Reached out. Felt the icy sting. Though he'd touched it with his mind, not his fingers, he couldn't stop from shaking out his hand.
She blinked. "How'd you do that?"
"Magic."
"Well, you've magically destroyed weeks of my plans."
"Does that upset you?"
She looked up from the fish. "I put a lot of thought into those lessons."
"Plans are like newborns." He straightened, retracting his focus from the nether. "Best not to get attached to them until they grow sturdy enough to be put to work."
She laughed, then stopped herself. "Perhaps you'd like to spend the rest of the day honing your new skill. I have to find a way to build new plans on the ruins of the old."
He thought he pretty much had it down, but it wouldn't hurt to be sure. As Minn retired to the caves, he worked his way around the pools, touching the nether within the snails, minnows, kelp, and a cruising octopus. He didn't see what the big deal was. The nether was there. He knew it was there. So why shouldn't he be able to touch it?
Hungry, and too lazy to go build a fire, he cut loose some mussels and ate them raw. He wouldn't go so far as to say he was getting a taste for raw mussels—he wasn't sure you could get a taste for nature's phlegm—but he no longer minded them. Funny how fast you got used to things.
In the morning, he and Minn reconvened at the tide pools. He stretched his elbow over his head and pulled it to the side, extending his shoulder. "Figured out what you're going to do with me next?"
"Tell you about the next Season."
"Just like that?"
She brushed a ragged bang from her eyes. "What were you expecting, a feast in your honor? Shall I fetch the stew?"
In truth, he had been expecting something to mark his accomplishment. The Progression of the Seasons was supposed to take about as long as the real ones, wasn't it? And he'd burned through Winter in ten minutes. Darned impressive, he thought.
He supposed that, in the scheme of things, it was nothing more than a baby step. He hadn't even begun to use the nether yet. This was just his ego standing up and taking its pants off. Ego could be a fine thing, of course. A strong one could help you accomplish goals even when those goals were plainly boneheaded. And aside from the practical advantages of ego, it was simply a fun thing to have.
But at the moment, ego wasn't helping. If anything, it was slowing him down. When it came time to learn, the role model was the sponge, and he had yet to meet a sponge that was full of itself. What with all the holes, they could never get enough.
"Yesterday's stew can wait." He blew into his hands. "I hope the real winter passes as quickly as the fake one."
"A change that sudden would drown us in storms," Minn said. She took a moment, letting her amusement fade and replacing it with a look of authority. "Spring. The season of melting and unlocking. First you saw the nether. Then you learned to reach it. Next, you learn to melt it."
"Makes sense. It felt as cold as snowman's piss."
"It's critical to keep in mind this isn't literal. Though similar in some ways, the nether isn't ice. It isn't water, either. Don't confuse a metaphor for what's actually in front of you."
"Don't worry, I'm used to dealing with people who are constitutionally incapable of talking in plain terms."
"Then get to work."
He ran through his breathing warmups. On top of a damp, slimy rock, a fiddler crab was jerking its big claw back and forth, announcing to all the other crabs that it was the most fiddlin' fiddler that ever fiddled. He saw the nether in it, touched it. It was as cold and sharp as before. He intensified his focus, imagining it as the heat of a climbing bonfire. The nether stayed cold. Immobile.
He was unworried. He hadn't expected Spring to zip by as briskly as Winter. The subtleties of Fall were still fresh in his mind. After a while, Minn returned to whatever other duties occupied her in the caves, but he stayed beside the captive saltwater, willing the nether to come forth.
A week later, he was still there. He had tried any number of mental tricks. Thinking of his attention as heat that would melt the dark ice. That it was a knife that would slice loose the fastened shadows. That it was a big old fist capable of yanking trees out by their roots. He had tried it on crabs, fish, birds, grass, slime, coral, a juvenile shark, a lost seal. And, as far as he could tell, he'd gotten exactly nowhere.
"Got any more roots?" he asked Minn at the end of Spring's first week. "Preferably something that will cause my brains to pour out my ears so I can pick them up and give them a shake?"
"Nat-root won't do you any good here," she said. She caught the look on his face. "But we can try it anyway."
"I mean, worst case, we have a good time, right?"
So they ate bowls of mashed-up root and Minn sat by the water while he tried to warm, force, and tickle the nether from its obstinate shell. He fell over more than once, but despite one incredibly vivid hallucination that he'd convinced the shadows to swim out from their hidey-holes and leap like a pod of dolphins, he had no luck.
Another week went by, never to return. The first snow hit, a squall of whirling flakes that barely had time to crust the sand before a warm wind blew in from the south. Blays watched it melt with calm fury. Stupid nature, always showing people up. When he calmed down a bit, he tried to take a lesson from that, to imagine where he might conjure up a southern wind of his own, but after a couple of flailing attempts, he threw the idea out like an empty mussel shell.
Thinking it would be the strongest and thus easiest to get a handle on, he cut himself to work with his own blood. But that got him nowhere. Except bandaged. Finally, so frustrated he could kill something, he climbed up the staircase to the misty plateau, where he could overlook the beach and have a laugh about flinging himself down upon it.
The climb felt good. The solid sheet of mist-borne ice on the rocks, however, felt like it might induce death. But there was something bracing about that, something that kicked him free of his snarled irritation and back into immediate survival, so he turned his back on the ocean and picked his way inland.
Below, the exuberant tide thundered to the shore. Ahead, he heard nothing. Not even the dripping of water. But then he heard voices: one male, and one female.
They appeared to be conversing, not shouting, so he left his sword sheathed (he'd only brought it because the plateau was known to harbor centipedes as long as your arm). He crept forward, keeping knobby pillars of rock between himself and the two people. Anyway, he didn't need to see the woman to recognize the voice as Minn's.
He came within proper earshot as their conversation reached the goodbye phase. Their parting words were lengthy, and as it became clear he was eavesdropping on close friends, Blays grew sheepish. He turned back to the staircase. By the time he reached the bottom, however, he felt less bad—Minn wasn't supposed to be up there in the first place. He sat in the sand to watch the stairs.
Minn walked out a couple minutes later. Her eyes alighted on Blays, widening.
"Went up for a walk?" he said.
"Just to clear my head," she said.
"Me too. Who were you talking to?"
She shrugged. "A friend. Who else?"
"This friend sounded decidedly male."
"Afraid I'm replacing you?"
"Are we allowed visitors, then? Or is that one of the countless things I still don't understand about Pocket Cove?"
Minn eyed him, head angling to the side. "Maybe it's time to fix that. I haven't been much help this Season. Then again, the first time is as much a lesson for the teacher as the student."
"I'm your first student?" Blays said. "I don't know whether to feel honored or horrified."
"Both, I'd think. Perhaps it's time to take you to my teacher."
"Now I'm definitely horrified."
Minn smiled. "At least your instincts are good."
She took him to the cave, then had him wait in his room while she went deeper. She returned and nodded. As they walked to the main tunnel and ventured toward what lay beyond, Blays found himself so thrilled to be seeing something new that he laughed out loud. Minn glanced at him but held her tongue.
Torchstones embedded in the walls threw just enough light to reveal the way. They passed a doorway every ten or twenty feet, each papery door supported on a frame of the bamboo-like reeds that grew on the beaches to the north. The hallways grew warmer, rich with the scent of incense and spices. Although Blays knew better than to say so, it was probably to cover up the smell of fish oil that hung in the air, too.
Once, they passed a young woman in a loose robe, a red scarf fluttering from her wrist. The woman gazed at Blays with mild curiosity and moved on. After a couple more turns, Minn opened one of the parchment doors. A brief foyer opened to a wide room. The walls and floors were so thick with blankets and rugs it took Blays a moment to spot the woman sitting in their midst.
"Oh," he said. "You again."
Minn's head cranked around. "You know each other?"
"We met a few years ago," Blays said. "Sort of. I think Dante was too busy blathering for me to get in a single word."
"I remember you," the woman said. Her long dark hair was streaked with gray. "But we don't get many visitors."
"Really? All it would take is a three-hundred-foot ladder."
"My name is Ro," she said. "Minn tells me you're stuck on Spring."
Blays looked up from a rug woven with a repeating geometric pattern he'd never seen before. "Is that unusual? I thought these things could take months to get right."
"Often, yes. Others find it goes much faster. But after unusually swift advancement, you seem to be..."
"Unable to find my ass with both hands." He winced. "Ma'am. If that's what you prefer to be called."
"Ro is fine."
"Maybe I passed my first two Seasons too easily, without gathering the tools to go further. Maybe I'm missing something obvious. Or maybe I'm not cut out for this. Either way, I would appreciate any lessons you can manage to pound through my dense skull."
She nodded. "First, why don't you tell me what you've been doing."
"Well, whenever I try to get the nether to move, I—"
"When you try to do what?"
"You know," he said. "Make it melt. Make it let go of whatever it's stuck on so it will come over and say hello."
She turned on Minn, face heavy with reproach. "You couldn't have asked him this yourself?"
Minn held up her hands. "I never told him anything about trying to move it."
"Apparently you didn't do so well explaining the concept of melt, either."
"He's my first student."
"Don't Pocket yourself," Ro said, softening her voice. "I'm not berating. I'm explaining."
"It could be," Minn said, "that my explanation was lacking."
"Or maybe he really is that dense."
"Ro!"
"Oh, she's right," Blays said. "You shouldn't assume I've understood a single word you've ever said."
"You're trying to skip Spring and go straight to Summer," Minn said.
"Well, why didn't you say so?"
"You might think there is no difference between unlocking nether and getting it to move." Ro leaned forward, blankets rumpling. "But if you're thirsty and all you have is snow, you won't be able to drink until you've turned it into water."
Blays nodded slowly. "And drinking is a special skill of its own, too."
Ro smiled wryly. "Tell me about it."
"Oh, do you have a bottle of something?"
"Get back to work."
This was said friendly enough, but Minn took it as an omen to depart immediately. She thanked Ro and took Blays back through the maze of tunnels to the gusty beach. Sand blew over the dunes in streams.
"I'm sorry," she said.
"Yeah, you really trampled the rabbit on that one."
"I should have paid better attention. I've been wasting your time."
He wiped his nose against the cold. "Then I guess we'd better get to it."
"You're dedicated, aren't you?"
"When I have to be."
He resumed his studies at the pools. Minn took a more active role, watching him closely. He'd never enjoyed instruction that was too hands-on, preferring to be given the occasional pointer or whack on the head and be otherwise left to himself. But this wasn't like learning to bake bread or sew a wound, straightforward and a mere matter of practice. This was magic.
Then again, maybe learning to do magic was as mundane as learning to do anything else. A simple equation of effort and time. Either way, the only way to move forward was to keep at it. Though she continued to keep watch on him, after a few days, Minn backed off to let his revelations come at their own pace.
For three days, a wind blew in that was so warm Blays would have sworn it came all the way from the Carlons. When it got cold again, it stayed cold. As for the nether, his progress with it was as fleeting as that warm snap—a summerblink, Minn had called it—but he found that, as he attempted day after day to melt it, to coax it away from the physical world it held fast to, he grew better and better at seeing it. At reaching it. It came faster and stood out sharper. This consoled him even when, a month into Spring, he still couldn't do more than make the nether shiver.
He didn't spend all his time in practice. Often, he poked along the shores, exploring closer and closer to the curled horns of rock enclosing Pocket Cove. The beach was nice. Somehow placid, even or especially when the wind whipped the waves into such thunderous hammers that he jumped out of his skin each time one boomed into the sand.
He still missed Lira. It made him angry that he'd known her less than a year, and had truly been with her for a handful of months, yet years after the fact, he still mourned her as if he'd lost some deep part of himself. Like a limb he'd never known he had. That was the galling part. He'd been happy before she came into his life. Even happier once she was there, granted, but once she was gone, in a just universe, he would have returned to that same pre-Lira baseline.
He had always pushed through his dark moods with a combination of hard work, an eagerness to try new things, and a happy fatalism. Maybe it was still working; after all, he had been far worse back in Mallon not all that long ago.
But as the winter deepened, and the snows came and went with the wild temper of the coast, he wished to his core that the feeling could be cut from his body like an abscess. He'd suffer a few moments of anxiety, an instant of heart-stopping pain, and a couple weeks in bandages. A small scar leftover, perhaps, to remind him to be more cautious in the future.
One day, he got up from the tide pools with a sigh and walked north to clear his head. The wind was bracing and tasted of salt. He passed the caves and kept going. A woman's voice carried over the waves. At first it was so faint and warbled he thought it was a memory or a trick of the wind, but then it repeated, distorted by the commanding gusts. He squinted out to sea. The water was in chaos, white-capped and as choppy as a bucket lugged in haste from the well. The scream came again. Piercing. Something thin and white waved back and forth from the water: the arm of a drowning girl.
Blays kicked off his boots and stripped off his cloak and dived into the freezing sea.
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"All the way to..?" Dante stopped. He didn't actually know the name of the land east of the Woduns. He'd heard it before, and he knew he'd seen it on Cally's extensive maps, yet the place came up so infrequently he couldn't recall the word. The mountains blocked it off so well it might have been a different world. He'd never even met anyone from Wherever It Was.
"Weslee," the old monk laughed. "Or even further. Who knows?"
"How do we get there?"
"How should I know?"
Dante flapped one hand. "If you know so little about them, how can you be so sure they'll know about Cellen?"
"Because they're to blame for our lack of knowledge."
"They're hiding it from us? Why don't you quit wasting time and talk plain?"
"Because this is everything I know." The old monk sat on a fallen log. "And even then, I don't know. Not with any certainty. But the gaps suggest where the knowledge lies. If the answers are anywhere, you'll find them in Weslee."
That had the air of finality. So too did the actual air; the overcast light was growing thin and weak. Dante gestured toward the horizon, blocked by trees and ridges.
"It's too late to get down tonight," he said. "May we stay with you?"
The old monk gave him an amused look. "You're the reason we're out in this mess."
"Right, I summoned you here. Did you like the gilding on my invitations? Say the word and we'll make our own camp."
The man glanced at his fellow monks, but if any felt like arguing, they were too tired to advance their objections. He sighed. "It never hurts to have more eyes on the night. But if this is a ploy to learn more about Cellen, I can assure you we've told you all we know."
Before the darkness completed its victory, Dante and the others helped cut brush and branches to layer over fresh-cut shedwind poles. If there were another downpour, it wouldn't be nearly enough—perhaps Dante would sneak off and build himself a cave—but it would hold against lighter winds and rain. The Hanassans scraped a shallow firepit, loaded the bottom with rocks, and layered wood over it. This was drenched, of course, but they used the nether to heat the stones, drying the wood enough to catch fire. The smoke was thick and white and smelled of resin and steam. The monks had brought some dried fruits and meat with them. Dante didn't ask to share. Though it felt like several days since they'd left Keyote, it had in fact been that very morning, and they still had provisions from the inn.
They did borrow blankets, though, drying them by the fire and then settling down on ground that was depressingly wet. The fire shrank. The monks conversed in hushed, mournful tones, then settled down to bed.
"Weslee's really not that far, is it?" Lew whispered from the dark. "Why is it that hard to get to?"
Dante rolled over. "The impassable mountains, I would imagine."
"So you sail around them."
"They run all the way to the northern wastes. Even in summer, it's frozen. I'll show you the maps when we get home."
"Who says the mountains are impassable?" Cee spoke up.
"They do," Dante said. "With their snow and thin air and man-eating kappers."
"Well, we've heard of the place. You have maps, for Lyle's sake. Someone must have been both there and Gask."
"Will you shut up?" the old monk called.
A few of the others chortled from their beds. Dante gave it a moment, then whispered, "You're the finder, aren't you? So find us a route into Weslee."
Cee didn't answer. Damp and sore as he was, Dante was also incredibly exhausted. He managed to sleep till pre-dawn, when the monks started rustling around to rebuild the fire, empty their bladders, and dispense breakfast. Dante huddled at the fire, shivering, silently resolving never to return to Houkkalli again.
As soon as it was light, the group turned around and made their way back down the mountain. The rains had washed out portions of the trail, but nothing had fallen since yesterday's downpour, and for the most part the mud was bearable. Back at the clearing surrounding the monastery, two of the mules cropped the grass, but the third was nowhere to be seen.
"Thank you for enlightening me," Dante told the old monk. "No thank you for making me work so damn hard to find you."
"It comes at a price," the man said. "If you go to the east, you will return to tell me about it."
"Will I?"
"What you're after is dangerous. Some day, long after we're dead, it will return again. This order exists in part to shield the world from the consequences of ignorance. If you believe a word of what you said on the mountain, you'll bring us knowledge of what you find."
Dante took a half step back for a better look at the man. "I will."
He and the other two rode back down the trail toward Keyote; Lew insisted Dante and Cee get the mules, but Dante was having none of it, and rotated the beasts between them. The stablemaster was dismayed that one of her animals had been lost. Silver mollified her adequately.
On the piers, a few sloops would leave for Narashtovik that day, but given the weather, Dante didn't trust anything so small. He booked passage on a proper wallowing merchant carrack that would make way for Narashtovik at the end of the week.
Cee took advantage of the delay to go tearing across Keyote. Dante didn't know what she was after, but when she was that eager to get to work on the Woduns/Weslee Conundrum, he wasn't about to slow her down with questions. Lew volunteered to comb the local monasteries and temples for histories of Weslee. Dante made the rounds at the piers and taverns, buying drinks for sailors and travelers in exchange for whatever lore they possessed.
Their tales were as tall as the Woduns. Squamous dragons swimming the north seas. Eagles so big they snatched sailors from the decks. Floating ice sheets patrolled by white bears as big as a house. He was inclined not to believe a word of it, but after encountering the kappers firsthand, the foundation for his disbelief had eroded considerably.
As for routes, however, even the most boisterous speakers were stymied. One woman believed that, in late summer, the northern ice broke up enough to sail through. So long as you could make it past the dragons. And the eagles. And the storms, rogue icebergs, and merciless pirates who'd claimed the storm-churned northeast sea where no one else bothered to travel. Dante thought there might be something to her claims, but that would mean stalling their voyage for eight or nine months. He saw that as a last resort.
A man whose skin was as dark as the mahogany table they drank at told him about a possibility called the Five-Meddenlan Way. This involved taking the Riverway through the Dundens, heading down the Chanset all the way through Mallon to the White Sea, sailing past Collen and the Golden Isles to (this is where Dante's knowledge of geography gave out) the Territories of Kirkit, where you had the option of sailing up a jungle river (the man advised against this) or continuing all the way around the Southern Horn until you came to the high steppes of Tev.
There, if you could sneak, bribe, or fight your way through the nomads, you would have to cross the Mountains of Sorrow—not quite as bad as they sounded, the sailor claimed—and then ride northwest through five hundred miles of the Desert of Grass (a relative cinch). This, at last, would deposit you on the eastern fringes of Weslee.
"Is that all?" Dante said.
"It's not called the Five-Meddenlan Way for laughs," the sailor bristled. "It's five thousand miles if it's a foot. And frankly, I think they underestimate. Now where's that next beer?"
Sighing inwardly, Dante asked him to repeat this while he took notes. The man obliged, going so far as to sketch a map which he allowed was very much not to scale. Even so, the distance implied by his scribbles was enough to make Dante want to retire to a life of farming.
At week's end, the three of them reconvened at the carrack, a tremendous vessel much too fat to navigate Keyote's inner bay. Big as it was, it was fully crewed and booked, and Dante had only been able to secure one small cabin belowdecks.
He sat in one of the "beds," which were little more than hammocks. "Any luck?"
"Not much," Lew said, quickly losing the battle with his own bed. "I copied what little there was, if you'd like to read it."
"Of course. How about you, Cee?"
"I have some leads to run down in Narashtovik," she said. "I'll make my report then."
"Be fast about it," Dante said.
She smirked. "You're thinking of trying the mountains, aren't you?"
"Every other route sounds more likely to land us in a grave than in Weslee."
"The mountains must be snowed in already," she said. "But I'll move with the quickness."
The ship weighed anchor an hour later, heaving into the pitching waves. At once, all three of them were wretchedly seasick. So, apparently, were the rest of the crew; things were so dire their cabin was allotted a single extra bucket. With frequent excursions to the nearest porthole, they made do.
In between vomits, Dante read Lew's records. As he'd said, there weren't many. One followed the picaresque voyages of someone who appeared to have completed the Five-Meddenlan Way, but the account was so outlandish (one-eyed giants? Talking mushrooms?) that Dante was inclined to consider it fantasy. It spent little time in Weslee anyway. If it could believed, Weslee was split into loose factions, with each of its peoples sheltering in a different range of mountains to keep themselves safe from their war-hungry countrymen. Also, their women had two nipples per breast.
The other tales were far more fragmentary. One supported the factional composition of Weslee. Another claimed it grew very fine kilnuts, which Dante had never heard of. The others were largely concerned with the feats and prestige of various noblemen who were several centuries dead at this point.
Not much to go on. But that seemed to be the name of the game with everything regarding either Cellen or Weslee. The only solution to both mysteries was to get across the mountains and see for themselves.
On the second day, the waters calmed and so did their stomachs. They made port in Narashtovik early on the third day. Dante dispatched Lew and Cee to continue their search for information on reaching Weslee, then went to see Olivander. He summarized the trip. It didn't take long.
"Knowing you," Olivander said, "I assume your next move will be directly east."
Dante leaned forward in his chair. "Well, do we have any other choice?"
"You could always stay here."
"And do nothing?"
"And administer your city. While remaining ready to act should anything more come to light."
"Olivander," he said, fighting to keep the irritation from his voice, "do you know what Cellen is capable of?"
"Do you?"
"From all suggestions? Anything. Our inquiries suggest its capabilities are endless."
Olivander folded his arms across his broad chest and sighed through his nose. "Let's hear your proposal."
"We return to Soll. Hire Ast Modell to take us through the mountains."
"'We'? Meaning you, Lew, and this bounty hunter of yours?"
"We make a good team," Dante said. "Lew knows the nether and is a born scholar. And Cee is as savvy as Carvahal. I have the suspicion she can hold her own in a fight, too."
"Wouldn't hurt to have more muscle," Olivander mused. "Would be a perfect fit for Blays."
"Blays isn't here."
"I've noticed. If nothing else, the fact we can keep up our ale supplies would be a dead giveaway."
"So does this meet your approval?"
"Would it matter?"
Dante pressed his lips into a tight line. "I am trying to be responsible here. As dangerous as the trip sounds, I think it would be more dangerous to sit on our heels while an object of unknown power manifests in our backyard."
"Assuming it's an object," Olivander said. "And that it manifests. And if so, that it will be within ten thousand miles of here. Perhaps the fact all knowledge of it is kept in the east means that's where Cellen shows up."
"What if Moddegan's after it, too? And decides to level Narashtovik as punishment for our misdeeds? It's worth pursuing just to keep it out of enemy hands."
"This is all so speculative. So cryptic." A cunning look came over his face. "In that case, Somburr will be joining you."
"Somburr? Do you expect us to have to do a lot of spine-cutting?"
"I just told you that you can go, and you want to argue with my one personnel choice?" Olivander smacked his desk with his palm. "Somburr is a walking shadow. The finest infiltrator I've ever seen. And he speaks more languages than a library. If you wind up requiring help from Weslean officials, he's the most capable tool we've got."
Dante narrowed his eyes. "And that's why you'd put him at risk—to spy on Weslee."
"As long as we're making the trip, it would be prudent to learn more of our mysterious neighbors."
"If that's what it takes." He stood. "I'll provide you with a list of supplies and funds. Ask Somburr to be ready in five days."
"That long?" Olivander said. "I expected you to demand to leave tonight."
"My people need a few days to conclude their research."
This was true, but he also had business of his own. He returned to the sub-basement to get to work. There, he began writing down the materiel they'd need for the venture—mounts, provisions, arms, clothing. That evening, when Cee and Lew came in from their search, he asked them to add whatever they needed as well.
"A bow," Cee said. "Not one of those common-issue ones you give to your guards, either. The good shit you keep for yourselves. Compact but strong."
"I didn't know you were an archer," Dante said.
"I am when I don't want to let anyone get close enough to touch me."
"Parchment," Lew said. "And all the things that make parchment useful."
Dante noted it down, adding quills and the like. "And weapons?"
"Do you expect me to...fight?"
"Unless you prefer to die unarmed."
"Something sharp?" the monk said. "A sword, maybe?"
"Something," Dante wrote down, "sharp. We'll liven that up when they write your ballad."
He added to his list throughout the next day, adding and subtracting as new considerations came to light. He wasn't used to this level of planning and foresight. For years, he and Blays had improvised their way from one disaster to the next. Which may have been why there was always another disaster. But there had been something invigorating about leaping into space knowing you'd find a place to land on the way down.
Once he finished his list, he blotted the ink, shook off the sand, and stood, meaning to deliver it. When he turned, he crashed straight into a lurking figure. He cried out.
Somburr winced. "Was this your doing?"
"Don't you knock?" Dante said. "And was what my doing?"
"Enlisting me on this mad voyage."
Dante shuffled his papers, stalling. Somburr might be excellent at spycraft, but that may have been due to his fiendish paranoia. If he believed Dante was to blame for wrapping him up in this business, he might enact a long-burning revenge that Dante would never think to connect back to him. Yet if he implied he didn't want Somburr, that too could earn the man's ire.
"It was Olivander's suggestion," he said. "He thought you'd be a significant asset in the field."
"I see." Somburr stared. "Then I'll have to thank him instead."
"You want to go to Weslee? Why?"
"Because I know nothing about it."
"I've never been swallowed alive by a whale, but I can be pretty sure I'd rather not see the inside of one's rectum."
Somburr raised one brow. He was a small man, the type you might describe as elegant, and each of his motions, however small, was impossibly deliberate. "You met the Hanassans for answers yet you still know nothing about the place. How can you not be intrigued?"
Dante didn't bother to ask how Somburr knew he'd seen the Hanassans. The man knew about the trip to Weslee even though he clearly hadn't been briefed by Olivander yet. Knowing things he wasn't supposed to was what he did.
"Well, I'm glad you're enthusiastic. Let me know what you'll need for the trip."
Somburr's brows flickered. "I'll manage my own needs, thank you."
He turned on his heel and strode away. The basement was largely empty, and the smallest sounds echoed up and down the stone halls, yet as soon as Somburr exited the doorway, Dante couldn't hear a single scuff.
The third day before their departure was absorbed by arguments with the Citadel's stablemaster, who insisted they didn't have any mounts capable of crossing the Woduns, and that even if they did, he couldn't risk such resources on a trip as speculative as theirs. Dante presented the case that the man worked for the Citadel, and that as Dante was the Citadel, he'd better get his damn horses. The man, as stubborn as one of his mules, eventually sent Dante to another stable across town where they supposedly bred animals fit for cold weather.
Incredibly, this turned out to be true. The man there had bred stout, shaggy ponies that looked capable of prancing through a blizzard. After intense haggling, including making a promise to conduct at least 15% of the Citadel's next twelve months of quadruped-related business with the stables, Dante departed with the assurance that ten of the ponies would be delivered to him the next morning.
Of course, they were late by a full day. But after surviving that scare, and what felt like far too much work in general, he, Lew, Cee, Somburr, ten ponies, and a half ton of gear and provisions assembled in the courtyard.
"Don't put your lives on the line out there," Olivander advised. "No more than is intrinsically involved in the journey, at least. You're more valuable to this city than whatever it is you're seeking."
"We'll be careful," Dante said, though that wasn't quite what Olivander had asked of him.
The Citadel gates parted. The procession of ponies tramped into the square.
On the long ride to Soll, Dante had time to catch up with what Cee and Lew had picked up about Weslee. More outlandish tales of the foreign land ensued. Dante had two favorites. The first was a story about a princess who yearned to escape her loveless marriage in Weslee and find refuge in Narashtovik. To cross the Woduns, she concealed herself inside a dead cow, was thusly swallowed whole by a kapper, and was eventually excreted on the western side, where she befriended a village and later found love in Narashtovik. His second-favorite was that the Wesleans who lived in the eastern Woduns (and thus on the west side of Weslee) lived in trees for fear the ground would swallow them while they slept.
But there was as little useful info as ever. Dante combed his memories of their first trip, trying to remember if there had been an obvious pass through the range. As he did so, Somburr peppered him with questions about the Hanassans, Soll, and Ast. Somehow he'd heard about Dante's encounter with the king, too.
"The rumor," Somburr said, glancing behind him to make sure the others weren't listening, "is that he lacked adequate proof to imprison you. He let you go out of the hope you'd do something dumb enough for him to lock you up for good."
"I thought my freedom was granted a little too easily."
"You should know this about giants: when one decides not to crush you, that's because he means to eat you instead."
"You should consider writing a book," Dante said.
Somburr was cryptic to the point of opacity, but he was interesting to have around, that much was certain. Olivander had been right to suggest him. Above all else, leadership seemed to be about recognizing a good idea when it was presented, no matter the context or your initial resistance to it.
The plain slanted up. A bone-chilling wind swept from the mountains. The ponies' breath steamed like dragonsmoke. They entered the foothills. Each morning, the frost on the grass lingered longer.
"How are we going to protect the ponies from the kappers?" Lew asked as they bedded down a half day's ride from Soll.
"We'll feed the monsters something else," Dante said. "Why do you think I brought you along?"
"It's a valid question," Cee said.
"Then start thinking of answers."
They looked unimpressed.
"I'm not kidding," Dante said. "For better or worse, you're members of this team. I need you to start contributing on all fronts—not only your abilities, but your ideas. I'll need your help thinking our way through the Woduns. Doubly so once we get to Weslee."
Lew wrinkled his brow. "But you do know how to stop the ponies from getting eaten, don't you?"
"What if I don't?"
"Then the kappers are going to be in for a very easy winter."
"You could open a cave at ground level, then seal the ponies inside," Cee said. "Leave a hole in the wall for air."
"Not bad," Dante said. "It's getting cold enough we should do that ourselves."
"They're not supposed to like light, are they?" Lew pulled his blanket around his shoulders. "So we build fires. Summon lights and don't let them go out."
Dante thought about it. "Three of us can use the nether. We could sleep in shifts. But the kappers have proven they'll attack in broad daylight, too. It would be risky."
"Well, I hope you've got better, because that's my one good idea."
"It doesn't matter. What matters is that you contribute. Good ideas are more valuable than Vossen steel—and they often take just as many strokes to forge."
On the approach to Soll, they had to lead the ponies around the stone staircase. As they rode across the clearing, a horn sounded in the village—presumably, they'd been mistaken for raiders—but the locals calmed down by the time they'd reached the edge of town. Several villagers had drifted out to see what odd circumstances had prompted a full train of visitors to show up in their backwater on the eve of winter.
Vinsin exited one of the communal buildings and laughed. "You're back?"
"Not for long," Dante said. "We need to see Ast Modell."
The man rubbed his blunt nose, bobbing his head. "Should he be pleased?"
"Oh, I doubt it."
Vinsin grinned and wandered north into the woods. While they waited, they watered the ponies at the stream and bought a hot meal. They ate outside at the tables. Soon enough, Ast walked up alongside Vinsin, tall and grave.
Dante stood and shook his hand. "Would you be up for playing tour guide again?"
"To the mountains?" Ast said. "As far as I've heard, nothing new has come of the lights."
"Not to them. Through them. To Weslee."
Ast's head jerked. "Why do you want to go to Weslee?"
"To learn what can't be found here."
Ast glanced east to the ridges that ran from one side of the sky to the other, as white and foreboding as a full moon. "It can't be done."
"It can't be done?" Dante said. "Or you won't do it?"
"Even at the peak of summer, you're more likely to never be heard from again than to get to the other side."
"We've brought three nethermancers. Two of whom have seats on the Council of Narashtovik."
Ast frowned across their group. "Nether's no use against kappers. You saw that for yourself."
"And what if I knew how to handle the beasts?" Dante said.
"Caves won't work this time. Some stretches are solid glacier. And the kappers are no longer bound by night. They could come on us at any time." He stopped, as if that would end the discussion, but when Dante stayed quiet, waiting, Ast wrinkled his brow. "How do you propose to get us past them?"
"How else?" Dante smiled, moved to his pony, and lifted a long bundle from its back. He swept away the cloth wrapper, revealing a blade carved from pure white bone. "With a sword of the gods."
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He had known the water would be frosty, but as he ran into it, high-stepping over the waves, its cold ran so deep his muscles tightened like drawn bowstrings. He stopped, found his breathing, forced himself to relax. As he homed in on the woman in the waves, he shifted to a second form of breathing. Within moments, his skin seemed to glow with heat. He knew he wasn't as warm as he felt, but every bit would help.
The arm flashed again. Just for a second. Then the woman was back under. But Blays had marked her. He charged into the waves. One rolled over his waist and nearly swept him from his feet. He ran through the lull. When the next one surged forward, he threw his arms forward and dived into the swell.
The noises of the air went mute, replaced by a million swirling bubbles. He swam hard. Another wave passed and he came up for air, grabbing a quick glance around. No sign of the swimmer. He had a ways to go yet. It was shockingly, paralyzing cold. Even his little tricks of breathing wouldn't keep him going for long.
Then he had nothing to do but go faster. He swam on. His clothes were much too heavy. Should have shed those, too. As soon as he made it past the breakers and into the still-potent open waves, he came to the surface and treaded water. Saltwater stung his eyes and dripped down the back of his throat, harsh and desiccating. He stripped off his tunic and kicked off his trousers. As he hung there, catching his breath, he scanned the roiling seas.
And there was the hand, not twenty feet from him. With a flash of white, it disappeared.
He thrashed toward it, keeping his head above water so he wouldn't lose the spot. Once he'd reached it—or what he thought was it; waves tossed and turned and slapped around; the sturdiest landmark he had was a ball of rust-colored kelp, and that too was swishing around in the currents—he bobbed from the water, filled his lungs with air, added a final gasp to his mouth, and went under.
The burble of water. The churning of his arms and legs. Bubbles trickling past his cheeks and ears. He opened his eyes. He was just a few feet below the surface, but the cloud-diffused sunlight fought to penetrate the heaving seas and screens of bubbles. He kicked deeper, casting about for any glimpse of pale skin. With his breathing exercises, he'd trained himself to go without breath for a couple minutes even while fighting at full force, but that was in open air, not in a cold ocean fighting his every movement. Too soon, he had to resurface. He took three long breaths, held the fourth, and plunged back in.
He swam straight down, turning in a spiral. Something brushed his leg. He shuddered and glanced up. Seaweed. He realigned himself head down, then cried out, gurgling. A pale body was suspended below him.
He kicked down, snagged it by the armpit, swapped his feet for his head, and fought toward the surface. He broke through, surging up and sucking in a deep breath. He pulled the woman up, sinking down as he did so, waves smacking over his nose.
She was hardly a woman. Late teens at best. And quite oddly—in defiance of all rhyme, reason, decorum, or desire to survive—she appeared to be entirely naked.
And at least half dead. Blotched face, blue lips. He rolled on his back, holding her to his chest, and stroked toward shore. His teeth chattered uncontrollably, clacking like the finger-drums of the Clan of Red Sky. It was going to be a fun bit of business hauling the girl all the way back to the caves before he dropped dead of hypothermia.
She spasmed and choked, spewing water into the air. She heaved for breath. With that first taste of air, she grabbed at his body and climbed up him, keeping his head from the water by pushing his under it.
He kicked back up. He had plenty of size and strength on her, but she was in full-blown can't-breathe panic, and she clung to him like the buoy he wasn't. He went under again. Again, he wrestled his way back to the surface. She raked his chest, clawed his shoulder. Bright lines of pain scored his skin.
"Knock it off!" he burbled.
She screamed and pulled at him just as he was going for breath. The first half was air. The second was water. He dropped below the waves and filled his lungs with salt and wet. He kicked wildly, but she was holding him down, using him like a human raft. His sight tightened. Dimmed. Grayed.
Blackness. But he could see different shades of black, vague arms of matter reaching for him, touching his nail-raked skin, merging with the blood floating from his body. A part of him wanted it and it reacted to his want like a hungry lover. He reached for it, and it responded.
Cold lips pressed against his. His chest jerked. He felt so perfectly still, as if even his heart had gone quiet, and then his body stiffened like a plank and he coughed saltwater and he was lying on a gritty beach with a naked girl blowing air into his mouth. He gagged and jackknifed to a sitting position, drooling all over his chest, hacking and spitting. The brackish taste would not leave his mouth. The girl whacked him on the back. In sudden fury, he cocked his fist, coiled his muscles, and stopped. She wasn't attacking him. She was saving him.
"What?" he wheezed.
"You went under," she said.
"I had help." He stopped and coughed some more. He was shivering and chattering. "Who are you?"
"Hellen," she said, words chopped up by her clattering teeth. "Can you stand up? We have to get warm."
He lurched to his feet. He wobbled and she grabbed his arm, exposing her small breasts. Despite his shock and pain and cold, he immediately felt supremely awkward. He averted his eyes and tottered toward the cliffs. His sodden smallclothes streamed water to the sand.
"Where are you going?" she called.
He didn't answer, just wobbled over to where he'd shed his cloak. He desperately wanted to throw it around his own shoulders, but he wrapped it around her instead.
"Here." He snugged it tight. "L-let's go."
His shoes were there, too, but he was too stiff to go for them. They staggered down the beach, leaning on each other. Gripping his upper arm, her fingers were as cold as stone before sunrise. He couldn't feel the sand grinding under his feet. She tripped and dropped to her knees and stayed there. Praying he wouldn't fall too, he hauled her back up.
The caves were far down the beach. So far. It would be much easier to fall down and lie there. Hot defiance burned up his throat and down his spine. It wasn't time to die. They trudged on.
As they neared the caves, his hands and ankles began to tingle; that was either very good or very bad. Beside the cliffs, a woman in a flapping cloak called out. She ran to them, goggling between the girl and Blays. Shadows flocked to her hands. A trickle of warmth seeped into his skin.
She helped them inside. After the buffeting waves and deafening winds, the silence of the tunnels roared in his ears. His feet slapped the floor. Wan light lurched in his vision. They turned this way and that. He was deposited before a snapping fire. Towels rubbed him, chafing his skin. Someone pulled off his soaked shirt, his smallpants. He was too woozy to protest.
Two more women arrived. One set her hands on his chest while the other tended to the girl. His teeth stopped beating against each other. He took an endless, shuddering breath.
"What happened?" A woman crouched over him, red hair cut close to the scalp except for a strip running down the center of her head.
He tipped his head toward the girl, who was wrapped in three blankets, juddering like a wet dog. "I think she fell in."
"I did not," the girl said. "I was Betweening. Something must have gone wrong. This man pulled me out."
"And in your gratitude, you attempted to kill me."
Her pale face flushed from chin to scalp. "I'm sorry. I don't know what happened."
He closed his eyes. "I've seen it before. When we get close to death we don't think about anything but escaping it. Anyway, you saved me too, didn't you?"
She looked down. "I might have."
"So we're even. We'll share some stew sometime."
The door opened. Minn burst inside, eyes bulging. "Are you all right? What happened?"
"Somebody else tell her," Blays croaked. "I can barely talk."
"Hellen was Between," the red-haired woman said. "Lost it in the waves. Your dog paddled out and retrieved her."
Minn pressed her palms together and held them tight to her mouth. "Is everyone all right?"
"We've warmed them. They're fine. I'll get tea."
Minn paced around while Blays warmed various parts of himself in front of the fire. He toweled off on a blanket and slung it aside. Minn exited. He was suddenly too tired to do more than stare at the flickering orange flames. Minn came back with a spare set of clothes. He hopped into them. The red-haired woman returned with tea.
Blays gargled his, rinsing out the taste of salt. "What's Between?"
Minn turned to the woman. "Maybe you'd take Hellen to get dressed."
The woman laughed. "Enjoy yourself."
She helped the girl stand, then walked her out. Minn closed the paper-thin door and spoke in a low tone. "Thank you for saving her."
"Wouldn't you have done the same?" he said. "Or would that interfere with the People's 'save yourself' ethos? By the way, I'm fairly out of it, yet I've managed to notice you persist in ducking my question. What was Hellen doing in the water? What is Between?"
Minn was quiet a moment. "Worlds."
"Worlds?"
"Between worlds. It's a process we discovered long ago. When we find outsiders and bring them here to become People, they must place themselves between life and death."
"Like, for fun?" Blays gargled another mouthful of tea and spat it at the fire; the salt was impossible to wash out, as if it had marinated him.
"To become one of us."
"You think the best way to add to your numbers is to convince recruits to kill themselves?"
"Betweening is voluntary."
"And what happens if they don't take part?"
Minn took his cup and refilled it. Bitter steam wafted from the dark liquid. "They're sent home."
"Throw yourself into the waves, or be exiled?" He laughed harshly, then choked. He soothed his throat with more tea. "No wonder you're all so grim."
"You don't understand. We go Between to make ourselves stronger. When there is nothing left but you, your heartbeat, and death, the nether comes so close a child could touch it. There is no better way to train those who can't yet do what we do."
Blays blinked. "Well, that would explain what just happened to me. When I was drowning, I saw it melt. I could melt it again right now."
"You can?" She moved close enough to feel the heat of her skin. "How?"
"By wanting it."
"Show me."
He set his tea on the mantel and focused on the nether in her. He saw it. Touched it. Wanted it. It became liquid, reaching back at him.
Minn's eyebrows shot up. "Welcome to Summer."
"Thank you," he said. "Now please explain why you throw girls into the ocean naked, but treat me like I can't be trusted with anything sharper than a spoon?"
She folded her arms. "You weren't vetted."
"Do you think I'm no good? Too weak? That I can never be one of you?"
"It doesn't matter what I think. And if I cared what they think, I wouldn't have put my lee on the line to take you in."
"'Lee'?" Blays sighed. "Do you expect me to know what that is?"
"It's..." She rolled her hand through the air. "My reputation. My standing. My place as a part of Pocket Cove. They didn't want you here. I did."
"Why?"
"I already told you—because we all deserve to be free."
"No more bullshit." He picked up his mug and slugged it down. It tasted like spirits without the burn, like food for the soul. "Take off the kid gloves. Tell me what to do and I'll do it."
She stared him down. "You have no standing to make demands of me. I'm the only reason you're allowed to stay."
"I think I can do more. That I can complete the same trials the rest of you endure. Do you think I'm wrong?"
"I can't know that until we try." She held her ground, but her gaze softened. "I'll discuss it with Ro."
"Wonderful." He pushed his palms into the small of his back, stretching his spine until he thought the bits might pop. "Now why don't you tell me what Hellen's training to do?"
"To move earth."
"I know that. Which is why you think it's safe to tell me that. So why don't you tell me the rest? How do you go unseen?"
Minn laughed and shook her head. "Just because I'm embarrassed and humbled doesn't mean you can bully me into blabbing."
"How about if I ask you, nicely, as someone who just risked his life to save one of your people? People who look at me like I'm a farm dog of questionable housetraining?"
"Shadowalk."
He threw off his blanket. "Is that their name for me?"
"That's what we do. We shadowalk. Move through the places others can't see."
"What does that involve? Besides words that sound like a foreign language?"
"Exactly what it sounds like." Her eyes ticked between his. "We walk through the shadows. We move like the nether, invisible, silent. And you'll never know we're there."
"Okay," he said. "I'm going to need you to teach me that right now."
Minn shook her head. "Summer first, dog. You've seen, reached, melted. Now you learn to move it. In summer, people want to slow down, to rest. It's too hot. But the rest of nature wants to grow. To move upward. The nether does, too. Can you make the darkness grow?"
"You know, my friend didn't have to pass through a mystical gantlet. All he had to do was read an old book."
"The Cycle?"
"That's the one." Blays bit his lip. "How'd you know that? I thought you guys isolated yourselves from earthly affairs."
"We haven't always been so isolated." She shifted her weight, then moved to a pile of pillows in the corner and sat down. "The Cycle is a tool for people who don't require this depth of training. Exposure to it is enough."
"Whereas for people like me it requires suicide attempts."
"And you may never be all that good." Minn smiled. "But you're more dedicated than most. Whatever your limitations, that helps."
"So how do I bring Summer to fruition?"
"Give it three days."
He laughed. "That's it?"
"I mean I'm commanding you to take three days off. Lyle's balls, an hour ago you nearly drowned. Now you want to skip right through the last Season?"
"Well, all right. But in return, I demand more tea."
He thought she was babying him, but whatever the redheaded woman had done to push death from his shoulders, it wasn't complete. He was soon tired, and after that he was so weak he could do no more than wander back through the halls (with Minn's guidance) to his bed. He slept until he felt good. That took two days.
Once he'd relieved his bladder—the tunnels had water closets with holes in the ground, cunningly wrought to drain moisture from the plateau down through them and wash it out to sea; they even had valves to rinse yourself with—he ate what must have been an entire flounder.
"Finished?" Minn said once he'd flopped into a heap of his blankets. "Then let's go see Ro."
Clutching his bloated stomach, he righted himself and followed her down the tunnels. Ro's room was thick with the smell of singed wintrel leaves. The woman combed her fingers through her gray-streaked hair and shifted on her cushion of blankets.
"What are you doing here?"
Blays covered his mouth to suppress a belch. "My master is taking me for a walk. Arf?"
She narrowed one eye in distaste. "Why did you come to Pocket Cove?"
"I'm guessing Minn's already told you. That hasn't changed. I came to learn to disappear. To walk outside without fear of being seen."
"Do you consider yourself a part of this place?"
"Despite all your efforts to keep me separate from it."
The woman chuckled. "Thank you for saving Hellen from the waves."
"You're grateful? I figured a drowning here and there must serve to strengthen the herd."
"We keep ourselves strong so we're able to keep ourselves safe." There was an edge of warning in her voice. "We don't need to kill our own to do that. So, if you will accept it: thank you."
"You're welcome," he demurred. "Is that the reason you summoned me here?"
"Minn has permission to train you however she sees fit." Ro turned to Minn with a smile. "If he drowns, remember to bury the corpse six feet deep. The sand does an awful job concealing the smell."
Minn didn't seem to know if she ought to smile back. She inclined her head and took Blays outside. It was as cold as ever, but he hardly noticed.
"It's Summer," she said. "Can't you feel it?"
"It would feel more like it with a cold drink."
"Time to feel the nether grow. And when it's ready, to take it."
"How would one of your perfect recruits be instructed to grow and to take?"
She ambled toward the tideline. "By swimming naked in the worst of winter. Or running through fire. Or being sent to the plateau, shoeless and unarmed."
He scratched his neck. His beard was getting thick. "This truly helps them progress? Into things other than a worm's breakfast?"
"When you're Between, your only weapons are your wits, your hands, and the nether. What could be more motivating?"
"Sex. Booze. A roasted pheasant smothered in gravied mushrooms. No? Then I'll take the cliffs."
She nodded once and headed toward the staircase. "You'll spend three days in the Fingers. You can come down at any time—but if you return early, you'll be sent home."
"What if I don't know where home is?"
"Then you carry your home in your pockets, don't you? Free to make it wherever you wish."
He unbuckled his sword. "Keep it safe for me."
She wagged her finger. "Knife, too."
He glanced at his ankle in mock surprise. "Oh, this isn't one of those killing knives. This one's purely sentimental."
"Oh? What cherished memories does it carry?"
"...killing things." He handed it over.
She pocketed it. "You can keep your shoes if you like. We don't normally send people up to the Fingers this late in the year."
"If it costs me a toe, that's why the gods gave us ten of them."
"But if you come down early, I'll have to send you out."
"I want to do this the way the People do. Otherwise it means nothing." He pulled off his shoes and handed them over. "Practice too much with wooden swords, and when the real things come out, you're liable to get gored."
Minn pointed to the overcast sky. "It's noon. Or close enough to it to pretend. I'll see you in three days."
He grinned and surprised himself by hugging her. Equally surprised, she patted his back. He walked into the stairwell. Without Minn there, it went pitch black after the first turn. The steps were damp with ocean spray. He moved up in perfect silence, trailing his fingers over the walls. Eventually, light peeped from above. He turned a corner and was shrouded in light. It was cloud-filtered and wintry, as weak as noontime got, but after the blankness of the staircase, it was blinding.
Well, that was two minutes down. Only four thousand-something to go.
Fog slunk between the upthrust columns. Moss and vines clung to knobs of rock and wedged their roots into nooks. The ground was slippery, a mishmash of bare stone, thick mud, moss, and water that couldn't decide whether it aspired to be frozen, slush, or fluid. A peaty, half-rotten odor lingered among the smells of fresh and salt water.
Water was going to be a problem. Finding stuff that wouldn't turn him into a two-ended fountain, anyway. But he might be able to find some clean pools condensed on the fingers of rock. Or lick it from the moss or something. At least he wouldn't be doing any sweating. Maybe water wouldn't be so much of a problem after all. It was just three days.
The cold, on the other hand—that was liable to kill him. And if he didn't find some way to insulate his feet or at least keep them off the ground, his dancing days were over. There was the matter of the giant centipedes, too. As he had that thought, an ant the size of his thumb wandered over a clump of moss and stopped to wave its antennae at him. Blays frowned. Forget food, water, shoes, or shelter. The first thing he needed was a basher.
A fist-sized rock at the base of a column would do for now, but he really needed a stick. Something that would keep his precious hands at a safe remove from all stingers, mandibles, and smelly ichors. He wiped the rock's muddy bottom off on a patch of fuzzy lichen and stepped forward, keeping one eye on his feet. A single cut could be the end of him.
It quickly became apparent that there weren't a lot of trees around. Nor...anything, really. Besides fog, the slimier sorts of plants, and bugs so big it made you want to sit down and cry. After just a few minutes, he had to sit on a rock and tuck his feet into his lap and rub the feeling back into them. He really should have accepted Minn's offer to keep his shoes. Principles were for idiots.
Once he'd warmed his feet, he moved on. Most of the rock pillars were as steep as towers, but he soon found one with a natural staircase. On a lark—maybe it was a sign!—he climbed it to a small plateau. A gnarled tree grew there, orange berries festooning its branches. With no idea whether the berries were poisonous, he let them be, but beard-like gray-green moss hung from the branches as well. He tore this off, wiped off as much moisture as he could on the thighs of his trousers, and put the moss in his pockets. He tore off a springy branch as long as his arm and as thick as his big toe. What he really needed was a proper bug-whompin' log, but the stick would do for now.
Careful not to slip, he got back down, rubbed his feet some more, and wandered on.
And that was as exciting as it got for three hours. Bouts of walking regularly interrupted by bouts of sitting and sole-rubbing. On the eighth or ninth stop, he noticed three toes on his left foot had gone numb. The moss in his pocket was dry, but unless he ripped up his clothes (something he was loath to do, given that he was barely warm enough as is), he had nothing to secure the moss to his feet with. He picked at the bark on his stick, but it was much too thick and rough to tear into strips.
Grass grew beside a pillar, but it would shred within seconds of walking. His clothes were the only way. Stomach rumbling, he found a loose string on the bottom of his cloak and began to pick at it. He unraveled eight feet of string, bootied his feet in moss, and tied it in place.
"Ha!" His laugh died in the mist.
He got up, hefting his stick, and decided to see if there was any food that wouldn't wriggle all the way down his throat. Not ten minutes later, the string tore from his left foot, dragging moss behind him.
He secured it back around his foot, but the same incident repeated twice. He sat down and pressed his palms to his forehead. He did his breathing trick to warm himself up a bit, and then, to boost his sagging morale, he climbed around on the rocks until he found a shallow, fresh-smelling pool. It tasted good. And if he caught a disease, so what? At that point, the warmth of a fever would feel good.
Using the stick, he poked around in lichen and moss, exposing a handful of white grubs. They twitched disturbingly, but a quick chomp ended that. They tasted fatty, almost sweet, but it wasn't much, and only stirred his hunger.
The day grew short. He picked up his pace, eyes out for shelter. Could be a natural cave around. The People of the Pocket might even have built a cabin or something to house those on sentry duty in the Fingers. Twilight came, then a descending gloom. With the stars and moon blocked by fog, he curled up beside the eastern exposure of a pillar, shielded from the worst of the mist and steady wind, and proceeded to pass what might have been the most miserable night of his life.
On the second day, he decided all this running around was foolish. It wasn't as if he had to find the necessities of life. He didn't have enough to work with here. If he'd mysteriously woken up in the Fingers, he wouldn't try to live here. He'd walk out of it as fast as possible. Find somewhere with trees whose branches you could use to bash mammals whose skins you could wear to avoid dying.
All he had to do was get through another 48 hours. Then it was back to the caves. No point breaking his back with the end so close.
Anyway, he was supposed to be up here to get closer to the nether. He sat with the bottom of his cloak swaddled around his feet and practiced his Seasons. And there it was, all right. Shadows everywhere. Fall no longer took him any thought. Winter was as easy as a snap of his fingers. Spring still required conscious focus, but now that he knew the mood necessary to make the nether pliable, he could do so with few failures.
To shore up his ability, he spent the rest of the day getting the nether to melt. Now and then he got up to stir his blood. On one such meander, he found a rock structure so massive a rivulet of water trickled down its side. He let it pool in his palm to make sure it wasn't clouded with bad humors, then drank until his thirst went away.
His stomach sucked against his backbone, but there wasn't much he could do about that. To help ignore it, he cycled through his three Seasons, repeating Spring over and over.
He got lost in the work. Instead of walking around when he got cold, he breathed in and out, tensing and relaxing, willing his temperature to rise. Night came and all warmth went. Nether seemed to fill the void, surging everywhere. He called out to it like you'd call in the herd. It wobbled, but refused to detach from the moss, like a drop of water clinging to the underside of a window sill, defying gravity.
He woke. It was light again. His cloak was draped over his lower half. One of his moss-wrapped feet stuck out. He was very warm. He lay there, enjoying the sensation. Shadows roiled over him, mingling with the mist. He'd never felt closer to peace.
With a completely inappropriate sense of amusement, he realized he was on the brink of death.
He bolted upright, rubbing himself down from head to toe with his cloak. As soon as his fingers and toes began to tingle, he jogged slowly between the rocks, kicking his knees high, shaking his hands. He began to shiver uncontrollably, but he thought that might be good.
As his wits returned, he felt sick. Starved. Weak and clumsy and exhausted. He knew if he lay down again, or let himself sit for longer than a few moments, he'd drift off. And he wouldn't return. So he walked, and when he got too tired, he leaned against a pillar until he felt well enough to go on. He'd gone some distance from the staircase, but without a clear sense of the sun's position, and with his head swimmy and confused, he wasn't positive he was heading in the right direction. His feet hurt. At some point the moss wore away. It was afternoon, probably, but that meant he had a whole day left in the Fingers.
He stopped, with no strength or will to keep searching. A couple of tears wound down his cheeks. He tasted salt on the back of his tongue. He closed his eyes. A faraway rumble carried through the silence. In his state, he felt certain that Dante had found him and was punching a chasm in the ground, that he'd tumble inside never to be found, the same fate as Lira, just one more bag of nether being returned to the messy web of shadows that enwrapped the whole planet.
The rumble faded. Three seconds later, it repeated. It was the surf.
He blinked back his tears, feeling foolish, and headed toward the sound. The fog thinned. Below him, white-yellow sand curved to north and south. He found the staircase soon thereafter and sat beside it to massage his feet. A deep part of him yearned to stagger down it and end this nonsensical quest—just what was he doing here? Not just up here in the Fingers willingly shaking hands with death, but in Pocket Cove at all?—but he felt his ego tear from its cocoon, grab him by the collar, and scream into his ear.
He wasn't going to give in. And he wasn't going to die. He was going to find greatness.
That night, the nether flitted around him like black shooting stars. He tried to summon the shadows to his hands, but they remained as aloof as the heavens beyond the clouds. He persisted. Morning came. He stood beside the stairs until the sun's blocked glow stood overhead. One step at a time, he descended. Standing on the sand, Minn's face was white with worry. He collapsed.
It took a few days of sleeping to prove he was fine. He wasn't certain what he'd learned Betweening in the Fingers (except that he never wanted to do that again), but he did feel closer to the nether. He spent days at the tide pools urging it to separate from its hosts and come to him. When that stalled, he stripped nude and dived into the waves, meaning to literally shock himself out of his rut. It felt incredible, doubly so once he got out and ran to the caves to shudder in front of a fire, but the wisdom of Summer remained elusive.
The actual year ended. He stood on the beach to see the first dawn. Minn joined him. "Where is Summer?"
Blays laughed. "In hibernation."
"How are you trying to move the nether?"
"By calling to it. Summoning it. That's what you're supposed to do, right?"
"Why should it listen?"
"Because I say so?" A wave retreated and he watched pea-sized crabs scurry to bury themselves in the wet sand. "Seriously, because I want it to. Is that wrong?"
She folded her arms. "Hell if I know."
"Oh. That's one of those questions where the answer is whatever I find in myself. Hate those ones."
"Then answer it quickly and get it over with."
"Because it wants death and knows that I will die," he blurted.
"Are you afraid of that?"
"That's why they call it 'death,' isn't it?"
"They do," she conceded. "But I didn't ask about them. If I told you that you'd die tomorrow, what would you do?"
"Check your sleeves for poison," he laughed. "I'd do nothing. Climb up to the Fingers and watch the surf."
"That's it?"
"I've had fun. I came here to be reborn. If instead, my life were to end, maybe that's the same thing."
"Are you serious?" she said. "Or is that typical soldier bravado?"
He shook his head. "Who can tell until it happens?"
She nodded toward his waist. He glanced down. A fly had landed on his fingers. He jerked his hand to dislodge it, but it held fast. He looked up and gaped. Minn grinned. The shadows swirled around his finger, cold in the way that it felt when he held his hand above a sheet of ice. He'd done it. His Year was over.
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"A white sword," Ast said. "Well, we'll never hear from the monsters again."
Dante lifted its tip. "This sword is taken from Barden."
Ast laughed. "The White Tree doesn't shed leaves or branches. Since the day it sprouted, it hasn't been broken."
Dante nodded, mildly impressed by Ast's knowledge. "Until I got there."
He wheeled the sword over his head and slammed it into the table. The blade hit the wood with a jolt to his wrist. Instead of the ring of steel, the impact made a flat crack. The sword passed through and bit into the ground. The table teetered, then fell in half, parted down the middle.
Onlookers gazed at the weapon. After a pause, Vinsin knelt by the table and rubbed the cleaved edges. "Waste of a good table."
"Kappers may be toughened against nether." Dante wiped dirt from the sword's tip. "But this could cut the clouds from the sky."
Ast rubbed his hand down his mouth. "Are you provisioned?"
"For a month or more."
"Then we move now. If the blizzards beat us to the divide, no amount of want will get us through."
Cee tipped back her head to the clear blue skies. "Do you know something we don't, pal?"
"Yes." Ast patted his pockets, reminding himself of what was on his person. "The names of three dozen men who've died on those peaks."
"Oh."
"Don't you want to discuss your payment?" Dante said.
"A man of your stature has the means to make it worth my while—and I'm sure a man of your honor will see that it is fair." He excused himself and jogged toward the cliffside homes.
Somburr moved beside Dante. "You know this man?"
Dante nodded. "Like I said. He's the one who led us to the lights."
"I don't trust him."
"You don't trust anyone."
"People have odors," Somburr said unhappily. "He reeks of betrayal."
"Then it's good you're here to watch my back."
While he waited for Ast to return with his personal effects, Dante spoke with Vinsin about compensating Soll for the table. Vinsin attempted to brush it off on the grounds that whatever mission Dante was on would likely enhance the village's safety, but Dante sat at an intact table and penned a quick note to Olivander, to be delivered to Narashtovik by whoever was heading that way soonest. As he finished, he allowed himself a small smile. This was just the sort of responsibility Olivander would want to see him take.
Ast returned wearing a long sword with a round guard, its scabbard carved with a spiral reminiscent of a kapper's horn. Dante assigned him a pony. Ast eyed the creature, ran his fingers through its thick mane, bent to examine the tufts around its sturdy hooves. Satisfied, he swung into the saddle and moved to the point.
The ponies trudged up the switchback north of town without hesitation. At the grassy meadow above, shepherds shaded their eyes to watch the team strike out for the wilds. Lew raised his hand and waved. A woman waved back.
The ponies had some problems with the talus field beyond the meadow. They picked their way step by step, planting each hoof firm before trusting it to hold. They resumed their pace at the pine forest. Dante could smell the cold in the air. Pine needles, too, but the odor had changed. It was more brittle, as if the trees had retreated into themselves in advance of the coming freeze.
As the daylight grew hard and yellow, Ast spoke for the first time since departing from Soll. "Where do you intend to sleep? The ponies can't climb up to a cave."
"Somburr and I worked that out on the way here," Dante said. "It's a bit gruesome. But less so than waking up to a herd of mauled ponies."
Ast scowled. "Anything would be."
They rode along the cliffs edging the forest, stopping once they spotted the cave Dante had created on their first time through. It was too small for all of them to sleep in comfortably, but three could fit in it without problem—and should disaster strike, in the form of malevolent beasts or indifferent storms, they could pack themselves tight until Dante was able to expand it enough to stretch their legs.
They grazed the ponies on the thin, dying grass. As soon as the sun fell below a ridge, Dante heaved up a saddlebag and extracted a squirrel, two possums, three rats, two rabbits, and eight mice. All were undead. He and Somburr had been collecting them since Somburr devised this plan on their second night out from Narashtovik. It was straightforward enough that Dante likely could have conceived it on his own, but he appreciated a) that Somburr had shown more foresight and b) was not squeamish about using the animals as sentries.
He sent his half of the creatures scattering into the twilight to keep their eyes out for kappers and more mundane predators. There would be bears in the mountains. They might have already retired to their caves for the winter, but any wolves in the area would be growing hungrier by the day. Somburr kept his half of the scouts on the fringes of camp, near enough that their rustling made Dante's heart leap every few minutes.
"Where exactly in Weslee do you intend to go?" Ast asked during their dinner of completely unremarkable travel fare.
"We're not yet sure," Dante said. "Do you know it well enough to offer suggestions?"
"You're braving the Woduns. On the verge of winter. And you don't know where you're going?"
"We're following the lights. We were told we could learn more about them in Weslee. Do you know of such a place?"
Ast chewed, thinking. "No."
"Then get us through the Woduns via the safest route possible. We'll take it from there."
Both he and Somburr could have slept the whole night—the creatures would wake them through their mental link should they encounter anything dog-sized or larger—but Dante stayed up the first few hours anyway, listening to the woods, its screeching owls and lonely coyotes. He was glad he wasn't alone.
The cold of the night persisted through the morning. The others were stiff and grouchy and so was he.
"Think we can risk a fire tonight?" he said.
Ast glanced across the woods. "Kappers know that campfires are attended by their favorite kind of walking meat. So it depends on how much confidence you have in your rats—and your sword."
Dante nodded, mildly annoyed at Ast's lack of faith. Dante may have been an outsider, but he wasn't some wealthy, sheltered nobleman hiring locals to help him hunt cougars or bears. He compressed his irritation and prepared for the day's ride.
The forest quit abruptly, depositing them into an endless scree of rocks of all sizes. Ast scouted ahead for paths of solid stone that would be better suited for the ponies. Eager to prove himself, Dante joined the search. He may not know the mountains, but he could damn well tell the difference between jumbled stones and an even surface. They rode for miles, stopping whenever the ponies balked and needed to be detoured.
"Did you intend us to skirt the ravine?" Ast asked as the day wore on. "Or were you thinking of bridging it?"
"Bridging," Dante replied at once. "This time, I don't have to worry about conserving myself to build caves each night. Nor about exhausting my power to heal or do harm. In his own right, Somburr's just as capable as I am."
Ast didn't look entirely convinced, but he didn't object. They exited the spread of talus and stopped before the ravine. While the others took the opportunity to dismount, stretch their legs, and have a snack, Dante cut open his arm and let the blood fall to the ground. This gap was wider than anything he'd bridged, so rather than extending a path direct from one side to the other, he drew out his supports first, extending diagonal struts of rock to connect in the middle of the canyon. He fleshed these out with triangular junctions to help disperse the weight of their passage, then paved his bridge across the gap.
Somburr watched with naked curiosity. "I've always meant to ask, was that hard to learn?"
"The work of months," Dante said, letting out a shaky breath. "And refining it's taken years. Do you think it would come in handy on your ventures?"
"It occurs to me that, if you were to open a hole in the floor beneath a person—an enemy king, say—you could drop him inside and reseal the hole and no one would ever know."
"That's a disturbing thought."
"No," Somburr said. "What's disturbing is the thought of liquid stone flooding their mouth to choke off their screams."
He couldn't argue with that. Dante walked across the bridge himself to test it, delving his focus into the reshaped rock. He felt no hint of weakness or strain. Though the icy stream glittered a hundred feet below, the ponies were well used to clambering around on narrow paths and mountain slopes, and didn't slow down as they were led to the other side one by one.
They crossed a snowfield, descended to another forest. That night, Dante spent his time on watch looking out for the Ghost Lights—for Cellen—but saw nothing out of the ordinary in the skies or on the ground. At the second ravine, where he'd slain the kapper, he repaired his broken bridge and buttressed it with additional supports. Below, white bones showed within broken black shells.
They made good time before their next camp. That night, a feeling like numbed pain spiked him from sleep long before dawn. His link with one of the mice had gone dead.
"Did you lose one, too?" Somburr said.
Dante jumped. "Just now. When was yours?"
"Twelve minutes ago."
"Have you been counting the seconds?"
Somburr nodded. "Haven't seen the attacker."
Dante hopped between the sight of each of his remaining scouts. Their night vision was better than his, but showed nothing more than trees and pale pockets of snow.
"Go back to bed," Somburr said. "I'll sleep in the saddle."
When Dante got back up, clouds skidded across the sky, mounting on the eastern peaks. He joined the others for breakfast. "We lost two scouts last night."
Lew looked up from his cornbread. "Kappers?"
"Owls, I expect. But keep your eyes open."
"Good tip," Cee said. "As it turns out, eyes are especially useful when you're stumbling around the mountains."
"We've got more than kappers to worry about," Ast said, ignoring her sarcasm. "We'll see a storm this afternoon."
Ahead lay the boulder-strewn field where their last trip had ended. Since they were no longer hunting the lights, Ast skirted it, swinging to the north through a notch in the ridge. Snows crusted the slopes, shrubs clinging gamely to any hold they could find. The mountains were already so high Dante thought they must be crossing the divide, but the other side opened to an up-and-down jumble of hills, screes, and cliffs, glued together by blue-white glaciers striated by the constant winds. On the horizon, another spread of mountains soared yet higher.
Dante's ears ached. Since the day before, even moderate strain had left him taxed for breath. Ast seemed little worse for wear, and Somburr's expression was as elsewhere as always, but he saw the discomfort in Cee and Lew's faces, too.
"Is it much further?" he said.
Ast pulled his scarf down from his mouth. Steam gushed from his nose. He pointed to the distant peaks. "That's the divide."
"Oh, thank the gods," Lew said.
Dante felt relief, but not much. The glacier field looked like the work of two days by itself. And unless Ast knew a hidden pass through the divide, they'd have to climb another thousand feet or more of stark terrain before they looked on Weslee.
But it was a bit late for complaints. They moved on. Dante and Somburr sent their animal scouts bounding ahead to check for pathways through the ice. After a short descent, they slogged through four inches of powdery snow overlaying hard-packed ice that likely never melted. The ponies crunched along. An hour into the walk across the ice, one pony stopped and danced away, holding up its left front hoof. Dots of red pattered the snow; it had sliced itself on a blade of ice. Dante instructed Lew to heal it.
Lew dismounted and sent the nether to wipe away the animal's wound. The pony snorted and hopped sideways, kicking its foot about as if it itched. Abruptly, it calmed down and gazed across the snow like nothing had happened.
The skies grayed. Glittering powder gusted in flurries. One of the dead rabbits stumbled on an alternate route a quarter mile to the southeast. It required navigating a tricky frozen slope, but the glacier at the bottom flowed like a solid river for at least a mile, a much cleaner path than the eskers and slants ahead of them.
Ast agreed and they angled toward the idle rabbit scout. The powder in the air thickened, accumulating in the folds of their cloaks. It wasn't just the wind. It was snowing. By the time they got to the slope, the skies were charcoal; incoming snow whirled around them, dropping visibility to a couple hundred yards.
Ast paused before the descent. A long ramp of ice fed down to the glacier hundreds of feet below. The ice was solid and broad, but ahead and to the left, the edge plunged sharply, riddled with deep blue folds.
"We'll lead the ponies." Ast dropped from the saddle. "Slow and steady. If you hear a crack or a pop, abandon the beasts as fast as you can."
The lower half of Lew's face was muffled, but concern shined in his eyes. And yet the angle looked worse than it was. Ast led, swiveling his head to gauge the ground. There was little powder on the slope and the ice beneath Dante's feet was gritty and irregular, making for relatively solid footing. They proceeded in a loose line, careful not to follow directly behind one another in case of a mishap.
Halfway down the decline, with another tenth of a mile to go, Ast's pony yanked its head, tearing the reins from his gloved hands. He cursed and stomped after it. The ice to Dante's right crackled. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. He dropped the reins and tensed his legs.
But it wasn't a collapse or an avalanche. Fifty feet away, from behind a low mound of snow, a kapper stalked onto the ice.
Dante's pony shrieked. Perhaps he did as well. Somburr rushed forward, knives appearing in his hands. Dante drew his sword. Originally, the raw rib had been heavy and unwieldy, but using a combination of nether and steel chisels (which had gone blunt after two good whacks), he'd shaved and shaped the bone to the desired shape. By the time he'd finished work in Samarand's basement, the sword was three and a half feet long from point to pommel, gently curved. It was thicker than most steel blades of the same shape, but hardly any weightier—and unimaginably stronger.
He held it from his side and faced down the kapper. The beast dipped its head, swaying its horns back and forth. Ast's pony took a faltering step to the left. The kapper padded forward. A bow twanged behind Dante. With a hard whack, the arrow struck the kapper in the middle of its plated skull and deflected away. The kapper accelerated into a lope. Heart hammering, Dante stepped forward and raised his sword to a guard.
Another pony screamed, an unnatural, whinnying cry. Lew shouted. Dante glanced back. Two more kappers stalked down the slope behind them.
"Deal with that one," Somburr said, pointing to the first. "We need to clear room to run."
Dante nodded and gripped the sword with both hands. Animals skittered on ice behind him; ponies brayed, hooves scraping. One bolted to the left, slipping on the ice. The first kapper dropped its head and rushed Dante.
He could try to knock a hole in the ice. Send this one plunging to its death and race to face the other two. But he had no practice manipulating ice, and even if it operated along the same principles as earth—and he suspected it would—he didn't know how the rest of the sheet would react if it were suddenly sheared open. He might slip and join the kapper, and any fall sufficient to kill it would surely claim him as well.
So he leveled his sword and trotted forward. The kapper closed on him, snow twirling past its twin horns. He stopped and planted his feet. Moments before it impaled him, he leapt to the left, slashing at its head with his sword. The bone connected with the kapper's horn. A two-foot spiraled point spun into the ice and stuck there.
The monster thundered past him and smacked straight into a pony's flank. The animal shrieked. The kapper drove it into the ground, then backed off. Blood spurted from the pony's ribs, dripping from the kapper's intact horn. Upslope, the other two monsters charged through a loose knot of people and ponies. Cee's bow thrummed. Ponies galloped toward the left edge of the sheet, sliding as the grade fell away. Shadows lanced through the air and burst harmlessly against a kapper's armored hull.
The first beast, now down half a horn, twirled away from the downed pony and romped toward Dante. He timed his second effort better, diving away at the last instant, raking his blade down its side. It bellowed. Dark blood stained the snow. Dante landed on his hip and rolled. The kapper stumbled, snow spraying from the impact of its body. Dante popped to his feet and sprinted toward it. As it found its footing, he whipped the sword into its neck.
The blade ripped through the plated armor, passed through the flesh like it was no more substantial than the powder beneath their feet, and jarred to a stop against the kapper's spine. Drunkenly, the kapper swung its head around, attempting to face him. Its legs gave out and it collapsed on its face. He yanked the sword clear.
The scene behind him was sheer mayhem. Two more ponies were fallen, unmoving. As he watched, another skidded on the left slope and fell into an unseen crevasse. A second followed, braying all the way down. One kapper chased two more back uphill. The other charged straight toward Cee while Somburr and Lew maneuvered to either side. She flung herself flat. It bounded over her, kicking snow.
Dante was already running, sword tight at his side. Nether darkened the air. The kapper ducked its head and squeezed its eyes shut and the bolt caromed from its head, sparkling away through the anarchic snowflakes. The creature opened its eyes. It blinked as Dante's sword ripped into the top of its head.
A slice of skull went flying, trailing plates and scalp. Dante glimpsed an open, pink bulb of brain. The kapper planted its front feet, skidding through a semicircle that left it facing him. Distracted by its maneuver, Dante tripped. Ice gouged his chest and banged the side of his head.
The kapper was already upon him. Steel flashed. Ast plowed into the galloping creature, leading the way with his sword. He drove its point straight into the kapper's exposed brain. Its legs went limp. It dashed into the snow, landing on Dante. The breath jerked from his lungs. He rolled, face abraded by snow.
It came to a rest just past him, its back legs pinning him. He fought free. To his left, the third kapper drove another pony over the ledge. A lance of shadows struck it from behind. It squealed, stiffening, then turned and sprinted up the slope. Lew watched it retreat.
Dante braced his arm on his knee, fighting to catch his hitching breath. Cee pushed herself onto her palms and shook her head like a wet dog. Ast had been flung ten feet from the dead kapper. He got to his feet, limping.
Lew glanced over his shoulder, took in the scene, and ran to Dante. "Are you all right?"
"Knocked the wind out of me," he said. He jerked his chin at the last kapper as it disappeared above the icy rim. "How did you wound it?"
"I noticed they have a tendency to raise their tail just before they strike. And, well..."
"He tore it a new asshole," Somburr said, crunching up beside them.
Dante laughed. His ribs pulsed with pain and he clutched at them. He thought one might be cracked. He eased himself to a sitting position. The ice had scraped his cheek, meaning he had no need to cut himself. The nether answered his summons and he sent it into his ribs. The pain dulled.
Somburr was already seeing to Cee, who sat in the snow clutching her head. Ast wiped his sword in the snow, lifted his right foot, and rolled his ankle, wincing.
"Thank you," Dante said.
"You did the hard part." He nodded to the treacherous left edge, where the three remaining ponies trotted in aimless circles, snorting and twitching. "We need to round them up before any more are lost."
He sounded more than a little grim. Initially, Dante didn't understand why; while Cee appeared to have been dazed, and he and Ast had suffered moderate injuries, by and large, they'd come through it miraculously intact. But as he called to the ponies, attempting to soothe them best he could, the source of Ast's mood became clear. When the other ponies had fallen, they'd taken supplies with them. Blankets. Tools. Most importantly, food.
Lew used the nether to fix up Ast's ankle best he could. Cee was blinking and scowling a lot, but she was capable of walking. They walked the three ponies down to the flat, river-like glacier, then took stock of their remaining supplies.
"I'd say there's enough to stay warm," Ast said. "Not enough to stay fed."
Dante sighed. "Well, the kappers provided a solution to that."
"Kind of them, wasn't it?"
Lew glanced between them. "What are you talking about?"
Dante shook his head. "Stay here and keep watch."
Dante picked up a canvas bag of horse tack and dumped it in the snow. Ast joined him as he trudged uphill to one of the fallen ponies. Its eyes were glassy, vacant. Together, they skinned it and cut away heavy strips of muscle, packing them into the bag.
"What do you think?" Ast said.
Dante chuckled. "He's never going to eat this."
Ast shook his head, cheeks flushed with battle. "The storm will be worse in the divide. Can we cross it? Possibly. But if it lasts, there won't be any turning back. There's no guarantee we'll have enough food."
Dante sat back and wiped his hands in the snow. "It would be a waste to turn back."
"There's no sense feeding good grain to a dying cow." Ast slipped his blade between the pony's bowed ribs, cutting another slice of red meat and depositing it in the bag. "The kappers are hunting in packs. Next time, we won't have ponies to distract them."
"Do you want to turn back?"
"Will you?"
"Show us to the pass," Dante said. "We can find the way from there. Then your job is done."
Ast scrunched his face, hanging his head over the remains of the pony. "I can't leave you to cross the mountains by yourself."
"Sure you can. You can literally just walk away."
"And leave you to die."
"You saved my life not twenty minutes ago. I don't think the gods will spit on you if you decide you've done your part."
"I don't give a shit about the gods." Ast looked up sharply, then spat (which meant, unfortunately, that it landed on the blameless pony). "I care about what's right. If you go on, I do too."
Dante dried his fingers on the inside of his cloak. "I think you believe I'm forcing you to do this, Ast. But you have to understand this is your choice—and that your brain is smarter than any sense of obligation."
"Surely you know the brain is worth nothing when the heart is troubled."
He grabbed the bag and stalked downhill. Dante got up and followed him. Under Somburr's care, Cee was able to walk without wobbling, though she didn't say much. He asked if she was all right and she brushed him off. They walked beside the ponies, continuing toward the peaks. The snow followed them, channeled by the glacial valley, dancing along the ice.
Traveling with two other nethermancers was a luxury. Even with the battle and its aftermath, Dante had more than enough strength to open a hollow in the cliffs for the night, widening it to make room for the three surviving ponies. Once everyone and everything was inside, he closed the entry behind them, leaving three fist-sized holes in the thin rock to let air inside. Being out of the wind and snow and inside a safe room full of warm bodies seemed to relax everyone, ponies included.
Cee smiled and groaned. "Hey, who thought it was a good idea to pick a fight with three one-ton monsters?"
"I would have been happy to talk things out with them," Lew said.
Somburr gazed toward the holes in the wall. "Think what you could do if you could train them for war."
"Become evil?" Dante said.
"Or stop evildoers from getting to them first."
They fell silent, thinking this through. Wind whistled through the holes.
"I can be of help," Ast said, picking up their conversation on the hill as if it had never stopped. "Weslee is not as unified as Gask—or what remains of it—but I know some of its dialects."
Somburr smiled. "You know the languages of a land you've never been to?"
Ast met his eyes. "Who said I've never been there?"
"You never said you had. Quite an omission, given that no one goes to Weslee. Why would you hide this?"
"Somburr," Dante said.
The spymaster gave him a cynical look. "You want your guide in unknown lands to be a man who doesn't want you to know he knows them?"
"I didn't say," Ast cut in, "because I didn't intend to go any further than the divide."
Somburr turned on him. "Why is that? Are you not welcome in Weslee?"
Ast stared him down. "I lost people there. Why do you think I left?"
"Enough," Dante said. "If Ast knows his way around, if he can communicate with these people, it's a huge boon. We don't need to conduct an interrogation."
"It's called due diligence," Somburr muttered.
Dante chose to ignore that. He raised his eyebrows at Ast. "So you can tell us about Weslee. Its people."
"It's fractured," Ast said. "It has been that way as long as anyone can remember."
"The former Gaskan Empire isn't exactly a homogenous whole, either."
"The fact you would compare it only proves how foreign it will be to you." Ast covered his right fist with his left palm and leaned his brow against his hands. "I can't speak for most of it. I can only tell you of those who live in the Eastern Woduns. The Spirish. They fear the ground so much they live in trees."
Lew burst out laughing. "That's true?"
Ast gazed at him the way you'd look at a rat you'd hoisted up with your well water. "Should I continue?"
The monk covered his mouth with his fist and cleared his throat. "By all means."
"There is no point." Ast turned his back and pulled at his blankets, tugging them straight. "If we make it through, you will see it for yourselves."
"Please, go on," Dante said. "This is all very strange to us, that's all."
"The best cure for disbelief is sight, isn't it?" He ensconced himself in his blankets and would say no more.
In the morning, the cavern was thick with the stink of pony piss and dung. Dante pulled open the cave wall and snow flooded inside. It had drifted two feet thick against the cliff, but in the open fields, the new fall was less than six inches deep, and for now the skies had quit tormenting them.
In the chaos of the battle, he and Somburr had lost control of their dead scouts. Dante cursed himself. Ought to have raised one of the ponies, even one of the kappers. It could have pulled double duty as both sentry and tireless beast of burden. But it was probably for the best. Such creatures were clumsier than their living counterparts. In conditions like these, the meanderings of a dead squirrel could touch off an avalanche.
The snow proved surmountable, but it slowed them enough that Ast thought it best to tackle the divide the following day. The peaks looked down on them, blank and forbidding. That night, they found a natural cave that required only minimal modification.
Dante woke feeling vaguely sick. It was the air, Ast told him. Thin and hostile, it could leave you disoriented if you weren't used to it. He warned everyone to let him know if they were feeling dizzy, faint, or confused.
They trudged toward the crotch of two great peaks. It was the lowest pass in sight, but there was nothing like a trail, and twice Dante had to shape switchbacks up sheer rises, as much for themselves as for the ponies.
At its crest, with the wind howling like the souls of the betrayed, they stopped and stared at a sweep of glaciers, valleys, and lesser mountains, abruptly blocked by a floor of clouds.
"It doesn't look all that different," Lew said.
Yet it felt like triumph. They had crossed the Woduns. They had reached Weslee.
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Minn grinned at the shadow as if she'd summoned it herself. "If you let it go, can you bring it back?"
Blays hesitated. The uncertainty he faced felt very foreign. He knew better than most that there were many things beyond his power—most things, to be frank—but his awareness of his limitations tended to make him feel more confident than others, not less. After so much work, such hardship, he couldn't imagine willing the wisp of nether on his finger to fly away. What if he never got it to come back?
Well then, he supposed he'd find a new way to spend his life. He winked at Minn, lifted his finger, and blew on it. The nether held fast. He'd no sooner gotten annoyed at it than it got the picture and dissipated into the coastal wind.
"If I can't, I'll never forgive you." He said it deadpan, but her face creased with such worry he couldn't help laughing. By his feet, one of the tiny crabs wiggled its way into the sand. Effortlessly, he drew the nether from it. A black smudge perched on his finger. "How am I doing this?"
She smiled, teasing. "Ask yourself."
Figuring actions always spoke clearer than words, he sent it away and called again. But this time he was worried it might refuse him, and so it did. He tried again. It held fast to the crab, hidden in sand.
Before he could get angrier, he took a mental step back. He'd just done this. And not once but twice. That was no accident, no fluke. How had it first come to him? When he'd accepted the prospect—scratch that, the certainty—of his own death. When he'd opened himself to that absolute end, that was when he'd stepped through the last door of Summer. He'd conjured up the shadows again a minute later, when he'd set down his worries like a pack at the end of a long day. The power relied on something deeper than mere belief in himself, yet it seemed to help.
And he found he believed.
The third time took effort. The conscious opening of himself. A self that included the death of that self. But once he found that place, and breathed in and out, relaxed, the nether curled around his finger.
"This is very odd, you know." He raised it inches from his nose. "When Dante did this, I'd swear it was through sheer will."
"You're not Dante," Minn said.
"I know that," he said, but his tone was a little too hard. The nether wavered. He sighed at it. Fickle son of a bitch. Just as it went translucent, ready to flee the scene, he sighed and accepted this was how things were going to be for him. The nether congealed, darkening to the color of a midnight cloud. "What's next?"
"Now you learn to put it to use."
"This might sound like an odd question at this phase, but you really believe that? That anyone can learn to use this stuff?"
"It's a part of all of us, isn't it? Everyone learns to use their hands and feet. Why not the nether?"
"Because it's magic. The domain of Arawn's chosen."
Minn snorted. "That's a lie perpetuated by kings and priests. If everyone could work the nether, they'd have no call to obey their lords."
"So why don't you go out there and tell the people how they're being kept in bondage?"
Minn gazed out to sea. "That's not my place."
"Really? Why isn't your place wherever the hell you want it to be?"
"It wouldn't change much. If I told you that you could find peace by giving up everything you own, leaving everyone you know, and spending the next five years pursuing the truth, would you do it?"
"I'm right here doing just that, aren't I?"
"Under some very unusual circumstances." She glanced upshore, where a flock of gulls had begun to shriek at nothing. "Anyway, you might not be as skilled as your friend, but you are exceptionally speedy. Others would have to sacrifice much more. Many people would like to become great painters, but very few of them are willing to spend ten years of their lives learning to do so."
"I mean, sure, apparently I've just proven you right," Blays said. "But it's weird to me that everyone has this potential yet so few fulfill it."
Minn laughed loudly, eyebrows widening in surprise. "Doesn't that describe all of life?"
"When you put it like that, it's easier to believe. And is much more depressing."
She pursed her lips. "Anyway, if no one believes it is possible, no one will try. Leaving only the chosen. The lie's been repeated so much it's become the truth."
"That makes more sense yet." He rubbed his face. "I would ask what's next on the agenda, but I think I know the answer."
"Do you? Getting cocky?"
"Far from it! Next, I practice Summer until I've got it down pat."
She grinned. "Let me know when you're ready to move on."
As excited as he was to take the next step, to go from learning how to access the nether to learning how to wield it, he found himself in stock of a surprising amount of patience. Maybe it had arrived with his latest epiphany about keeping himself open. Or maybe he was simply that pleased with himself. In any event, he found it no trouble to go back to his studies as if nothing had happened, crouching beside the tide pools and calling the nether to his hands. Within four days, he had it and he knew it. Even so, he spent three more days honing his technique. Putting in the time now would minimize his stumbles when he took the next step.
"Ready," he told Minn once he was sure it was so.
She gave him a brief test, watching as he brought the nether oozing from the sands and swimming from the pools. She noted he couldn't draw very much of it yet, but expected his reach would expand as he learned to put the shadows to use.
He smiled. "How exactly do I do that?"
"We'll start with something simple, keeping the nether close to its natural form. Did you ever see Dante conjure a shadowsphere?"
"I was there when he did it. It was the very first thing he did."
"That's because a shadowsphere, in essence, is nothing more than making the nether visible to those who can't see it."
"And turning it into a shapely sphere."
She eyed him for signs of mockery, then shrugged. "That's true. It requires shaping the nether, too, though a sphere is one of its favorite forms. That's where we'll start: show me a sphere."
Blays brought the nether to his hands. Based on past experience, he knew that when he focused very, very hard, he was capable of summoning a glob the size of a walnut. But that would take all the strength he had. This time, he called forth enough to pack into a modest grape. It pooled in his palm like black mercury, formless. He willed it to become a ball.
It sat there. Very placid about it, too. Blays' brow tensed. He concentrated harder. After a couple minutes of fruitless mental poking and prodding, he extended his index finger and jabbed at it.
Minn laughed. "Think that's dough you've got there?"
"I wouldn't have any idea, would I?"
"Nether's more like a liquid than a solid."
"In that case, I'll just do the same thing I do when I want water to form a perfect sphere."
"Don't get snippy," she said with infuriating mildness. "I'm trying to help."
Blays breathed in and out and nodded. "What should I be doing instead?"
"First of all, it doesn't fall to earth like everything else."
"What a rebel."
"Second, it stays in motion when any other substance would stop."
Bearing these somewhat vague tips in mind, he tried again. But the nether was content to sit in his palm exactly as if it were gravity's slave. And a very tired one at that.
"It's all right," Minn said when he stepped back to take a breather. "Don't expect this to proceed any faster than the Seasons."
"I'm starting to think I shouldn't have any expectations at all."
"You use a lot of breathing techniques, don't you? Pay close enough attention, and you'll see the nether seems to breathe, too. It's very subtle. One of our training methods is to focus on its cycle. When it 'breathes out,' try to make it shrink even more. When it 'breathes in,' see if you can expand it further. Learn to give it shape through its natural movements."
This made a lot of sense. Grateful to have a concrete technique to follow for once, Blays spent days huddled over the rocks, working away on the nether, sustaining himself by munching dried kelp flakes the People harvested from farmpools on the southern curve of the beach. It took him a full day to determine the nether did indeed "breathe," slowly pulsing outward, contracting, and repeating.
It took much longer to figure out how to get inside it, but he did that too. As the bubble of nether breathed in, expanding, he imagined a tiny little Blays inside it pushing up on the ceiling with all his strength. When it contracted, the mini-Blays pulled the ceiling down instead.
"That's it," Minn said when he showed her. "Now every time it expands, push out—but when it contracts, don't touch it. Soon you'll have a sphere. Keep pushing and expanding, one breath at a time, and you'll form a shadowsphere."
"Just like inflating a cow's bladder."
She wrinkled her nose. "Do you spend a lot of time breathing into bladders?"
"You have to entertain the kids somehow."
Feeling pretty good about himself, he resumed practice. Within a day, he was able to shape the blob of nether in his hand into a walnut-sized sphere. But try as he might, he couldn't get it to grow any bigger. Each time it breathed out, it shrank to its original size.
He spent a week tinkering with his approach. Though he didn't admit this to Minn, sometimes he did visualize it as a bladder that he was inflating with his own lungs; other times, he tried moving his focus to the outside of the dark sphere and pulling from there. But nothing worked. And while persistence was a virtue, so too was recognizing when your efforts were futile.
"Let me see," Minn told him. "Try everything you've tried so far. Maybe it's working, but it's too minute for you to see."
He ran through everything he'd attempted. Even the bladder-blowing. He spent several minutes on each method, and displaying them all took the better part of an hour. By the time he finished, he had a bastard of a headache.
"You're right," she said. "A big fat nothing."
He sighed. "I'm starting to understand why people would rather believe it's a special talent handed down by the gods. Better to believe it's not possible than to admit you don't have it in you to keep trying."
Minn played with the clasp of her cloak. "Would you like to leave Pocket Cove?"
"Are my efforts that disgraceful?"
"Just for a few days. To the south lies an island called Ko-o, home to a volcano of the same name."
He rubbed his chin. "Think it's time for a live sacrifice?"
"The volcano is dead—but its reefs thrive. Within them is a species of snail known as the kellevurt."
"The 'grim-slug'? Is this your idea of a vacation?"
She glared at him until his expression promised he'd quit interrupting. "Kellevurts are exceedingly rare, and the People of the Pocket are partly to blame. Because their shells have the unique property of helping those in their first Seasons find their way."
Blays glanced upshore to the cave. "So why not skip the trip and give me one of your old ones?"
"They wear out with age. And a shell seems to perform best for the person who found it."
"No," he decided. "I don't want a crutch."
"No one wants a crutch," she said with such hot vehemence Blays knew her patience with him was thinly veiled. "But if that's what it takes to get you back on your feet, then your only choice is to swallow your pride and put it to use."
He nodded once. "If you think it will help."
"Anyway," she said, softening her tone, "it's something of a rite of passage among new People of the Pocket. Didn't you want to go through the same challenges as everyone else?"
"I'd welcome it." He jerked his thumb at the winds and clouds. "But do your people always go slug-hunting when it's so cold the ocean itself is looking around for blankets?"
"Prepare yourself. I'll secure permission from Ro."
He didn't exactly have much to pack, so he wound up sitting in his room in the caves for hours while Minn conducted business in the inner tunnels. He was in the middle of an impromptu nap when she returned with the news they'd leave in four days.
He yawned. "I thought you told me to get ready."
"They've decided to come with us."
"Oh dear. Don't tell me this is becoming an Event."
"Didn't I warn you it's a rite of passage?"
"What exactly does this rite involve?"
She smiled more than a little smugly. "You'll have to wait and see."
On the day in question, Minn rousted him from bed, gave him a few minutes to take care of his business, then marched him outside. First light was breaking from the cliffs, but a boat was already waiting beyond the surf. Silhouettes moved about its deck, fighting with the rigging.
"Boy," he said. "Once you people get moving, you don't waste time, do you?"
"You can sleep on the boat." She strode across the sand.
A rowboat waited just beyond the surf. He nearly froze to death helping to push it into the tossing waves. Fighting the tide got him warmed up, at least. They rowed to the waiting vessel. Ro was there along with five other women, three of whom Blays recognized. Months after his arrival and he still had no idea how many people lived in Pocket Cove. The place was so quiet he could believe it was no more than a couple dozen, yet strange faces kept popping out of the woodwork. For all he knew the tunnels secretly housed thousands.
Minn guided the rowboat between the boat and its outrigger. They threw ropes to the crew, who secured the lines and tossed down a rope ladder. Minn scrambled up it and helped pass their few possessions up to the deck. Once she and Blays were aboard, the crew went to work on two winches. The rowboat creaked, lifted clear of the waves by a loose net that had been lurking below the surface.
"Welcome to the Outcast," Ro said.
Before Blays had a chance to answer, the crew flew into motion, hauling on ropes and trimming sails. The Outcast lurched forward and curved to the southwest. The water was so choppy Blays staggered to a bench and planted himself before it was able to fling him overboard. Rope handles were secured to the bench and he hung on tight. By the time the sun cleared the eastern cliffs, the waves calmed enough for him to stand and move around.
They were headed what appeared to be west-southwest. Straight ahead, a conical, bluish lump sat on the edge of the ocean. He'd seen it a hundred times before, though it disappeared on hazier days, but had never given it much thought. It was just one more item in the vast set of Places That Weren't Pocket Cove.
As the ship sped through the waves, powered by a fierce eastern wind, he got a better look at Ko-o. It appeared to be little more than a volcano, steep and silent. The side of its peak appeared to have been scooped out by a hungry god, creating a slanted bowl at its top. The rubble of this event may also have been responsible for the flat plain that extended a half mile from its southern slope. Trees and greenery coated the volcano, but its upper heights remained clear, lending it the look of a dented tonsure.
If he'd had to guess, he'd say Ko-o lay a solid twenty miles from Pocket Cove, yet they reached it before noon, navigating around a spur of rock and swinging into a sheltered bay with a flat, sandy beach. Rather than anchoring and rowing in, Ro guided the Outcast right up to the shore. It slid over sand and ground to a stop. Grass fringed the beach, with a forest sprouting behind it where the soil got better.
Half the crew hopped out while the other half handed down sacks, some of which strained with the weight of the wood clunking inside them. Blays pitched in. Once they finished, they waded ashore and set to digging a shallow pit in the sand. A couple women emptied logs from the sacks. Ro stacked them into an elegant triangle of kindling that mirrored the volcano. As soon as she finished, she called up the nether and set her work ablaze.
Dry smoke plumed into the air, smelling like pepper and the incense they burned back at the tunnels. A woman with short black hair erected a grill. Another woman brought Ro a pouch. She withdrew skewered strips of red meat, which Blays hadn't seen since coming to the cove, and lay them over the grill. The meat sizzled. Ro stood over it, flecks of nether dancing between her hands and the strips. It was all very strange to Blays, but he'd traveled enough to know that when it involved rituals and food, strangeness was customary.
Minn had been gone for all this; she returned then, pants soaked to the thighs, carrying a wriggling fish as long as her forearm. She brained it with a rock and cleaned it expertly, then flensed the meat from its ribs and set it on a hammered copper plate.
Ro pulled charred meat from the grill, let it cool for a minute, then removed it from the skewers and piled it on a second plate. Crouched in the sandy grass, she ate a strip, fat greasing her lips, and passed one to each of the women, who ate their share as soon as they got it. She concluded with Blays.
"Not everything outside the Pocket is to be shunned," she said. "Taste for yourself."
He ate. It was venison, gamey and succulent, perfectly cooked. As much as he made fun of their repetitive fare, he actually found their stews pretty good, but this was something else.
"But we don't need it." Ro kicked sand over the fire, knocking down what remained of the fancy pyre. Sparks spiraled in the wind. "The cove has all we need."
She took the copper plate from Minn and passed around hunks of raw fish. Each woman chewed and swallowed. The plate was held beneath Blays' nose. The meat felt oily and smelled fishy, but Blays wasn't one to complain. Well, he was, but not under these circumstances. He lit into his portion. Somehow he'd gone all his life without being forced to eat raw fish—he'd seen too many worms squiggling around inside fresh catches to think that was a good idea—but it tasted simple and clean and was firmer that he'd expected.
"Do what you must while you're away from the cove." Ro held his gaze. "But don't forget that whatever you do, you do it for your People."
Blays nodded. "I won't forget."
She began to return the plates to a sack. "We'll be back in two weeks."
"You're not staying?"
Ro's eyes flashed with laughter. "I've got more important things to do than help you chase snails."
The others grabbed the shovels and the grill and followed her to the boat. Minn stayed beside him. The women pushed the Outcast free of the sand, poled it past the low breakers, then tacked against the uncooperative wind.
"Will it really take two weeks to catch a snail?" Blays said. "I thought they were supposed to be slow."
Minn gathered up the bags her people had left behind and sorted through them. Dried fish, flaked kelp, water. Not enough to last the duration, but enough so they could get their feet under them. There was also a lot of fishing line, a handful of hooks, some blankets, and four flat objects a foot and a half long, flared at one end and visibly narrower at the other. Leather straps danged from the narrow ends. They might have been shields. Except the straps were on the wrong part. And they really weren't that big. And they were made of a springy, bamboo-like wood that wouldn't protect the bearer against a yawn.
"Fishfeet," Minn said. "I'll show you the rest of the gear later. Right now, we need to find the stream, follow it to shelter, and collect firewood."
Standard operating procedure when you found yourself lost in the middle of nowhere and didn't expect to leave soon. There was no one around to steal anything, so they picked up the food, piled the rest of their stuff in the grass, and walked into the woods.
Minn seemed to be familiar with this part of the island, leading them to a stream, then following it volcano-ward until it opened into a small clearing. A fieldstone house sat on the side of a low hill. Blays loosened his sword in its scabbard. Minn opened the door. The single room was empty. Of people, anyway. Quite a lot of leaves, dirt, and shredded grass had been dragged inside by winds and animals. A broom stood in the corner. Blays went to work.
That left finding firewood. No great task, given they were in the middle of a deciduous forest. There was even a rusty axe inside the house, but they hardly needed it. By the time the sun was getting low, they'd carried a sizable pile of fallen branches back to the shack. As Blays stoked the fireplace, Minn went to the stream to fish with a line. She brought back three trout and fried them in a pan on the stove. Not quite enough for dinner, not after the work they'd put in on the day, but supplemented with their dried food, it filled their bellies.
After, they sat beside the fire, digesting. Drafts snaked in through the chinks in the walls, but it was a large fire in a small space and Blays was able to shed his cloak.
Minn got up and brought one of the sacks over. She extracted its contents: the springy fishfeet, two cane-shaped pieces of bamboo, and two oblong, transparent bowls. Like the fishfeet, these had leather straps as well.
"Time to learn your equipment." She pulled off her boots and socks, stepped on top of one of the fishfeet, and strapped it on like a sandal. "One for each foot. The closest we can come to imitating the seals. Strap them on tight or you'll lose them in the water. This is so we can drift all day without getting tired."
She handed him one of the fins. He began the laborious process of lacing it to his ankle, heel, and toes. Once he had it tight, she picked up one of the oblong bowls and fitted it around her eyes.
"And this is so we can see in the water without our eyes getting stung."
He accepted it when offered and placed it around his eyes. Pressure mounted. He tried to pull it away and it held fast. To get it off, he had to slip one of his fingers between his skin and the sticky seal on the rim of the bowl.
He turned the object over in his hand, tapping the tacky substance on its rim. "What the heck is that?"
"The sap of a tree that grows in the Carlons." She reached for the cane-shaped bamboo stick and fit it to her mouth like a flute. "And this is so we can observe the seabed without ever coming up for air."
Blays stuck the curved end in his mouth, bit down, and sealed his lips. Air whooshed out the other end of the stick. He groped for its tip and felt his warm breath flowing out.
"This is quite a setup for a snail hunt," he said. "Do you guys come out here often?"
"There's more in the sea than grim-slugs. We harvest food, medicine, shells, dyes, pearls. We trade what we don't need."
He spun around to expose his cold back to the fire. "So we've given ourselves fake fins, unscratchable eyes, and extended lungs. How do we keep warm? Last time I spent more than a minute in the ocean, I got a closer look at the nether than I wanted."
"That's where I come in," she grinned. "As to the matter of the kellevurt, here's what we'll be searching for."
She unrolled a scroll, pinning the corners to the cabin floor with stray rocks. Two drawings filled the page. The top one was much smaller. Its shell was pure white. Its body was a stripe of yellow. The lower drawing was larger. Its shell was black, as was its body. The shells of both the white and the black snails were spiraled like a cinnamon bun, with spiked prongs jutting radially from the shell.
"What's that?" Blays pointed to the two snails. "The female and the male?"
"The white one is a juvenile. Just a few weeks old. The older they get, the darker they get."
"Aha. And we are going to be attempting to find these against a dark ocean floor."
"While generally swimming ten to thirty feet above it."
"In rough, foamy seas."
Minn nodded. "The young ones aren't developed enough to be of use. But if you see one, it might mean adults are near."
"And what happens if I don't find one? More exile?"
"That wouldn't make any sense. The trials of Between are about resourcefulness. Endurance. Commitment. Finding kellevurts? That's just luck."
"Anything else horrible I should know about them? Do they eat people?"
"Adults are only the size of your fist," she said. "But they are venomous. We'll have spears; try not to break the shell."
He cocked his head. "Will that disperse its power?"
"It won't look as pretty."
They went to bed. They spent the early morning fishing, cleaning their catch and storing it in a pouch they concealed under a rock where animals couldn't get to it. Once the sun was well up, and the air's temperature had increased from freezing to cool, they piled their blankets above the tideline, stripped down to their smallclothes, and strapped on the fishfeet, breathing pipes, and goggles. The shack's many tools included thin spears with barbed tips shaped like fireplace pokers, and they'd taken four of these with them to the shore.
Blays was shivering before he'd dipped a toe in the water. He stood at the edge of the surf, scowling at the placid gray bay. "This really feels like suicide."
"It will be cold." She drew a small knife and poked her left biceps. A drop of blood welled beneath the point. "If it gets too cold, let me know."
Nether swooped to her hands, then leapt to Blays. His shivers slowed, then ceased altogether. A wind was blowing over his face and arms, but he hardly felt it.
He turned in a circle, trying to get a look at himself. "Whatever that is, keep doing it."
She smiled, then turned the nether on herself. "If you think you see one, signal by spinning your hand in a spiral, like their shells. And stay close. Even in the bay, the currents are stronger than they look."
She sealed the cut on her arm and they walked toward the surf, fishfeet slapping on the wet sand. A wave broke and surged to their calves. He registered the cold, but he didn't have the feeling of "Good gods I'm dying, I must run south as fast and far as possible" that typically accompanied winter dips into a northern sea. He sloshed forward. Another wave washed past his balls. Even that wasn't so bad.
Once the water ran waist-deep, Minn sank to her shoulders, spear in hand, and kicked out into the water, keeping her face below the surface and the tip of her breathing tube pointed straight at the cloud-streaked skies. Blays imitated her. His breathing soughed in his ears. Bubbles rushed past his faceplate. He was underwater, yet he was breathing.
The rush of sensations, many of which were utterly frightening and wrong, forced him to stand from the water. He let the tube fall from his mouth. They'd pinched their noses shut with C-shaped copper clamps, but he could still taste saltwater at the back of his throat.
After a few seconds, Minn surfaced and glanced back. "Everything okay?"
"Except for the fact my body's convinced it's about to die. I'll have it convinced otherwise in a minute."
He slicked back his hair, stuck the bamboo pipe in his mouth, and lowered his face into the water. He didn't try to swim yet, just stood there breathing until the experience didn't feel quite so insane. Waves rocked past him on a rush of bubbles and sand. During the lulls, he had an incredibly clear view of the bottom, which was nothing but sandy ridges, twirling seaweed, tiny white shells, and the occasional chunk of pumice. Once he was acclimated, he gave Minn the thumbs up, pushed forward, and swam.
The ground sloped gently away until it was too deep to stand. Within the space of a few kicks of his fins, it suddenly dropped to ten feet deep, becoming a mixture of pale sand, black rock, and gray coral. A school of finger-length fish flashed in the sunlight. As soon as he came within reach, they turned as one and zipped away. He laughed, bubbles tickling his ears, the noise echoing hollowly up the tube.
Now that they'd hit interesting territory, Minn hooked a sharp left, swimming parallel to the shore and toward the long spur of rock that sheltered the bay. The waves were even gentler than along the shore, but hidden currents tugged him in every direction. Once, water sloshed into the top of his tube. He tipped his head the wrong way and sucked down a mouthful of saltwater. He thrust above the surface, sputtering and hacking.
"Water in your pipe?" Minn said, fifteen feet away.
"My lungs, mostly."
"When you feel it getting clogged, just blow out as hard as you can."
"That's scandalous, milady."
Her eyes rolled behind her goggles. "Still warm enough?"
"You're a miracle worker."
They got back to swimming. The sandy floor beneath the surf had been as barren of life as the sands of a desert, but amongst the rocks and coral, creatures sprouted as abundantly as at the tide pools: fish, crabs, anemones, starfish, snails, mussels and all manner of bivalves. And while the fish at the pools of Pocket Cove were largely minnows and fry, those here swam in full schools, multiple species of which were longer than his hand. Eels gulped from crevices. Once, a two-foot gray fish sped below him with a single flick of its tail, sleek as an arrow. He got so caught up watching it he forgot to look for kellevurts.
Minn reminded him of the task at hand by breaking from the surface and plunging straight down. Once she reached the bottom, she picked up a small round object, examined it, and let it fall back to the shelf of coral.
As it turned out, the ocean was absolutely filled with bits of things that were white, black, or somewhere in between; not only were they searching for something exceedingly rare, they were doing so among thousands of false positives. Blays swam up and down, investigating one sighting after another, bringing any snail or shell that remotely resembled the drawings to Minn for inspection. Each time, she shook her head.
They swam all the way to the arm of rock shielding the bay, then turned around and kicked the other direction, positioning themselves further from shore to cover new ground. Or water, as it were. They weren't too concerned about the spacing. Didn't need to cover every square inch. A kellevurt could be anywhere.
Minn's blood-warming trick seemed to fade every hour and a half or so. As soon as Blays began to shiver, he signaled her and they returned to the beach so she could dose them up with another round of nether. When they came in early that afternoon, he found he was ravenous. They stoked up the scented kindling that remained in Ro's firepit and cooked the fish they'd caught that morning.
"How are you feeling?" Minn asked, picking bones from the flaky white flesh.
"A bit tired and a lot salty," he said. "But all in all, in good spirits."
"Good. We've got a lot of days ahead of us. Even if we can't find you one, this won't be the end of your path."
The sun was out, and they agreed they could use a few more minutes to rest their limbs and lungs, so she had him do a quick run through the Seasons and then attempt to manipulate the resulting nether. As usual, he could push the shadows outward when they expanded, but as soon as they contracted, they shrank back to resting size.
Before he could get frustrated, she strapped on her fishfeet, cut her biceps, and refreshed the warmth in their skin. They returned to the waves. She swam past the surf, then stroked out to sea to continue the search. As her left arm rose from the water, diluted blood slipped down her biceps. She'd forgotten to heal it. But it probably looked worse than it was. Water always made a little blood look like a great big mess.
They kicked around, scanning and diving. They'd hardly been out five minutes when Blays glanced to his right, out to open ocean, and saw the shark cruising through the water in perfect silence.
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As they passed the glaciers, ravines, crags, escarpments, talus fields, and snowfields of the Eastern Woduns, Dante allowed himself to daydream. He still didn't understand how Cellen worked, but to date, everyone had been in universal agreement as to what it did. And that was to grant you a wish.
His own wish, as he'd explained to the Hanassans, was to become immortal.
He had no way to know whether this was in the scope of Cellen's power. But he had reason to believe so. For one thing, Cally had crossed the century mark without slowing down. Yes, he was old, but his mind and body hadn't been nearly as decrepit as they should have been. Dante had taken Cally's agelessness for granted, assuming he'd last another thirty to fifty years. And perhaps he would have. It had taken a Gaskan assassin to finally put him to rest.
Cally had accomplished this with no more than normal nether and mortal skills (if highly honed ones). Was it that hard to believe Cellen would grant its owner much more? Even if the true immortality of the gods was out of reach, it seemed plausible—probable, even—that it could grant him centuries of life. In fact, there was some (questionable, granted) historical support for the idea. A figure from the early pages of the Cycle was said to have lived to be 1080 years old. Maybe he'd pulled that trick off with a little help from the Black Star.
Surely an object of such divine power could allow him to live to be at least three hundred years old. With that as a minimum, infinity as a maximum, and say five hundred to a thousand years as a conservative median, what would the course of his long life allow him to see? With a millennium of uninterrupted prosperity, how grand would Narashtovik become? With Dante steady at its helm, steering it away from all pitfalls with his ancient wisdom, it seemed only a matter of time until the city turned the tables on Setteven and conquered Gask for itself.
If that was what Dante wanted. Just because he could conquer the northern half of the known world didn't mean he'd want to. There were advantages to staying small. You were more nimble. He'd be more able to directly oversee all aspects of Narashtovik's course and thus ensure it fulfilled its potential greatness. Anyway, he didn't want to fall victim to hubris.
A more modest expansion made sense. He could (peacefully) absorb Tantonnen to ensure Narashtovik never wanted for grain. Given their recent history together, it would be no problem to forge a permanent alliance with the norren, uniting their rolling hills with the city. Then he could grow west into Gask. Through Dollendun, he thought. That would establish a nice buffer between Narashtovik and Setteven without overreaching.
This would mean rearranging Narashtovik's political structure. The farmer-barons of Tantonnen and the chieftains of the Norren Territories deserved a voice in this hypothetical nation. A new, second council ought to do it. The Council of Narashtovik could remain the governors of the city and the arbiters of Arawn's will on earth, while a separate secular council would see to the administration of the confederacy.
He liked the thought of this very much. Hell, once he carved off the slice of Gask his new empire required, Narashtovik and Setteven wouldn't even have to be enemies. Their enmity could be buried whenever King Moddegan kicked the bucket.
Beyond all this, however, he wondered what would become of himself.
This was where his walking dreams took flight. He knew a talent like his was incredibly rare. He was the youngest ever to be named to the Council. By far the youngest to be named its leader. Some of this was due to a regrettably high turnover rate during the last decade, but plenty of more experienced candidates had survived the turmoil. No, it wasn't just a matter of right place, right time. It was that he was already one of the most powerful nethermancers to walk the earth.
If he stood this tall at age 26, how much higher could he climb by age 526? For that matter, what if he lived long enough to see Cellen emerge again? What if Arawn and Taim and Carvahal and all the gods of the Celeset had started life as simple humans? And through skill, chance, opportunity, and will, they had built themselves into beings beyond comprehension? Climbed from the earth to the stars?
That was getting a little out there. Highly speculative. It was fun to ponder, however, during the long, tedious walk through the snows and rocks. Even if true immortality was out of the question, he felt fairly confident that he'd have a very long and supremely interesting life ahead of him—assuming he found Cellen, and made it his.
When he wasn't daydreaming, he was being tutored by Ast. Learning as much of the local language as he could absorb. Though Ast warned that his own vocabulary was rudimentary, Dante didn't care. Knowing anything would be a huge advantage. Their group was going to draw too much attention as it was. If only one of them spoke the language, they'd look like exactly what they were: a party of foreigners being led around by a guide. But if even two of them could converse in the tongue of the land, they would look like...well, like something else. Merchants who'd hired foreign bodyguards, or pilgrims who'd fallen in with strangers. Infinitely less conspicuous.
Additionally, knowing the language would be crucial to learning about the object of their desire. Dante didn't like the idea of relying on a single person to get them around. If they lost Ast, finding a Weslean who spoke Gaskan was going to be difficult and attention-drawing. Nor would they have any idea whether they could trust this hypothetical local linguist.
So Dante paid close attention. Somburr joined the lessons too, picking up the grammar and conjugations as easily as Dante would pick up a snowball. Lew asked if he could listen, too. Dante had the perverse impulse to deny him (why would he need permission?), but gave him the okay. To his mild surprise, Cee began to participate as well. He was not at all surprised that she was good at it. She was the resourceful type and had been making a go of it alone for some time.
Other than not dying of weather, they had little else to do. Within a few days, they were able to have halting, poorly-accented conversations in Weslean. More accurately, in Third (Weslean): according to Ast, the nation's main tongues all branched from the same tree, but there were significant differences in dialect. After growing up in the monoglot culture of Mallon, then migrating to the equally monolithic tongue of Gask, Dante had a hard time understanding why the same people would speak different languages. As with everything about Weslee that made no apparent sense, he chalked it up to the eccentricities of an alien land.
A full week after crossing the divide into the Eastern Woduns, each of them could understand enough Third to order a meal or ask directions. Somburr could even speak it without pausing to cast around for vocabulary. Dante wasn't quite there yet, but he knew his own learning habits well enough to think he'd take a big leap forward as soon as he was around native speakers.
And on that seventh day since the divide, he got his chance.
For the two days prior to that, they'd finally descended from the glaciers and snowfields into forests. The first trees they encountered were pines that looked more or less the same as those in the Western Woduns. But as the steep mountains drew down to softer hills, the woods became the likes of which Dante'd never imagined.
Over the span of no more than a mile, the pines gave way to towering trees that looked like the warped cousins of mangroves. Rather than standing with their trunks seated firmly in the ground, their roots forked down to earth like a river delta. Some of these were as thick as a keg while others were as spindly as a child's wrist. And as the trees grew taller and taller, the roots thickened disproportionately, with some as sturdy as the pylons of a bridge.
Stranger yet were the branches. Many looked like your average branch, but the largest ones weren't round; rather, they were flattened like the end of a paddle, with a small spar growing along their underside for added support. This left them much wider than normal. Many were broad enough to dance on without fear of falling. The largest, you could drive a team of oxen down, provided you could hoist the beasts up in the first place. Along with the oddity of their branches, each tree sprouted two distinct varieties of leaf: one star-shaped and hand-sized, the other fan-like and large enough to wear as a cape.
"Loren trees," Ast said. "You can eat the fruit, or the mushrooms on the boughs. Use the leaves for whatever you like. But on your life, do not cut one down."
"Why's that?" Dante said.
"Or the Minister will take an axe to your legs as well."
Lew craned back his head at the canopy two hundred feet above. "Are they sacred?"
"They probably belong to the king," Cee said.
"They belong to everyone," Ast gestured sweepingly. "So when you cut one down, you steal from every single person in Weslee."
Cee stared at the flattened branches. "Then cutting off your legs is a modest sentence."
"After you've been cut down, they peel off your bark, too."
Lew frowned. "And we came here on purpose?"
Dante sighed, breath hanging in the damp air. "Refrain from cutting down any holy trees and we'll be fine."
As they continued down the hills, a canyon gaped to their right, hundreds of feet deep. A creek ran through its bottom. Beside it, the land continued to rise and fall, but the path of the little river continued in a straight line dead east.
With their supplies of dried food dwindling, they broke pace to forage in the lorens. The trees were easy to climb. The roots made natural ladders, and once the trunk cohered into a solid column, Dante found them spotted with hollows. In the larger trees, these depressions were deep enough to house a person. Or, as they discovered, legions of raccoons, squirrels, birds, and a bear-like, dog-sized creature with the tail of a fox, the eyes of a cat, and—quite disturbingly—the hands of a human.
The wide, flat branches made reaching the fruits a snap. These were round and pink, with rinds thicker than an orange, and they grew plentifully despite the season. The pulp was thick and cohesive, almost more like a well-cooked porridge than a fruit, in both consistency and flavor. Ast claimed you could live on lorbell fruit alone, but mushrooms grew just about everywhere, too, and they harvested these as well.
Through two days of travel, the lorens grew higher and higher. Two hundred feet. Three hundred. The above-ground root systems flared like norren yurts built to house an entire clan. Just as Dante was about to ask Ast whether he knew where they were going, distant laughter sounded from ahead. Everyone but Ast reached for their weapons. Ast merely pointed.
They walked a few hundred feet before the object in question resolved from the trees occluding it. It was the largest loren they'd seen. Creatures moved in its branches. Smoke snaked from the leaves in white columns. For a moment, Dante thought the forest was on fire, but each trickle was discrete, contained. They were fireplaces. He was looking at a house. Strike that: he was looking at a village.
"We should make camp out of sight." Ast turned to Dante. "You'll come with me to the village. We need new clothes. Ours out us too clearly."
"Not fans of foreigners?" Dante said.
"Is anyone?"
"I should be the one to go," Somburr said. "I speak Third better than anyone."
"Then it sounds like I need more practice," Dante said. "Anyway, this isn't a vote."
The spymaster smiled wryly. "It was worth a try."
They turned the ponies around and set up in a draw a short ways from the towering loren. Dante and Ast hiked toward the tree. Both carried their swords.
"I would prefer to talk, if you don't mind," Ast said.
"Considering you're the one who knows how to talk, that sounds like a good plan. Have you been to this tree before?"
"When I was very young. I doubt if much has changed."
Wooden hammers rapped from the boughs, muffled by whatever fibrous matter they were smashing. To their left, an irregular circle of dirt was bare and reeking. Ast glanced up and gave it a wide berth. The village wasn't entirely contained within the loren—a number of huts sprinkled the grounds around the tree—but its sprawling roots had been walled up and converted into a hive of houses and shops, with people bustling in and out. A few of the locals watched Ast and Dante approach, but no cries or horns were sounded.
Ast stepped through a high, triangular gap in the root-walls. The inside was dimmer than the canopied forest, but the people had left enough open spaces in the roots for sunlight to filter through. It smelled overwhelmingly of loam. The streets, such as they were, were designed around the root structures, and rarely ran straight for more than a few feet at a time. It would have been beyond confusing if not for the regular presence of wooden stairs leading to observation platforms where one could have a look around (and take shortcuts across the winding structures).
Ast wanted nothing to do with exposure like that, though. He approached a vendor who sold mushrooms fried in garlic, onions, and oil. After a short conversation, the woman minding the stall pointed across the market/village, twitching her finger around a bit. Ast nodded, exchanged a few more words, then rejoined Dante and moved on.
After a few dead ends and turnabouts, Ast found the tailor's. A tarp shielded the front of the shop from any rain that might make it through the roots spoked overhead. The back of the shop was enclosed to allow prospective buyers a measure of privacy. A portly man engaged them, speaking too fast for Dante to follow. As Ast conversed with him, Dante wandered the racks. In general, the clothing was nothing too exotic: you had your standard shirts, trousers, cloaks, overcoats, etc.
But there was a heavy emphasis on gloves, particularly ones that were either fingerless, or that had rough, high-friction pads over the fingers. He tried on a pair with small claws that snugged tightly over his fingertips. He waggled his fingers and turned to drop some bawdy witticism, but no one was there to hear it and he wasn't about to out himself by speaking Gaskan. He tugged off the gloves and replaced them on their shelf.
Dante wandered back to observe the intensifying conversation. Ast and the tailor dickered back and forth, pointing at clothes, themselves, and the world at large. After a crescendo of overlapping speech, they went dead quiet, stared at each other, then nodded. Ast passed over a knife and a bracelet and the tailor handed him an armload of clothes. They gave a cursory glance at their new wares, then touched hands. Bargain concluded, Ast turned and walked out from under the tarp.
"Were those your personal items you traded?" Dante said. "Why not pay cash?"
Ast smiled sidelong. "Do you think they accept Gaskan silver? They don't even use coins. Metal is drawn from the ground."
"They seemed to have no problem using metal for tools."
"People are happy to discard morals in exchange for practicality. But money is symbolic. A pure representation of what a culture values."
"So all our cash is worthless?"
Ast shrugged. "We may be able to exchange it in the city. This place is rather backwoods, if you'll forgive the pun."
On the walk back to the others, Dante inspected the clothing. It was very plain, dyed in drab earth tones, and though he wasn't familiar with the fabric, it didn't take a Weslean expert to realize it was rough-spun and cheap. Unless they found a moneychanger, their purchases would be limited to whatever they could trade for. And most of their tradeworthy goods had been lost in the battle with the kappers.
Back at camp, Somburr eyed the clothes while Lew gazed toward the giant tree. "What was it like being that high?"
"We didn't get above the roots," Dante said.
"Why not? What's up top?"
"People who look down on attempts to climb the literal social ladder," Ast said. "These clothes will make us look less conspicuous. It will be less of an issue in a big city, where they're used to dealing with plenty of people they don't like."
"How can they live like that?" Dante said. "Cramped in those roots? It felt like getting squeezed to death by a giant wooden hand."
"To me, it feels little different than the slums of Narashtovik."
"Tell me more about the upper branches," Somburr said. "Is this a caste-based society, then?"
Ast shook his head. "The lorens provide free food and shelter, if that's all you want out of life. It leaves its denizens with too little work and too much time to socialize. But we're here for knowledge, yes? To do business. We can avoid getting sucked into the games."
They dressed in their new clothes, which more or less fit, and continued past the village-tree. On the other side, a dirt path cut through the forest floor. Ast said it would take them to the capital, a city called Corl. As they walked on, Dante gazed at the numerous lorens and discovered most showed evidence of human habitation. Clotheslines hanging between branches. The whack of axes. People pulling strings attached to the big leaves to dump rainwater into buckets. Living in a tree dozens or even hundreds of feet in the air struck Dante as beyond foolhardy, but there was no arguing with what he was seeing. Somehow, they made it work.
Between the road and the lack of snow, they made more miles that day than during any three in the mountains. The hills dropped and the temperature rose, staying above freezing. They went by several more single-loren villages, but didn't stop until they'd reached Corl: capital of Spiren, the westernmost district of Weslee.
There was no mistaking it. The body of the city was comprised of no fewer than a dozen of the biggest lorens they'd yet seen, massive and ancient, branches interlocking to form bridges in the sky. The central pillars carried spiral staircases around their trunks. A score of satellite trees showed signs of habitation as well. One of these appeared to be entirely dedicated to the lifting and lowering of people and goods, an industrious tangle of ropes, platforms, winches, wheels, ladders, nets, and stairs. People called back and forth from the branches, guiding sacks and barrels up into the tree.
"I am seeing this," Somburr said.
"Me too," Lew said reverently.
"I'm not speaking poetically. I mean I'm going into the city and seeing it for myself." He raised his eyebrows at Ast.
"I have no authority nor desire to tell you otherwise," Ast demurred. "Shall we stable the ponies? Or sell them?"
"We'll need them for the way back," Dante said.
Anyway, for the moment, they had enough money to absorb the stable fees without issue. Ast had managed to swap a bit of Gaskan silver at one of the lesser loren towns in exchange for local currency. Which turned out to be teeth.
Not just any teeth, of course. The species varied, but all were carved by Spiren's Department of Scrimshaw according to their value: lorens, mountains, or the wolven sigil of the king (a man known only as the Minister). According to Ast, since forgery would be so easy, it was punished by the removal and carving of the forger's own teeth, which were then put into circulation. Somburr had found this delightful.
Apparently the highest denomination of Spirish currency was the seed of the lorbell fruit; for the most part, they were seedless, but on very rare occasions, one held a round black pit capable of growing a new tree. The version used as money was carved with a highly stylized four-pointed star and supposedly infused with a nethereal signature known only to the court sorcerers. The lucky few residents who found a seed in their daily meal of lorbells were required to bring them into the Department, where they were exchanged for tooth-coins. At a much lesser rate than the value of the seed, of course. But given that the penalty for hiding a loren seed was the same as for cutting down a loren tree, hoarding and forgery were unheard of.
On its face, it was confusing and barbaric. To Dante, it glared like noon on a pond. It was about the Minister asserting control over the loren, the heart of Spirish life. About claiming it as his and thus co-opting its might and authenticity.
Spirish political manipulation was beyond the scope of Dante's interests, however. Right now, all he cared about was finding a stable. Ast located one in the root system of an outlying tree and paid its master in teeth. As the ponies were led away, Ast asked the stablemaster something and he replied with what Dante recognized as directions, though the language still moved too fast for him to pick up more than that.
It was enough for Ast, though. He took them around two lorens to a third perched near the edge of a startlingly deep canyon. The loren's trunk was carved with a six-foot image of an owl, but as the tree continued to grow, it had distorted the image, giving it a totemic feel. People came and went on the staircase wrapping the trunk. Ast headed up.
The plank stairs had distressing gaps between them, but the treads were deep, the steps were a good eight feet wide, and the outer edge was fenced with posts and rope railings (though these didn't look sturdy enough to stop your fall if you were determined to lurch into them). The stairs wound past a number of landings leading to oval holes in the trunk. These could be enclosed by four quarter-doors, but most were open to the day, inhabited with people kneeling at low tables or snoozing in hammocks tacked to the walls.
There was very little space in any of them, but Ast said the apartments at this level were a single rung up from the root-slums. Dante supposed the confines of the trunk-rooms weren't as bad as they seemed. Many of Narashtovik's residents lived in tighter quarters than these actual holes in the walls. It didn't matter. After all, the entire city was their home.
Ast stepped off the staircase onto a branch thirty feet wide. People milled about on its worn surface, talking, laughing, stopping for drinks and trinkets at the stalls and airy shops strung along the branch, particularly at the hub where it forked into smaller sub-branches. The scene was much like a major thoroughfare of Narashtovik or Dollendun. Except most of the stalls were roofed with giant leaves. And there was nothing on the sides of the street except for open air and a forty-foot drop to the ground.
Lew threw his arms out for balance. "Well, this is terrifying."
"Quit gawping like a yokel," Dante said. "Those kids over there don't have a problem with heights."
"Maybe because they've fallen over the edge before. On their heads."
Ast glanced back at them, scowled, and increased his pace. Lew gritted his teeth and managed to lower his right hand to his side. His left still stuck straight out, wavering any time the lazy breeze sent the barest gust.
His horror was short-lived. At the first "intersection" of the main branch and two off-shooting but still substantial side branches, a structure claimed the plaza. It was a wooden frame sheltered with shiny cloth tarps, and it stood in the middle of a colossal tree-city, but its function was obvious in all languages: it was a public house.
Dante wasn't certain of the wisdom of drinking beer while strolling around four stories above the earth, but he certainly believed in the general wisdom of the tavern. They parted the fibrous tarp and entered. Inside, people sat on their feet beside long, bench-like tables, drinking from squat cups. Ast pointed toward a vacant bench. While Dante and the others sat on the leaf-mat provided to preserve their knees, Ast went to the bar, set a handful of teeth on it, and brought them a round of sweet cider that tasted vaguely like bread. He then returned to the bar to speak with the woman behind it.
Dante had nothing to do but drink and look around, so he did that. The space was not large and he was privy to several of the alcohol-amplified conversations around them. The locals all seemed to be speaking Third, and of course there was the whole tree thing, but the people wouldn't have looked out of place in Narashtovik, pale-skinned and dark-haired. A bit thinner-boned, though. Perhaps they'd spent too long in the trees.
As he gazed about, Dante got a few looks back, especially when Lew or Cee said something to each other in Gaskan. No one caused them trouble, however.
Ast came back and knelt beside Dante at the table. "It's difficult to ask about what you wish to know."
Dante sipped. "So I've discovered."
"As usual, the monks are those most interested in wisdom. I've secured directions to a temple where they may have some idea what the hell you're talking about."
Ast had the habit of delivering his wit in the exact same tone he used to present facts, and it was a moment before Dante laughed. "Let's go."
"First, you must finish your drinks. There is nothing more suspicious than a man who leaves the pub with ale still in his glass."
Dante recognized this as one of life's deeper truths. He finished his mug and eyeballed the others until they did likewise. Outside, the breeze had picked up, and between that and the alcohol, he had to fight not to wing his arms out for balance like Lew.
"We have a climb ahead of us," Ast said. "The temple is on the Fourth Loft."
"You don't say," Dante said.
Ast glanced back, confused, then did a double take. "I forget all of this is new to you. Right now, we're on the First Loft. The lowest division of this loren's branches."
Lew risked a quick look up into the foliage. "How high is the Fourth Loft?"
"Every tree is different. That is one of the beauties of Spiren. Typically, a loft spans roughly fifty feet of height."
"Is it too late to go stable with the ponies instead?"
They returned to the great staircase wrapped around the trunk. While there were far more people making this tree home than Dante would have believed possible, the stairway's traffic was light. People seemed content to stick to their own loft, for the most part, hanging out on its various flats (the word Ast used for the flattened branches) before returning to their rounds (the hollows in the trunk) to sleep or catch a bit of solitude before venturing back into the communal areas.
As they climbed, laughter and the clatter of industry sifted in from all sides. From above and below, too. And from the other lorens. Dante found it difficult to grasp the idea of living in three dimensions. Assaulting such a place would be virtually impossible, too. Not only would you have to fight your way up the chokepoint of the stairs, but you'd have no shelter from all the limbs overhead, fighting gravity the whole way while the city's archers rained hell on you from behind the cover of branches and thick leaves.
Fire was an option, but it had been showering on an almost daily basis since they'd descended from the mountains, and dew clung thickly to the leaves. A good nethermancer might be able to whack through a loren's mighty trunk, but he doubted any had the power to do so in an instant. And a place like this would have defenses against that, too.
He didn't know how the Minister or history or culture had conspired to convince these people to live their lives in trees. But a part of him was jealous Narashtovik was so exposed in comparison.
The first three lofts were indistinguishable to Dante's eyes, but the fourth was insulated by a gap in the stairs. A guard stood at either end, armed with a bow and a short spear with a spiked head that looked capable of doubling as a climbing instrument. Ast paid the first guard a toll and the guard gestured across the space. The guard on the opposite side pulled a lever in the trunk and a set of stairs ratcheted down, clunking into place. As soon as their group crossed, the man cranked the stairs back up, once more separating the Third Loft from the Fourth.
Ast stopped to ask the second guard something. Directions again. Dante couldn't follow it all, but got the gist their destination was on the outer edge of a nearby flat.
The toll was only a couple of teeth, but that and unseen social pressure conspired to keep the lofts segregated. Most of the rounds on this level had their doors shut to the eyes of the public. Fewer catwalks and ladders connected the rounds. People's dress was more colorful. Some of the shops on the flats had solid wood walls, roofs composed of woven leaves and sealed with pungent resin. The ground waited two hundred feet below, but even at this height, the winds weren't enough to sway the loren.
Ast climbed off the staircase onto a flat that bore a single compound situated eighty feet out from the trunk. A doorless wooden gate stood before a house-sized structure with a high, conical roof. Behind it, a couple of long, single-story buildings stretched into the wild profusion of leaves. A lone man was in front of the main building, broom rasping as he swept debris to the side of the platform. Watching dust and leaves swirl over the edge, Dante understood why the higher the loft, the richer its residents.
Ast stopped and turned to them. "This is a Shrine of Dirisen. The monks are famed for their lore. Please treat it as you'd treat any other temple."
"Are you sure you wouldn't rather I use the spittoon?" Cee said.
Ast gave her a dubious look, decided she was probably joking, and continued. As they neared, the monk stopped sweeping and turned to face them, resting his fists on the top of his broom and his chin on his fists. Ast spoke to him in Third. The monk glanced across the rest of their group. The two men conversed for a moment, then the monk padded inside the shrine.
"He's checking with the others," Ast said.
"What did you say to him?" Dante said.
"That we are pilgrims from a far-off land searching for stories of the Black Star."
Dante nodded. It was closer to the truth than he preferred, but at this point they had few options. Sooner or later, they would have had to lay it out for someone. Considering how difficult it had been to locate information in their homeland, perhaps "sooner" was preferable than "later."
The monk came back after a few minutes. He shook his head and shrugged at Ast. Ast frowned at the smooth bark coating the ground. "He says he's never heard of it."
"But this is where the Hanassans told us to go," Dante said.
"They told you to go to the Shrine of Dirisen in Corl?"
"They said the answers would be in Weslee."
Ast kept his expression neutral. "Weslee sprawls for hundreds of miles. It's little smaller than Gask. And Spiren is just one corner of it."
"He's never even heard of it?" Dante said. Ast shook his head. Dante gritted his teeth and glanced at the confused-looking monk. "The Black Star? Cellen?"
The monk could only shake his head. But a face poked through the doorway behind him. The second man was older, white whiskers spangling his face. The first monk glanced at him and immediately stepped aside.
"Cellen?" The old monk's gaze bore into Dante. "Where are you from?"
"Kirkit," Dante said, drawing on their cover story.
"A Kirkitian speaking Gaskan in Weslee."
Dante locked up. Because the man was speaking Gaskan, too. The old monk raised his eyebrows at the first monk, who blinked, then disappeared inside.
The man walked into the daylight fighting through the leaves. "You get one chance to tell me the truth."
Dante nodded slowly, buying himself a couple of seconds to think. Flies buzzed in the leaves. The moment had come out of nowhere and sounded too good to be true. Like a trap. But Dante had no choice—not if he wanted to find the object that might let him live forever.
Or so he convinced himself.
"Gask," Dante said. "Narashtovik."
The man's eyelid twitched. "Why have you come so far?"
"To find Cellen."
The monk's face was as motionless as the trunk of the loren. "I don't know," he said, loudly and in Third.
Like many of the tree people, he wore baggy trousers and overshirt, but his wrists and ankles were cinched tight, presumably so they wouldn't snag when climbing around. He reached into his left sleeve and produced a small scroll of parchment and a charcoal pencil.
He said something else apologetic, still in Third. As he spoke, he spread the scroll on his left palm and scribbled without looking down. He removed the pencil and the scroll snapped shut. He held out his hand. Dante shook and palmed the paper. The man bowed and went back inside the shrine.
Heart thudding, Dante walked back toward the staircase. He resisted the urge to open the note until he'd climbed enough stairs to put a screen of leaves between them and the shrine. The note was written in Gaskan, but given that its contents were directions around the unfamiliar city, it may as well have been in Eighteenth (Weslean).
Ast asked to see it. "He wants to meet. Tomorrow, midnight. Another flat on the Fourth Loft."
Dante took another look at the scroll. "Can we trust him?"
"The Dirisen Order is trustworthy. That particular monk? Your guess is as good as mine."
"Meaning worthless."
"Eager to speak with us," Somburr mused, "but frightened to be heard by others. The smell of legitimacy—or the false skin of a cunning traitor."
"Cunning as he might be, he won't expect to be dealing with anything like us." Dante squinted into the branches. "I will go with Ast. Somburr, Lew, and Cee will cover us from a higher flat."
"Sound thinking," Somburr said.
"That sit all right with you?" Dante said to Ast.
The tall man nodded. "Agreed."
The afternoon waned. Before it closed, they found lodging at an inn that was essentially a long row of shacks strung wall to wall along one of the flats. A common building was set at the intersection of the flat and its major secondary fork. They took dinner there: a mash made of lorbells, a stew also made of lorbells, and skewers of bird meat interspersed with cubes of lorbell marinated in spices and melted fat.
They digested as the sun set. A chilly breeze tousled the leaves. The flat swayed a bit, but not enough to threaten their footing, let alone the integrity of the inn.
Once evening had fully dethroned the day, they returned to the staircase. Ast claimed they sometimes kept the toll-gates raised after dark, but the flat where the monk wanted to meet was on the same loft. They climbed to the flat above it to get a look. Below, the flat narrowed to the point where it wasn't terribly practical for buildings. There was still plenty of space to walk around in, however; the place appeared to be the Spirish equivalent of a park, complete with benches. It was remote, but the overhanging flat made for an excellent firing platform.
They returned to the inn and retired to their one shack, which was all they'd been able to book. Between the snoring and the knowledge he was suspended two hundred feet above the ground, Dante's sleep was not restful.
He kept a low profile the next day, less than eager to draw attention when such a promising lead was so close. To make the most of their time, he and the others wandered around the Fourth Loft in search of libraries and similar repositories of history. They found none, but did buy an hour's talk with a traveling storyteller, who didn't know anything about colored lights in the sky, but was more than capable of telling them tall tales about the far-flung corners of Weslee. His stories were even more outrageous than the bards of Mallon, but the tree-cities of Spiren made everything feel less impossible.
After dinner, Somburr departed to make his way up to the platform above the meeting spot, where he'd hide via shadowsphere if necessary. Lew and Cee departed around 10:30 that night. Lew carried nothing but a knife and the nether; Cee had an unstrung bow and a quiver concealed beneath her cloak.
Twenty minutes before the meet, Dante and Ast left the common room and walked to the staircase. The flat where they were to meet the monk was deserted. Dante gazed up at the branches, trying to pick out the silhouettes of the others, but saw nothing. Either something had gone terribly wrong, or they were doing exactly what they were supposed to.
A few minutes before midnight, feet sounded on the stairs. Dante turned. The flat jiggled faintly. Instead of the monk, eight soldiers walked down the branch, carrying long spears and clad in studded armor.
"Hello, strangers." One of the soldiers stepped forward, smiling in a manner that wasn't entirely friendly. He spoke Third, but his words were simple enough for Dante to understand just fine. "The Minister wishes to see you. Now."
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Minn paddled along the surface, staring down at the forest of kelp beneath her. Out to her right, from the open water, a sleek gray missile soared toward her, twelve feet long if it was an inch.
Blays thrashed his arms, but she was ahead of him, beyond sight. He popped his head above water. "Shark! Shark!"
Without waiting for a reply, he dove and kicked as hard as he could toward her. She righted herself, sticking her head above the surface and treading water; in that position, with the sun glinting on the waves, she wouldn't be able to see the shark at all. Blays thrashed forward. She was thirty feet away, but even with the fins, he could swim no faster than a fish would be able to walk if it wore fake feet. The shark arrowed closer.
Blays moved to surface so he could yell at her, but she dropped below the water to see what he was up to. He pointed frantically. She turned, legs trailing behind her. Her scream warbled through the water, bubbles gushing around her head. The shark's face distended.
Thrashing, bubbles, a sudden bloom of red. Blays kicked forward, spear in hand. The long shape curved away, blood swirling from its jaws. Minn struck wildly at the water with her spear, kicking at a monster that was no longer there. Blays angled to put himself between her and the shark. The gray missile swam directly away from them, unhurried, undulating through the gloomy water. And then it disappeared.
He surfaced. "You've been bitten."
She gaped at him. Salt-scraggled hair hung around her paling face. "I'm fine. It's gone."
"It bit you in the leg." He fought to keep himself calm, but he could hear the quaver in his voice. "We need to get you to shore right now."
She glanced down at the water, staring blankly at the spreading cloud of red. "That's not me. It must have gotten a fish."
"Hey!" He grabbed her by the collar and pulled her to face him. "Swim to shore. Right now. Once we're on dry land, you can show me you're fine and swat me on the nose. Deal?"
Doubt flickered over her brows. "You're going to feel pretty stupid."
Despite her protests, she kicked toward shore, swimming on her side. Blays' throat felt choked. His heart ran harder than it ever had. He glanced nonstop between her and below the water, whipping his head around at every glimpse of motion, sure the shark would be back. Once, he looked directly at her leg. Her calf trailed pale scraps behind it. He had seen worse on the battlefields a hundred times before, but something about seeing her skin wafting in the water, the blood drifting as carefree as a summer cloud, flowing from the person who was, at this moment, his only friend in the world—he grew faint. While she kicked ahead, he had to float in place and take deep breaths until the feeling passed.
They reached the surf and waded to shore. When they were nearly clear of the water, she turned to give him the eye, lifting her right leg clear, then her left. A raw hole dribbled blood down her calf. Her jaw dropped and so did she. Surf hissed over her body.
"Minn!"
He tried to run to her, but staggered on his fins. He pulled her from the water and braced her against his body so he could yank at the straps of his fishfeet. He got them loose and hurled them above the tideline. Then he carried her there as well.
The wound was bad. Not quite as big as he'd feared, given the size of the shark, but she was missing a generous handful of flesh and what was left bled freely. He wiped saltwater from his eyes and grimaced toward the northeast. The black cliffs of Pocket Cove hung on the horizon like a storm.
There would be no help from them. Even if he had a loon connecting him straight to Ro, Minn's friends wouldn't be able to arrive quickly enough. She was capable of patching herself up much better than he could, but she was out cold. It was up to him.
He stripped off his shirt and tore it to shreds, twisting the longest strip into a cord and tying it below her knee as tight as he could. As he knotted it, her eyes fluttered open.
"Wake up!" He tapped her on the cheek. "Minn, can you hear me?"
Her eyes were wide and frightened, her breathing fast and shallow. "Am I going to die?"
"The nether's all around us. I need you to put it to use. You know how to heal yourself, right?"
Her dreamy voice sharpened. "It's one of the first things we learn."
"Then do it. Right now. Quit lying there staring at me like a lamb and get to work!"
She blinked, clearing her eyes of fear. She sat up, chin trembling, and forced herself to look at her leg. The tourniquet had reduced the flow of blood to a trickle, but that left the damage all the more apparent. Her eyes rolled. He reached to slap her, but her eyelids snapped open. She was whiter than dead coral. She calmed her expression. Nether flowed to her from all sides, thirstier than a lost traveler. She sent it to her leg.
Nothing happened. Blays forced himself to look beyond his eyes, focusing on the shadows themselves. They moved inside her flesh, smoothing out torn vessels and capping them. A moment later, the angry red hole began to shrink, fresh pink skin growing from all sides. The growth slowed in moments. She was good, but not nearly as strong as Dante.
He could only watch in helpless frustration. As soon as she finished, and new skin covered the wound—though a deep chunk of her leg was simply gone—she passed out in the sand.
Between his adrenaline and her warming spell, he hadn't noticed the cold, but he began to shiver violently. Minn breathed evenly but was otherwise still. He got on his shoes, pulled on his cloak, wrapped her in hers, and carried her back to the cabin. Inside, he put her to bed and went to work on the fire. They'd put it out before heading to the beach and it took him some time to get a spark to catch. He huddled in a blanket and sat over her, but the exhaustion hit him well before the sun had set.
He woke to darkness. Minn slept on, breathing in and out in steady, slow breaths. She was still asleep as morning broke. Blays didn't leave the cabin except to bring in more wood and once to catch fish from the creek. The following morning, he glanced at her and saw her eyes were open. She groaned. The first thing she did was pull the blankets from her legs and examine the divot in her calf. The second thing she did was run outside, still half dressed, to use the bathroom.
Back inside, she pulled on warm clothes and sat beside the fire. "Found a kellevurt yet?"
"When would I have done that?"
"Don't tell me you wasted—how long have I been asleep?"
"A day," he said. "I wasn't about to leave you to hunt snails."
"I just needed to rest. I'll be fine."
"You're sure? Because your leg looks..."
She smiled wryly. "Like it has a bite taken out of it?"
"I was going to say something less horrible, but yes, it looks exactly like that." He glanced out the window for a look at the light. "Are you hungry?"
"Extremely."
He fried a couple fish. She stared at the pan the whole time. Once he got them out, she ate both, so he dipped into their supplies, which were dwindling quicker than he liked.
"We could wait here," he said. "Wait for the others to come back."
Minn looked at him like he'd suggested they might swap genders. "We're here. We have no way to get them to come sooner. Why would you throw that time away?"
"You can't possibly be thinking of getting back in the water."
"Will you?"
"Sure," he said. "In another day or two. But I'm not the one who nearly served as floating breakfast."
She snorted. "I was careless. It won't happen again. So long as I'm not bleeding, what are the chances of being attacked twice on the same trip?"
"I don't think chance works that way. In fact, I believe it delights in screwing people over just when they think they can't be screwed any worse."
"You will resume your search. That is my order as your mentor. There will be no argument."
He was all right with that much. She did seem to have recovered enough to look after herself while he was swimming. "Tomorrow, then. I think you could use more rest. Anyway, we're low on food."
She agreed, but insisted on helping him fish. She walked with a hitching limp and occasionally winced. By and large, however, he had to admit she looked healthy enough to stand on the banks and trick clueless trout into swallowing hooks. That night, she made another effort on her leg, darkening the cabin with wings of nether, but Blays saw little improvement. Unless Ro could do more, Minn was likely to be left with the gouge forever.
Before he headed out in the morning, she warmed him up with nether. He carried his things down to the beach, donned his gear, and, tightly clutching his spear, stepped into the sea. The tossing of the waves made them opaque and he was horrified by what might be swimming within. The only solution was to get his face under water so he could see. He threw himself forward, hovering below the surface to look in all directions; once he'd determined it was safe, for now, he paddled out beyond the surf to resume his hunt for the kellevurt. Even then, he spent more time glancing out to open sea than he did scanning the ocean floor.
As noon neared, he got hungry and cold. He turned back to shore and saw Minn standing on the sand. He crawled out of the water, fins flapping.
"No luck?" Minn said. "Well, that's about to change: I brought you lunch."
She'd found and roasted wild onions and tubers to go with the fish. It was a nice change.
"See any sharks?" she said.
He shook his head. "Just a bitty one. Couldn't swallow your pinky toe."
He took a quick nap in the sun, then returned to the hunt. By the end of the day, he'd searched far enough that the water beneath him was twenty feet deep. It was difficult to make out details. Every time he dived down for a closer look at a suspicious bit of black or white, pressure squeezed his ears so hard he thought his head might pop.
The day after, he moved down the beach to shallower waters, splashing around over a bed of slimy kelp. Since the shark, he'd been rigorous about avoiding rocks, coral, and anything else that might cut him, but as he swam over a pillar of coral, a swell fell out from under him, scraping his left arm across the hard, rasping growth. A small cloud of blood drifted from the wound. He swore and turned straight for shore.
Like the day before, Minn was already down on the beach. Yesterday it had been to bring him food, but that day, she stood in the surf, waves foaming around her shins.
"What do you think you're doing?" Blays said.
"Warming up my feet." She brushed hair from her eyes and watched a gull wobbling on the winds. "It makes no sense to sit here on the beach for the rest of our trip."
"Yes it does," he said. "You were bitten by a shark!"
"That was three days ago."
"Do you know how recent that is? You could count that on one hand. Even if you've lost a couple fingers in a tragic shark attack." Water dripped from his underclothes. He'd thought about swimming naked, but swimming around with his bits dangling like a juicy worm did not strike him as his finest idea. "Aren't you scared?"
"Petrified," she said. "But if I force myself forward an inch at a time, sooner or later I'll have to swim."
That day, she made it in to her knees. The next, as she stood with the surf swirling around her thighs, Blays found his first kellevurt.
It was smaller than one of his knuckles, a white ball poky with spikes. Carefully, he gripped one of the prongs and pulled it clear from a knob of coral. He watched for any sign of fangs or stingers, but the snail seemed content to hide in its shell.
He swam back to land and presented it to Minn. "Is this what I think it is?"
She bent over for a better look. "A little baby that won't do you any good? Yes it is."
"But I found one. It's possible! And I know what they look like!"
"Well done, dolphin-man. Now get back to work."
He grinned and ran back into the sea. With no use for the little snail, he swam it out to deeper waters, then released it. It tumbled down, swaying from side to side as it fell, like the world's most useless pendulum. As it came to rest on a slab of sludgy rock, a fish with a yellow stripe and a gray beak swam up to it, gave it a nibble, then swallowed it whole, spitting a plume of splinters from its mouth.
Blays was aghast. Then he was thoughtful. Rather than swimming about willy-nilly, when the fish with the yellow stripe departed to peruse the ocean floor, he followed it. When it cared to, it swam much faster than him, jetting ahead with a blur of its tail. Mostly, however, it poked around like a couple out on market day, allowing him to catch up and keep pace. Its stripe stood out like a beacon.
As afternoon waned, he found he'd followed the fish across a shallow plain and was now hundreds of feet from shore. Out of the corner of his mask, he glimpsed a gray shape as big as a man. He froze, clutching his spear. The creature drifted away into the watery haze.
He took that as a sign to call it a day. Back near land, Minn was in up to her waist. She grinned at him. "See any sharks today?"
He thought about lying, but if that got her back in the water and she was hurt again, he knew that he would have to kill himself. "Maybe. I didn't get a good look at it."
"Well, I hope you did. I'm going to kill it and eat its heart."
He laughed and walked with her back to the cabin. Their trip was now half over, but he felt good. He'd found one of the snails. There would be more—and he thought he knew how to find them.
In the morning, he returned to the rocks where he'd found the juvenile, then struck out in search of one of the striped fish. Within minutes, he spotted one picking away at a crab; it fluttered away whenever its prey raised its claws, only to dart in from the side, wearing the crab down bite by bite. The fish soon proved the victor.
And insatiable. As soon as it finished hollowing out the crab, it continued on its way, roughly parallel to shore. Blays kicked after it. A shape loomed between him and the land. He cried out, voice echoing up his breathing pipe, and rolled on his side to put his spear at the ready. Minn grinned at him and waved.
He pulled his head above water. "Fancy seeing you here."
"Did I just feel a warm current pass me by?"
He frowned, then scoffed. "I would have speared you like a criminal. Are you sure you're ready to get back out here?"
"No," she said. "But here I am."
He wasn't sure if he'd have been able to do the same. Just like he'd done his first day back in the water, she spent more of her time looking around her than she did scanning the ocean floor. She stuck within ten feet of him at all times, too. Blays didn't mind. They should have been doing that from the start.
"Are you following that grinder?" she asked some time later.
"Is that what they're called? I've been thinking of him as Sir Stripe."
"That's not a bad idea. Following it, not your name for him. That's terrible."
Even with Minn's eyes adding to the search, and following the grinder until it swam away, they found nothing. The day after that, Minn burst from the surface bearing a black shell the size of a tomato, but it was a false lead: the shell was empty and cracked. Even so, at least Blays had now seen one in the flesh, as it were.
Dark clouds swept in from the southwest. Just as he was beginning to wonder if they ought to take a break, lightning cut the sky in half. Thunder roared behind it. They swam back to the beach. Halfway to the shack, the clouds tore apart, battering them with rain. At least it got the salt off and spared them a dip in the creek.
The thunder and lightning quit before morning, but the rain and winds persisted for three days. Every time it looked like it had calmed down, a new gale rode in and dumped buckets of rain everywhere. Blays spent the idle time trying to get the nether to expand. He'd been fooling around with it a little every day, but between all the swimming, fishing, and bathing—not to mention the exhausted sleep those things produced in massive volume—he'd had little time.
It was good to get more practice in, but he could feel his time on Ko-o slipping away. Deep down, he'd been hoping to find a shell in the first few days, then take a hike up the volcano. He didn't think he'd ever climbed a volcano before.
At last, the skies cleared. The rain dried. The seas were still choppy and visibility was less than ideal, but they had just three days remaining before Ro returned to take them back to the cove. Sand and pulverized plants wheeled through the waters, tugged this way and that by the angry tides. Many of the fish had gone into hiding. Or maybe they'd been sucked away by the storm. Either way, the grinders were nowhere to be seen.
The first day was a bust. On the second day, a followup storm blew in and ruined their chances. Blays wandered along the beach, hoping to see a fresh shell turned up by the riotous waves. The storm raced off by late afternoon and he was able to get back in the water for a couple hours, but the seas were so rough he didn't dare swim more than a hundred feet from shore.
Their last day began well. Within minutes of diving in, he turned up another white-shelled juvenile. But the auspicious start just gave Blays' hopes further to fall. The sun peaked, then began its slow-motion crash into the sea.
Over the course of their two weeks, they'd been venturing more and more to the south, leaving behind the rocky arm of the bay. As the afternoon waned, Blays decided to reverse course and head straight north. It was too rough, the water too cloudy. Anyway, by sticking near the shore, they'd have better sight of the bottom. They hadn't been over the more sheltered waters since arriving on Ko-o. The storms may have blown in a wandering kellevurt during their absence.
Just as the sun hovered over the horizon, he saw a flash of yellow. Underwater, he beckoned to Minn, but she gestured up and surfaced.
"Time to head in, I think," she said.
"I just saw a grinder!"
"In minutes, it'll be too dark to see. We can try to squeeze in a couple hours in the morning."
He stuck his face under the surface and glimpsed the grinder drifting away to the north. "Then I'll see you at the house."
He crawled after the fish, slowing down when he grew near so he wouldn't spook it. He glanced back and saw that Minn had decided to follow him after all. He suddenly felt stupid. The water was already growing dark. If something came for them, they might not be able to see it until it was upon them. More plausibly, if they misjudged how far they were from an upthrust of coral, a surge could drag them over it, shredding their skin or even breaking their bones.
Twenty feet ahead, the grinder swashed its tail and dived straight down. Heart thudding, Blays followed. Most likely, it was after another crab, or biting senselessly at a branch of coral, but it went straight for a stretch of basalt and began attacking the rock.
A fist-sized lump of darkness slid away from the basalt, retracting its charcoal tail whenever the grinder darted in for another bite.
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Dante stared down the team of soldiers. At times like these, confronted by common-issue warriors with sharp but ultimately mundane weapons, he was always tempted to destroy them. Bring down the nether and churn them into a fine red mist. Even without having any of his blood at hand to feed the nether, he could do it almost effortlessly.
But acts of incredible violence weren't as simple as that. For one thing, his friends were up there on the next flat. Three nethermancers would make a potent group, but if Dante mist-ified eight soldiers, the rest would be unleashed upon them post haste. And the second encounter would be much nastier than the first.
For another thing, he wasn't sure these men meant him harm. The only way to find out would be to go with them.
"The Minister?" Dante said mildly in the local tongue, aware his accent was less than stellar. "Are we arrested?"
This seemed to confuse the lead soldier. "The Minister wishes to see you. So you will see him."
Ast glanced between Dante and the soldier. The tall man hid it well, but Dante had spent enough time around Blays to look for the subtle tension in Ast's arms. He could draw his sword in a flash if he had to.
Dante nodded once and stepped forward. "We go."
The soldier eyed Dante's sheathed sword, then gestured them to head back to the staircase. Though Dante was dying to see if the others were seeing this, he was careful not to look up into the branches.
Two of the soldiers took the lead up the stairs, with Dante and Ast in the middle, ushered upwards by the remaining six. It was a long walk and Dante had questions, but he didn't trust his Weslean vocabulary.
Lanterns flickered in the branches, pooling light over flats popular enough to be doing business after midnight. Dante wondered where they got their oil. Most of Narashtovik's was garnered from the whaling trade that thrived in the northern seas. If he'd had to bet, he'd bet money—Gaskan silver or Spirish teeth—that they piped their oil right out of the lorens.
They stopped at the toll-gate to the Fifth Loft. The soldier called to the guards. His speech was quick and informal; the guards were expecting them. They lowered the steps into place and the soldiers continued their climb.
It was too dark to tell, but the Fifth and Sixth Lofts looked little different from the Fourth. Halfway up the Sixth, the soldiers stepped off the staircase and walked across a never-ending flat lined on both edges by plain row housing. Eventually, they reached another trunk-based staircase—they had crossed seamlessly from one loren to another.
Foreigner he might be, but Dante could tell at a glance this tree was different. The rounds on the other trunk had been individual one-room apartments, but on this loren, each round circled all the way around the trunk, giving the owner 360 degree views of the forest and a heck of a lot more living space. Alternately, he supposed they could be barracks for soldiers. Whatever the case, this tree was somehow associated with the court.
After a whole bunch more stairs, with lanterns shining through three hundred feet of branches below them, they reached an elaborate triple gate. While no tolls were required, one section of stairs couldn't be lowered until the next one had been raised. The metal teeth of cranks clanked in the night; wood groaned. Passing through it took a couple minutes. It was enough of a delay that Dante suspected there must be a secret bypass elsewhere for when the Minister and his agents needed to travel in a hurry.
Past it, big blocks of buildings sat on the flats, blotting out the night. A spiderweb of catwalks and ladders connected the flats, blurring the transition between one structure and the next. A speckling of stars peeped behind the leaves.
The soldiers climbed out onto a branch, passed through a gated checkpoint, and led them down a narrow ledge along the back of one of the buildings. A single rope rail stood between Dante and a four hundred foot drop. He was glad it was too dark to see the way down.
The lead soldier unlocked a nondescript door, took them up a cramped staircase into a slightly less cramped hallway, knocked on a door, and said something Dante couldn't understand. A male voice replied from the other side. As feet thudded behind the door, the soldier turned to them and made a statement. Ast nodded and handed over his sword. Dante hesitated, then did the same.
The door opened to a long rectangular room with a snapping fireplace, shelves of books and ledgers, and eight more soldiers standing around the walls in statuesque stillness. A great many rugs, weavings, curios, carvings, and artifacts filled the walls, floors, and tables. There were no aesthetic commonalities to the horde of art, as if it had been collected from all across Weslee and lands beyond.
Dante didn't have a lot of time to absorb this, however, as someone immediately began speaking to him in what sounded like a sub-dialect of Third. The man wore simple black clothes and the unmistakable air of authority. He said something more—a question, judging by its inflection—and cocked his head at Dante.
Two seconds ticked by. Ast opened his mouth. The man, presumably the Minister, made a cutting motion with his hand.
"Or should I put it another way?" he said, switching to Gaskan. He smiled brightly. "I see you understand me now. That provides the answer to my question: where are you from?"
"Gask," Dante confirmed, breaking from their cover story.
"You might as well be telling me you're from earth."
"Tantonnen," he improvised. "We are exploring the possibility of bringing tea from Gallador to Weslee."
"How exactly did you manage to cross the Woduns?"
"Ponies bred for mountains and cold weather. We had to use walltents the whole way."
"Are these very small ponies?" the Minister smiled. "Or did you bring very large tents?"
"I heard stories of kappers," Dante tried. "We must have been fortunate. We encountered none along the way."
"You would be the first." His jaw tightened. "I believe you're lying. And that I will punish you by throwing you off the top of this tree."
"I was born in the Eastern Woduns," Ast said. The Minister paused, mid-gesture to his guards, and raised one brow. Ast continued, "But I have lived in Gask for many years. I know the ways. I took them through Torun Pass."
The Minister narrowed his eyes. "Have the kappers granted you a gentleman's agreement to leave your bodies intact?"
"They've been drawn away from the divide by strange lights to the north."
"The Ghost Lights?"
Ast shook his head. "Not like any I've ever seen. We've been trying to find a route through the mountains for a year. When I saw the kappers vacating the route, I seized the opportunity to make the attempt."
The Minister stroked his upper lip. "Just the two of you?"
"We lost a couple in the crossing. There are others here with us."
"That matches what I had heard, and I thank you for telling the truth. Where are they now?"
"What is all this about?" Dante said.
"It's about the fact you're foreigners—Gaskans—who are in my lands, my home, without my permission."
Dante gave Ast a severe look. "I wasn't aware we had to register."
The Minister laughed. "You believe you should be granted clemency because you were too irresponsible to learn the laws of my land?"
"Your Highness, one of the reasons for our trip was to learn more about your people. In Gask, Weslee is virtually unknown."
He smirked. "Perhaps we like it that way. I've reached a decision. You won't be flung from the Farthest Ledge. Instead, you will leave Spiren. Now. And you will never return."
"We're not done with our business."
"Yes," the Minister said, "you are."
Their soldier escort flanked them. The Minister nodded at the commander, then sprawled in a stuffed chair and grabbed a book from his desk. The troops took them back into the night.
"Where are your friends?" their captain said once they were below the palace.
Ast rattled off an address in Third. The captain gave a quick order. Half the soldiers jogged toward the flat connected to the other tree. The descent to the ground took several minutes. There, the captain returned their swords. Dante had Ast tell the commander about the ponies, hoping to be allowed to fetch them himself, give the soldiers the slip, and rush to track down the monk. But the soldiers shadowed him to the stables, where a very angry owner woke to bring the ponies around and demand more money for the inconvenience. The captain said something and the owner went quiet and sullen.
Dante had been on edge this whole time, half expecting that once the soldiers rousted Somburr, Cee, and Lew from the inn, they'd be imprisoned, or led to a quiet place to be slaughtered. But the other three were brought to them without incident. As they took to the road, the Minister's soldiers continued to chaperone them.
"What's happening?" Cee said.
"We saw the Minister," Dante said. "He suggested we leave. Or he would be happy to throw us out. Of the tree."
"The Minister? How did he know we were here?"
Dante glanced back over his shoulder at the soldiers. "Keep walking."
It was already one in the morning, but the soldiers stayed with them until they stopped two hours later at a one-loren village with rooms available in the roots.
The captain walked up to Dante. "We'll check with the innkeep tomorrow to make sure you've moved on. I suggest you don't tarry."
Given the lateness of the hour and the exhaustion soaking Dante's body, it was a minor miracle he didn't explode the captain's head on the spot. "My tarrying will be kept to the bare minimum."
He watched the men walk away. No stable was open this late, so Dante revised the plan, taking the ponies beneath the roots of a different tree. Their group settled in, hanging up tarps and unrolling blankets.
"I don't know how the Minister knew about us," Dante said, finally answering Cee's question. "Given how particular he is about allowing outsiders into his realm, anyone in Corl could have turned us in."
"Well, now what?" Lew said. "They threw us out before we got to talk to the monk."
Dante nodded. He was having a hard time thinking of anything besides passing out. "We'll have to move along for at least another day. Make sure the locals see us leaving. Then turn around and sneak back into Corl."
"How are we going to do that? There are toll-bridges between every loft. Guards everywhere."
"Some of the flats are connected to other trees. We may be able to sneak up one of the unpopulated lorens and cross over to the one where we were staying. Or hire a local to take a message to the monk to meet us on the ground."
"As far as we know," Somburr said, "the monk was the one who turned us in."
"He didn't," Cee said. "And we don't need to go back to Corl."
Dante rubbed his bleary eyes. "Is that right? Did you suddenly remember what Cellen is? And where we left it?"
"Can't help you there. But I did see a very scared-looking monk fleeing from the soldiers taking you into custody. It occurred to me we might not get another chance to speak to him, so I stopped him." She produced a tiny scroll. "He gave me this."
Dante grabbed at it, but it was written in Third and the few words he understood made no sense. He handed it to Ast.
Ast unrolled the scroll in his palm and scowled at it as if it had told him his mother enjoyed the company of men who weren't his father. "It's an address."
"Do you recognize it? Is it close?"
"It's one of the biggest cities in Weslee—and it's three hundred miles from here."
"What's the address to? Another shrine?"
Ast handed him the scroll. "Beats the hell out of me."
Dante burgeoned with curiosity, but he had an even greater need for rest. Despite the damp, the chill, and the snorts of the ponies, he managed to sleep until mid-morning. Before they struck out, he dropped by the inn to let the owner see they were on their way out of Spiren.
And then they walked. Then and there, with the immediate need to put Spiren behind them, they had no choice but to continue on foot. After discussing the situation, however, they reached the consensus that they would walk to their new destination. For one thing, they might have enough silver to buy five-plus horses, but they didn't have enough in Spirish currency.
For another, even if they wanted to risk dawdling around in a land they'd been banished from, the woods weren't exactly teeming with horses. Or four-legged beasts of burden and/or meat of any kind. Dante and crew ran into the occasional flock of sheep or herd of goats, but for the most part, the people found it more fruitful to harvest their trees than to plow fields or maintain herds. The few horses stabled in the lorens were property of the wealthy, or those whose livelihoods relied on fast travel.
So, with the option of revisiting the issue once they crossed into less hostile lands, they made their way forward on foot. The road was well-drained and they made fine time. The forest continued around them, the rolling hills falling lower with each mile.
"Was this what you had in mind when you came to Narashtovik?" Dante said to Cee as the afternoon grew late.
"When I signed up to be your hunter?" she said. "No, I figured I'd spend all day down in a basement signing papers."
"You can't be that blasé. Two months ago, we hardly knew this place existed."
She gazed up at the trees. "I didn't even know Weslee's name."
"How did you get into a job like this in the first place?"
"Growing up, I spent a lot of time hiding. Once I got older, I found I'd developed a keen insight for where other miserable creatures might try to hide."
He watched her sidelong. "Orphan?"
She laughed through her nose. "Sooner or later, aren't we all?"
"Do you think I'm prying? We've been working together for a season and I hardly know a thing about you."
"I was born in Setteven," she said. "Mother died in childbirth. Father died of plague when I was seven. A family friend took me in, but he was killed in a duel less than a year later. Despite winning, the aggrieved party did not feel the death of my foster father was satisfaction enough. He came for the rest of us. With the estate crumbling, and my foster brothers being hunted, I wound up in the streets."
"I was on the streets of Bressel for a while," Dante said. "But not until I was sixteen."
Cee was quiet for a moment. "Well, I was eight. And a girl. And my adopted name was a death warrant, signed by one of the palace's bluest bloods—and its most bloodthirsty."
"Sounds like Cassinder," he said. She nodded. "Wait, it was? I killed him. In the war."
"I know," Cee said. "Why do you think I wanted to help you find your friend?"
"The pocket-splitting reward?"
"I should feel ashamed of not wanting to starve to death?"
"How did you get through it the first time? Alone, hunted by a powerful man when you were so young?"
"At first I followed dogs," she laughed. "I figured they'd know their way around. Then I fell in with kids like myself. We stole food, picked pockets. When we got low, our leader rented us out as servants for days or weeks at a time. She got the money and we got slices of bread. I was better off with the dogs."
"Did you have to kill her?" Lew said, hushed.
Cee laughed harder than before. "Is murder your solution to everything? I ran away. She probably thought I'd died. No one cared either way. There are always more like me, kids with so little they're grateful for anything. You work yourself to the bone for your daily bread, you wake up tomorrow and do it again. Better than sleeping on the street. Than never knowing where your next meal will come from. Of course, when you work like that, you're running in place. And if you ever fall down, you won't have the strength to pick yourself back up.
"That's what I figured, anyway. For a while after I ran away, I lived mean. Thieving. For a while I lurked under the docks and ate the fruit and grain that fell from the boats. Then I started to live smart. I found a notch in the ridges overlooking the palace and grew a secret garden. One day I left my garden and walked down the Street of Kings. A servant's horse had stumbled. Broken a leg. The servant needed to see to it, but he needed to deliver a letter immediately. For some reason—I still don't know why—he thought he could trust me. Maybe he saw a young girl, reasonably clean, and thought I'd do whatever I was told.
"He was wrong about that, but right that he could trust me. Because I saw an opportunity. After years in the streets, I knew the city like I'd built it. I delivered his message faster than he'd have brought it on horseback. He was so grateful he kept bringing me more and more jobs. I was quicker than the devil and never got robbed.
"Servants talk; word spread. Soon, I had more work than I could handle. Eventually hired a couple other girls to keep up with it. After a few years, I got bored. Traveled. Quit being a courier and started being a hunter. And I always worked for myself. That's the only way."
Dante looked up. "Then why are you so eager to work for me?"
She pulled down her hood; they'd entered a clearing and the sun was out. "When Cassinder killed my foster dad and got away without so much as a slap on the wrist, it taught me that we might all live in the same city, but men like him walk in a higher world. Untouchable. If a person up there reaches down to kill a person like me, no one's going to stop them."
"Unless you attach yourself to someone else from that world."
Cee nodded. "It grinds my teeth, but that's how it is. Figured I may as well attach myself to the person who got to Cassinder before I could."
"That's a hell of a story," Dante said. "Why didn't you tell me sooner?"
"I didn't want your decision to be colored by sympathy. I wanted you to hire me because I'm the best."
She left it at that. When dusk fell, they holed up beneath a juvenile loren whose roots were barely spacious enough to accommodate the ponies. Ast swung up into the branches to cut down lorbells. Lew scurried around beneath him, trying to catch the fruits before they dashed into the dirt.
Three days after their departure from Corl, the forest came to an end. The hills overlooked a long plain. The horizon was crumpled with another range of hills. Patches of the basin were dark green with trees, but these were common firs, nothing like the land they'd just left. Instead, the pastoral scene was much like any in Gask or Mallon: flocks of sheep, small villages, a keep standing watch on a lonely hill.
They stopped at a village to sleep in real beds and allow Ast the opportunity to get directions to the city of Ellan. The locals spoke the same language as the people of Spiren, but with an accent that sharpened their vowels into lethal points. When Ast asked the way to Ellan, they looked at him like he'd asked which direction was up.
Dante seized the opportunity to work on his Weslean and to learn more about the city the monk in Corl had sent them to for answers. Ellan was the capital of the plains region known as Camren, and its history had echoes of Narashtovik: repeatedly sacked, wrecked, and burned, sometimes to the point where its citizens had considered abandoning it altogether.
One woman who had lived there for many years before retiring to the countryside to farm proved a bountiful source of information. It sounded like the foundation of Ellan's current prosperity had been laid roughly two centuries ago, when a fiendish series of marriages, trade agreements, and border realignments had converted two enemies into allies, pacified three others, and reduced one foe to ashes. Ellan had experienced ups and downs since then—it sat in the middle of the prairie and had few natural defenses—but kept itself intact through aggressive trade and politicking.
She had no insight into the address they'd been given, and nothing she said stood out as an obvious reason why Ellan would hold the keys to understanding Cellen. But with a city that big and that busy, Dante could believe it possessed the wisdom they needed to finally take another step toward their goal.
Overnight, a snowstorm blew in, layering the plains with three inches of white. To save wear on themselves and their ponies, they stopped for the night in a middling burg. In the plaza, a vendor of beef pasties looked askance at their Spirish currency. An eavesdropping merchant offered to swap it (for a minimal fee) for Camrish money, which looked much closer to what Dante was used to: round metal coins, though these had holes punched through the middle. In the smallest denominations, the coins were thin rings; as they increased in value, the holes shrank until they were so small you could hardly pass a string through them. Dante recognized bronze and silver, but was confused by the most valuable, which resembled tin. Ast informed him it was aluminum.
They crossed the hills and looked down on a sweep of grassland dotted with lakes and carved up by sluggish streams. Herds of sheep and cows roamed the prairie, cropping the grass that tufted the snow. Many of the beasts were tended to, but others appeared to be wild.
After inquiring at another village, Ast hooked south at a crossroads. This connected to a larger, rutted road running eastward, parallel to a wide, languid river. People came and went in both directions. Many of the wagons were laden with lumber harvested along the river or in Spiren. All of it was bound toward Ellan. For the last two days of their walk, they fell in with one such caravan; Dante thought they'd be less conspicuous arriving in the company of legitimate businessmen.
With the plains so flat, Ellan was visible from thirty miles away. At first it was just a dark lump beneath a pall of smoke, but it soon congealed into a typical if gigantic city. Makeshift slums around its outer walls. Rowhouses were visible behind the walls, interrupted by cathedrals, universities, palaces, and a towering coliseum. Most of the larger structures were made from clay bricks or sandstone, but the housing was a mishmash of that and wood. Whatever the materials used, the architecture remained uniform. The homes were squared off with flat roofs. The more elaborate structures employed square or hexagonal towers, frequently with domed caps.
While they were still a mile outside it, horns piped from within the walls, blasting from several points across the city. Dante started. The lumber merchants took no notice.
"Ah," Dante recovered. "Sounds like they're heralding our arrival."
Lew wrinkled his brow. "How would they know?"
Cee laughed. "Question is, are they horns of celebration? Or warning?"
The front gates were a grille of shining brass bars. The city walls were fired brick. Their group was met by guards wearing white and carrying long spears. After a cursory investigation, the guards allowed them into what turned out to be a brief maze. The caravan navigated it easily, emerging through another gate into the city proper.
A brick tower faced them across a plaza of pale yellow flagstones. People streamed in and out of the gate and the buildings ringing the square. Ast had already asked the caravan's members for directions to the note's address, and after exchanging goodbyes, the two groups parted ways. Ast led their party down a side street that linked up with a wide but less frantic avenue. People babbled to all sides. Much of it was in Third, but a good bit was in tongues Dante didn't understand, including at least three others that sounded like they might be branches of the greater Weslean speech-tree.
After several blocks, the street spilled into a sprawling fruit and vegetable market. Much of the trade was in grain, rice, spices, and other dry goods, but there were also fresh lorbells and mounds of citrus in greens, yellows, oranges, and pinks. Most had brown spots on their skins, but they looked edible enough. Ast bought a handful of limes and spoke with the vendor, who explained how to navigate their new environment.
Ellan was enormous, and as hodgepodge as all great cities were, yet its main streets were laid out in a vast grid, individually named. Every building was marked by a chest-high stone pillar marked with a numeral and a cardinal direction to tell you which side of the street it was on.
They were looking for Iden Street, #327 East. According to Ast, they were already on the proper street, and now it was a simple matter of following it to the correct address. The brick shop to Dante's right said #151 East. The next one up was #152 East. They continued north.
Very quickly, he became myopic to anything but the increase of the numbers. These ticked along in orderly fashion, but now and then one got skipped. He could only guess the address had been absorbed by a neighboring building. Or possibly got destroyed long ago in one of Ellan's many raids and wars.
Over the next half mile, several addresses were skipped, missing. And yet when they reached #326, and the neighboring building advanced to #328, Dante was dumbstruck.
#326 was a private residence. #328 was a shop filled with bolts of cotton, silk, and hemp. Ast inquired with the avuncular shopkeep, who got a puzzled look and informed them there was no #327 East on Iden Street.
Dante had Ast check in at two other businesses across the street, then with three separate street vendors. All agreed there was no such address. They returned to the textile shop and paid off the owner for a thorough inspection upstairs and down. The roof allowed them a good look at the neighboring residence. There was no sign of a hidden address anywhere.
Baffled to the core, Dante wandered to the shadow of a sandstone temple. "Why would the monk send us to a place that doesn't exist?"
Ast shook his head. "Cities change. Perhaps he hasn't been here in a long time."
"Maybe," Cee said. "Or maybe he meant to send us on a two-tailed fox chase."
"Then why all the subterfuge?" Dante said. "Why go to the bother of setting up a midnight meeting that could have landed him in deep shit with the Minister? He could have told us any old lie and we'd have bought it."
Lew folded his arms. "Could he have written it down wrong? What if it's actually at #372 East? Or something?"
This sounded plausible, barely, but Dante was worn out, thirsty, angry, and tired of wrangling the ponies around the crowded streets. Running down the various ways the monk might have transposed the numbers would take hours. He decided to find a stable and an inn and clear his head. Ast got directions to a place two blocks away. Unlike the monk's address, this inn actually existed.
The innkeep quoted them a nightly price. Ast frowned. Dante had little reference for the cost of things in Ellan, yet the man's price struck him as ludicrous. The man grinned and countered with an offer five percent lower. Dante was good and pissed off, and the ensuing bartering session gave him the opportunity to blow off a great deal of steam. When he made his final offer, the innkeep laughed, slapped his hand, and offered him two pitchers of free beer. Dante accepted with a smile, feeling an instant camaraderie with the man. It struck him that Ellan's intense focus on commerce might have arisen as a survival strategy.
With Ast's assistance, he plumbed the innkeep for knowledge of the city. The man had lived in Ellan all his life, but couldn't remember there ever being a building on Iden designated #327 East.
"What exactly are you trying to find?" he said.
A delicate question, but Dante had already given it thought. "Do you have the Celeset here? The River of Stars?"
The innkeep pursed his lips. "This is a place?"
"It's the house of the twelve gods. Their seats in the sky."
"Thirteen," the man corrected. "The Thirteen Lords of the Broken Circle."
Dante needed a bit of help from Ast to translate that, and then to ask and confirm that the Thirteen Lords were the Weslean equivalent of Arawn, Taim, Lia, and so on.
"Are you a priest?" the innkeeper said.
Dante nodded. "I'm from Mallon. In my travels, I discovered that while the land of Gask shares many of our beliefs, Gaskan accounts of the past differ from ours. After years of inconclusive research, I've come to Weslee to see if your stories can help guide me to the truth."
"You've come to the right place. Ellan is famed around the world for its scholarship."
Dante felt no compunction to let the man know that in Mallon and Gask, Ellan wasn't famed to exist, let alone to be a hotbed of learning. "Where would I go to learn more?"
The man immediately rattled off half a dozen of what, judging by the fact Dante couldn't understand any of them, he assumed were proper names. "But the first place I'd go is the Stoll of the Winds. They're proud of their wisdom and eager to exchange it with others."
Dante asked for and Ast transcribed the very thorough directions that followed. The innkeep lingered a moment to ensure there was nothing more, then went to slap hands and exchange loud greetings with another patron.
"I don't know why the monk sent us here," Dante said. "Maybe we're being misled or maybe we haven't searched hard enough yet. Either way, Ellan is big and we can move openly. I think we can find knowledge of our past here."
"You're the boss," Somburr said dryly. "Perhaps we could divide our labor to hasten the search."
"I'll need Ast to translate."
Somburr shrugged. "I speak well enough to get around on my own."
"Can I go with you to the stoll?" Lew said. "It sounds fascinating."
Cee flicked the rim of her beer cup. "That's not in the top thousand words I'd use to describe it."
"Because you don't have a thousands words in your vocabulary."
She stared him down, then laughed and waved her hand. "Enjoy your temple. I'm going with Somburr."
"Fine," Dante said. "Somburr, if anything happens, you know how to reach me."
That got strange looks from Ast and Cee, a brief nod from Somburr, and a look of smug wisdom from Lew. Dante wasn't tempted to explain. The loons were still a highly guarded secret. Now that he thought about it, he wasn't certain they'd work. He and Somburr didn't have a direct connection. Rather, they had to pass messages back and forth through Nak, who was hundreds of miles away in Narashtovik. Since the loons were bound by shared nether, they would theoretically work from any distance, but Dante had never tested them at this range. Nor when there was a colossal mountain range separating his loon from its twin.
As soon as Somburr and Cee were on their way, Dante went to the back of the inn on the pretext of using the water closet. Once he was alone in the dim, cool hallway, he activated his loon and pulsed Nak.
"My goodness," Nak said. "Do I even want to ask where you are right now?"
Dante chuckled. "The city of Ellan, capital of Camren, one of the superlative territories of the amalgamated kingdom of Weslee."
"Is there anything more boring than the name of a place you'll never visit?"
"The appendices of the Cycle?" Hearing a footstep, Dante glanced behind him, but the hallway was empty. "Let Olivander know that progress is slow, but I remain optimistic we'll land our fish."
"Are we speaking in code now? Ahem. 'The raven watches the plain.'"
"Glad it's found employment. Will you loon Somburr and confirm we're capable of exchanging messages? We just split up."
Nak allowed that he would do so and dropped the link. A moment later, Dante's loon pulsed; Nak had successfully made contact with Somburr.
"By the way," Nak said, "there was another burst of lights in the Woduns a couple weeks ago. And your friend from the mountains, Vinsin? He says a party of strangers passed through Soll not long after you did. They claimed they were pilgrims from Yallen, but Vinsin got a look inside one of their pouches—and saw a letter sealed with Moddegan's wax."
Dante dropped his voice to a whisper. "The king knows about Cellen?"
"Given the accepted definition of the word 'know,' we don't know about Cellen. Thus I doubt Moddegan knows what he's after—but we can assume he knows there might be something worth aftering for."
"Good thing we sent our finest spy to another country. What would you like me to do about this?"
"Olivander's monitoring the situation," Nak said, unworried as ever. "Just thought you'd like to know."
Dante shut off the loon. Back in the common room, he gathered up Ast and Lew and hit the streets. Sunlight dazzled from the jaundiced bricks. A pleasant wind blew through town; it had to be nearly fifty degrees out, easily the warmest it had been since they'd crossed the Woduns. He couldn't say if the profusion of people in the streets was a product of the weather, or if it was always this busy in Ellan. Many of the residents wore drooping white cotton that resembled a fitted version of a monk's robes. They wore scarves around their heads or mouths, bright with the colors of flame—red, orange, yellow. There were a great deal of foreigners, too, including a healthy minority of Spirish dressed in their loose earth-toned garb with cinched ankles and wrists.
Maybe it was the steady wind, or the open prairie on all sides, but it didn't smell as bad as most cities. Some animal dung, but that was largely overwhelmed by the profusion of vegetables, perfumes, and spices on display on every block, along with the racks of meat, onions, and garlic being grilled in every plaza. He'd never seen a more grill-happy place. He would have to find time to take advantage of it.
They had an address for the Stoll of the Winds, but hardly needed it. Dozens of orange banners fluttered from the rim of its round roof. It stood a hundred feet high, its outer layer faced with a vertical brick herringbone pattern, dizzying to look at. Each floor was separated by solid blocks of sandstone carved with friezes. The front doors stood open. Inside, the vestibule was lit by narrow windows, redolent of incense. Ast informed a passing monk they were foreigners seeking the wisdom of the Lords of the Broken Circle. Could he help them?
The monk smiled and padded into the depths of the stoll. As a convert to the path of Arawn, which would get him beaten or hanged in his homeland, Dante felt vaguely uncomfortable strolling into an alien church to chew the fat with its priests. But the man who strolled out to meet them was all smiles. He wore airy cotton robes and his head was shaved. His lack of hair, his tan, and the crinkles around his smiling eyes made it difficult to gauge his age, but he was had to be close to sixty. He introduced himself as Mikkel and took them up two flights to a small room with a balcony overlooking the street.
Dante explained what he'd told the innkeep. Sometimes he needed Ast to clarify certain words or concepts, but he was finding himself more and more comfortable with the Weslean language.
When he finished, the priest chuckled like a purring cat. "If Gask's stories are different than Mallon's, and Weslee's stories are different than Gask's, how will you be any closer to the truth? Won't you just be more confused?"
"That depends on how much sense your stories make," Dante said.
The man laughed some more. "If they made sense, why would the world need people like me to interpret them?"
Dante smiled. "Perhaps because the truths are so simple people distrust them."
The priest glanced about, as if for eavesdroppers, and leaned forward. "Personally, I think we contort the words of the gods to ensure we stay in business. Don't tell."
He found it impossible not to like the bald old man. "I understand your people believe in something called the Thirteen Lords of the Broken Circle. This raises two questions."
"Both would be answered by the Cycle of Jeren."
Dante checked with Ast to make sure he understood. "The Cycle of Jeren?"
"Indeed. To a man of your background, it is exactly as blasphemous as it sounds."
"You know the Cycle of Arawn? How?"
Mikkel leaned forward and pressed his palms together. "Because, depending on your point of view, our book corrects it—or perverts it."
All of this was so interesting that Dante temporarily set aside all concerns of Cellen. "So you've read both?"
The priest nodded. "Unlike most people with an opinion on the matter. Which means I disagree that Jeren is either a correction or a perversion. That would present Arawn as the first text, an authority Jeren is responding to. But Jeren doesn't merely pick up where Arawn leaves off. Instead, they diverge from a common trunk. Two forks of the same tree. Not father and offspring, but siblings."
"How long ago do the two accounts diverge?"
"Not as easy to determine as you might expect."
"Because the Cycle—of Arawn, I mean—isn't chronological."
"Nor is Jeren. And certain older elements of Arawn were de-canonized for Jeren, while other passages that weren't included in yours were made canon in ours. This makes the Divergence among the most hotly debated fields of study." Mikkel eyed him. "Conservatives generally agree one book became two about four hundred years ago. Credible written accounts stretch back that far. More radical scholars, however, place the date a millennium in the past—or further."
Dante needed quite a lot of help from Ast to work through all this. Once he understand, he gave Mikkel a quizzical look. "I must say, for a priest, you discuss this very...openly."
The man shrugged, white cotton robe shifting on his shoulders. "It's not like this everywhere in Weslee. If your journeys take you elsewhere, remember your version of the truth is heresy."
"Naturally."
"As for myself, I consider our truth strong enough to withstand interrogation. Furthermore, given the confusing history of our holiest book, isn't it our duty to explore its past? If we don't know where it came from, how can we hope to understand it?"
"Do you have a spare copy of Jeren?" Dante said.
"Many. We prefer them to not leave the stoll, but if you'd like to take one, we only require that you make a donation to cover the costs of transcription."
"I don't suppose you have one in Gaskan. Or Mallish."
"We may have a translation, but it would take time to copy. Would you like a Weslean version in the meantime?"
"Very much," Dante said. "Can you tell me about the schism?"
"Can't wait to read it for yourself?" Mikkel laughed. He glanced out the window at the sky. "I can give you the condensed version. Many, many years ago, two tribes occupied the land: the Rashen and the Elsen. These two were similar enough that some believe they were once the same—a belief I share, though now is not the time to explore why.
"Both were devoutly loyal to Arawn. So much so that they became rivals for his favor. They offered him feasts. Sacrifices. Named holidays in his honor. Yet no matter how hard they tried, he gave them no sign which tribe he held in greater esteem. In time, they began to fight, thinking this would prove who he loved more. At first this took the form of champions in single combat, but as more warriors died and Arawn stayed silent, the tribes' rivalry descended into hatred. Soon, they were at war.
"Within a generation, both tribes stood on the brink of the end. Before they could destroy themselves completely, Arawn finally made himself known. Because the Elsen had struck last—and, I believe, to terrorize the people into never fighting such a war again—he ruined them utterly. Floods. Fires. Quakes. In his wrath, the storms lasted for years. Erasing all sight of the Elsen.
"Yet they persisted. Because Arawn's daughter Jeren believed he was wrong to eradicate those who loved him. With the Circle of Heaven's Promise broken, she led the Elsen in secret to another land. East of the Woduns. And while the people knew better than ever of Arawn's true might, they had also learned better than to worship strength. Now, they honored wisdom. And Jeren was its brightest light."
Mikkel fell silent. While Dante was able to follow most of this, he'd required Ast's help with the more obscure words, and so the telling of the story had taken longer than it might have. As Dante began his first question, brass horns blared from the top of the Stoll of the Winds, echoed by others across the city.
"Duty calls," Mikkel said. "Please, see me again once you've had time to absorb our book for yourself. In the meantime, I will see if we have a translation in one of your native tongues."
He smiled, rose, and bowed. Dante returned the gesture. A monk waited just outside the door. He led Dante, Ast, and a dazed Lew downstairs, then presented Dante with a copy of The Cycle of Jeren. Its cover was blue and bore an icon of a white circle broken by a wedge of nothing. The monk showed them outside.
Dante stopped on the steps. The streets were packed with people, but none of them seemed in a hurry. In fact, they were all seated or in the process of sitting down, talking, laughing, passing small plates of food back and forth. Part of him wanted to find out what was going on, but a much hungrier part wanted to return to the inn and read.
He headed down the steps and toward the inn, keeping close to the buildings. They drew many looks: some curious, a few hostile.
"These people are mad," Lew whispered.
"They look peaceful enough to me," Dante said.
"Not them." Lew gestured back at the stoll. "Them!"
"For believing something different than us? Then everyone outside Gask is a raving lunatic. As are many Gaskans. To be on the safe side, you'd better not leave Narashtovik. Hell, you'd probably better never leave your room."
"Don't tell me you believe what he said!"
"Did you hear what was at the heart of Mikkel's story?" Dante stepped around a blanket held down by a dozen gabbing people. "Arawn doesn't need our uninterrupted praise. He keeps himself at a remove, where he has the best perspective to judge. We'd be wise to look to him for inspiration."
As they walked, several groups invited them to sit down and share their meal, but Dante feigned an inability to understand, shaking his head and smiling blandly. He and the others were still wearing their Spirish garb and this seemed to exempt them from whatever mass ritual was taking place.
They got to the inn. Out front, the innkeeper waved to them, seated among a gaggle of people whose dress marked them as being from all corners of the land. Dante almost walked past, but the innkeeper got up and stood in his path, gesturing to their blanket.
"What's happening?" Dante said. "Is it a holiday?"
The man cocked his head. "It's Sit. Now sit."
It seemed important, and it was never a bad idea to get on the good side of the one providing your food and bed, so he sat on the blanket and was treated to rice-stuffed grape leaves, apricot tarts, and a thorough explanation of Sit, a twice-daily ritual where the entire city dropped whatever it was doing to encamp in the streets, share a snack, and catch up with each other. This struck Dante as a big waste of time, but the locals spoke of people who didn't follow the custom with the same air of disapproval you'd use to discuss someone who made a habit of going to the market without wearing pants.
Half an hour after the afternoon Sit began, and mere minutes after Dante had joined it, a blue flag was hoisted from the stoll down the street. People stood, dusted themselves off, waved goodbye, and picked their business up where it had left off. Dante climbed up to his room and threw himself into his new book.
Though he found it much simpler to read a foreign language than to speak it—speech was a mangled mush, but reading let you concentrate on each word—the diction of the Cycle of Jeren didn't exactly match the colloquial speech of modern Wesleans. Even Ast struggled with it. They hadn't gotten far by the time Somburr and Cee returned from the street.
"Any progress?" Cee said.
Dante marked his place and held up the book. "They use a different Cycle. It diverged from ours a long time back. I'm hoping its history includes mention of Cellen. Once I'm a little better versed with it, I'll go back to speak to the priest again."
"I see. Got a minute to try something else?"
It could take days of reading before he felt well-versed enough in Jeren to go back to Mikkel. To Dante, that just meant he had less time to spare. The thought of sacrificing any of it curdled him with annoyance.
"Is this something Somburr could take care of?" he said.
"You're better at it," Somburr said. "If this is as delicate as I think it is, I'd rather not compromise our chances of success."
That was cryptic and paranoid, but then again, it was Somburr. Dante set down the book. "Success at what?"
"Here." Cee handed him a rat. It was dead, though not obviously so. "Follow me."
He slung his cloak over his shoulders and followed her downstairs. "What's going on?"
"We need eyeballs. Attached to something less conspicuous than a person."
Getting the picture, he drew on the nether and sent it flowing into the rat. It twitched in his pocket. He sent his sight to its, just to test the link, and got a big eyeful of nothing. He frowned, directed it to stick its head out of his pocket, then tried again. His sight leapt downward, showing a blank sandstone wall.
After a couple of turns, Cee stopped in front of an unmarked door. "Leave it here."
He set the rat on the ground. Cee went inside the door and took a back staircase to the roof of the building. She hunched down and moved to the knee-high wall enclosing the roof. Three stories below, the cramped street was almost pitch black.
"You see that doorway?" she whispered, pointing across the way. "Next time someone goes through it, send the rat in after them."
"What's this about? We could spend hours up here until someone goes through it."
"Wrong," Somburr murmured. "One of them is coming now."
He ducked below the retaining wall. Dante followed suit, then delved into the rat's vision. A woman walked down the alley, hands in the pockets of her loose white trousers. She stopped in front of the door Cee had indicated. Dante edged the rat closer. The woman unlocked the door and moved inside. The rat skittered after her into a tight, dark room. It tucked itself into a corner.
The woman closed the door and stood in the silence. After pausing several seconds, she opened the cover on the lantern she'd been carrying, bathing the room in weak light. She moved to a frieze on the wall. A line of round white pebbles bordered it top and bottom. She touched one of the bottom stones, then the one to its right, then the one to its left.
A soft grinding noise sounded from below. A hole opened in the floor as a stone panel swung away into the darkness. The woman stepped onto the ladder down.
"What the hell?" Dante said on the roof.
"What?" Cee said.
"Quiet. It's my turn to be mysterious."
The woman shrank from sight a rung at a time. As soon as her head dropped beneath floor level, Dante sent the rat in after her. It clung tight to the ladder's side. The lantern bobbed on the woman's hip, shining onto a platform a few feet further down. She stepped onto it, reached for a rope looped around a pulley, and cranked the stone panel back into place above her head.
A stone staircase descended from the platform. Dante let the woman get a head start, then sent the rat down after her. Sand gritted beneath its paws. The rat's perspective made it difficult to tell for sure, but after what felt like about three flights of stairs, the creature scampered out into a dim cavern. And not a natural one. The floor was paved with bricks. Sand lay thick in their cracks and seams. Buildings loomed in the darkness, looking terribly ancient yet well-preserved.
But what drew his eye was the address posts in front of each one.
He withdrew his sight from the rat and grinned at Cee. "I think you've found our missing building."
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The first thing Blays did was yell at the fish. The second thing he did was wonder if fish had ears. The third thing he did was take a deep breath and swim as fast as he could toward the grinder and the snail it was busy harassing.
The fish was so intent on its would-be meal that it didn't notice him until he was within three feet. It floated to the side, regarding him without fear. He reached for the snail, careful of its spines, and pulled. It stuck to the rock, then popped free.
The grinder darted in for a bite. Blays swiped at it with his spear. It darted back, hovering out of reach, then turned its tail and flashed away.
He kicked upward toward the waning light. Something brushed his hand. He jerked it back and the snail spun from his grip, wobbling toward the ocean floor. Blays shouted out, bubbles flowing past his face, and brought up his foot, catching the snail on the flat of his fin. He snatched it up and surfaced, holding it aloft.
"Is this it?" he said. "Please, please tell me this is it."
Minn's grin burst across her face. "You are currently holding a kellevurt."
"I am? Now what do I do with it?"
"Well, I would either kill it or bring it to shore before it stings you."
At that, he almost dropped it again. For the moment, however, it had sucked itself into its shell. He paddled toward land, keeping both eyes pinned on it for any sign of fangs, stingers, or probosces. His fin kicked sand. He found his footing and slapped ashore, holding the kellevurt away from his body.
"What's next?" he said. "Do some sort of blessing? An incantation? Or do we wait for Ro to come and cast the spell?"
Minn eyed him. She reached into the oiled leather pouch she'd carried with her at all times and removed a hooked knife and a delicately curved spoon. She took the snail from him and jabbed it with the knife. A bit of fluid dribbled to the sand. She let a few moments pass, then jabbed the knife inside the shell and sawed in a circle. She removed the knife, inserted the spoon, and withdrew a slimy mass of snail and guts.
She held it out to him. "Chow down."
He tapped his thumbnail against his teeth. "Is this really necessary?"
"This is what the People do."
"Does it help connect you to the power of the shell?"
"Could be. It will certainly help you remember this moment."
He moved an inch closer to the damp tube of goo she was offering him. "What about its venom?"
"Harmless when ingested. It's only dangerous when it stings you."
He still couldn't tell if she was joking, but there was only one way to find out. He pinched the tail of the de-shelled snail, tipped back his head, and dropped it in his mouth. He'd intended to swallow it whole, but it was now obvious that would choke him to death. He chomped down, slashing his jaw back and forth to shear it in half. Saltwater and bitter juice filled his mouth. He chewed quickly, got half down, gagged, decided gagging was better than holding the rest of it in his mouth for any longer, and swallowed.
"That'll freshen your breath," he said, eyes watering. "How about a celebratory kiss?"
She looked disgusted, then decided this was hilarious. "Well done. Even if it took you until the very last moment we were here."
"Yes, it was a true display of skills, paddling about in the ocean until I happened on one at random."
"Finding a kellevurt might not be a skill," she admitted. "But persistence is."
"Where do you come up with all these pearls of wisdom?"
"By lazing around in the ocean all day, obviously."
He thought there might be some ritual to finalize things or "seal" the shell to him or what have you, but Minn dried off, dressed, and headed toward the cabin. There, she cleaned out the shell and rubbed it with a cloth.
While she did this, he built up a fire, then sat back from the flames. "Now what?"
She fixed him with a look of great significance. "Now, you make dinner."
He thought this was unfair, given that he was a victorious champion and all, but he was hungrier than the grinder had been. He cooked up some fish they'd caught at dawn.
"I suppose you want to get right to it," Minn said once they'd finished their meal.
"It had crossed my mind."
"There's something to be said for anticipation."
"Waiting only makes things stale and moldy." He moved to the table and picked up the empty shell. It was heavy, solid. His feelings toward it were the confused ambivalence he felt after slaying a worthy foe on the battlefield: elation for his triumph, but sadness that such a rare creature had been removed from the world. "I'm tired. We can wait until tomorrow. But can you at least tell me how it works?"
She stood and moved beside him, considering the shell. "In many ways, I have no idea whatsoever. Here's what we do know about the kellevurt. It's a scavenger. One that prefers its dead fresh. So does the nether."
"Wolves and buzzards eat carrion, too. But I've never heard of a sorcerer lusting after their bones. For that matter, I've spent long enough staring into tide pools to know that crabs eat dead junk all day, too."
"But they eat mere flesh. The kellevurt seems to feed on not only the meat, but also on the nether drawn to it."
"Why?" Blays drew back his head. "Don't tell me they're snails with sorcerous powers."
"Not that I've seen," she said, amused. "I can't tell you why they do it. Or how they alone of all creatures—that we know about—do so. All I can tell you is they seem to store it in their shells. If you have one of those shells, you can draw on what they've collected."
"Yeah, but the shadows are in everything, right? Why don't I just go pick up a rock and draw on its nether?"
"You could. But it wouldn't give you much to work with. It's vastly more concentrated in the shells."
"Makes sense. I guess." He turned the shell over in his hand. "So why does it work best for the person who found it?"
"I have no idea, Blays. I'm not an expert on the supernatural qualities of aquatic snails."
"Just trying to understand."
"Wonderful. Meanwhile, in the practical realm, you lack the ability to generate power. This will provide a source of it for you. With any luck, by observing how it provides that power, you'll learn to draw on more of it for yourself."
He tapped one of its spines. "Thank you for having the patience to field my endless questions."
She smiled wryly. "Maybe I'm frustrated that I don't know all the answers. One of the others might know more. They're older than I am, you know."
He shot up his eyebrows. "I hadn't noticed."
She grabbed his collar and pulled his shirt over his face. He clutched the shell tight, careful not to drop it until the assault was over.
Prowling the waters until the last of the light had taken a lot of out of him, and he slept later than intended, waking mid-morning. Minn served him breakfast. After, he helped clean out the house (for what good it would do; by the next time the People of the Pocket came here, weather and animals would have rendered it filthy again). Once this was done, they carried their few belongings down to the beach. Minn spotted the boat first, pointing out its sail.
A couple hours later, the Outcast ground into the sand. Ro stood at its front, gazing down at him. Blays held up the shell.
"You found one." She sent her focus winging into the shell's curls. "It's a good one."
"Thanks." He glanced at Minn, expecting a ceremony to ensue. She passed her gear up to the ship and clambered aboard. He did the same.
On the ride back to the cove, he did some mental poking around in the shell. It was indeed a storehouse of nether. The shadows came to him like eager puppies. He looked around for Minn, but she was off talking to Ro. He didn't want to get ahead of himself before she had the chance to show him how the kellevurt actually worked, so he limited his explorations. Yet by the time they'd landed on the sands of Pocket Cove, he'd already discovered how to integrate the shell's stored nether into the cycle of the Four Seasons.
He hopped down, helped unload, then splashed over to Minn. "Ready to put me through my paces?"
"How about tomorrow?"
"What plans could be more important than me?"
"Ro wants to see to my leg," she said.
"Okay, you found the one thing more important." He couldn't help glancing down at it. Back on Ko-o, she'd claimed it no longer hurt, but she was still limping.
She went inside the caves with Ro and the others. Blays wandered down to the tide pools to practice with his shell. After spending the last two weeks with her, usually separated by no more than a dozen yards, it felt strange to be alone again.
But there were upsides, too. Like doing things you weren't supposed to.
He sat down on the rocks and drew a sharpened shell down the back of his left arm. Blood welled from the scratch. Nether leapt from the tide pool. He shaped it into a ball, moved his focus to its center, then reached into the shell. The grape-sized ball of shadows expanded to an an apple, then a melon. Blays laughed. As the darkness neared his face, he flinched, expecting it to be as cold as the sea, but he felt nothing at all. His sight winked off, enveloped by total darkness.
He fooled around with this until the sky was as dark as the shadowsphere, then went to the caves to eat and sleep. In the morning, he was eager to show Minn what he'd learned, but he didn't see her. Two days later, on his way back from hauling water from the falls, he spotted her walking along the sand.
"Where'd your limp go?" he said. "Did Ro scare it away?"
Minn's look was unreadable. "Don't patronize me. She did the best she could, but it will always be there."
"It really does look much better. How do you feel?"
"I'm perfectly fine." She frowned at him. "Do you feel guilty? I chose to take you to Ko-o."
"Because I'm so crummy at this I needed the help of a magic snail."
"Pocket Cove may be safe, but I'm happy to expose myself to the world—and its dangers—when I get the chance. I'm glad we went. The cost could have been far greater." A smile lifted the corner of her mouth. "Now show me what you've learned."
Blays glanced downshore toward the pools. "Have you been spying on me?"
"I don't need to spy to know you'd be too impatient to wait for me."
"How dare you know me so well." He laughed, then put on a sly look. "I might have picked up a new trick or two. I'll show you mine if you show me yours."
"For the sake of your health, I hope you're referring to my leg."
"Nope. I want to see you shadowalk."
"I was wondering when you'd ask." She held her arms out from her sides. "Don't blink."
She smiled and vanished. Blays not only blinked, he stumbled back a step, bonking his shoulder into something solid. He whirled and faced empty space. Something tapped his other shoulder. He spun around, but nothing was there either.
Minn's laughter pealed from the air. She materialized in front of him. "Okay, now it's time for you to drop your pants. Metaphorically speaking."
"Holy shit! How did you do that?"
"How do you think?"
"I know, I know," he said. "Years of practice. So can you walk through walls?"
Minn shook her head. "Ro, maybe. I'm not sure. I think she gets a kick out of keeping her abilities so mysterious we're willing to believe she can do anything."
"This is how you stay hidden, isn't it? If Moddegan launched an armada to come slaughter you, he wouldn't see a single soul. Meanwhile, you'd be fighting not to giggle."
"More or less. Though he has sorcerers of his own. Harder to hide from them."
"Right. Well, I'm going to need you to teach me this. Immediately."
Before she could object, he opened his palm and expanded a pebble of nether until the sphere enveloped his whole body. He dropped his focus and the darkness snapped away.
Minn was smiling. "So our weeks on the island weren't a waste."
Now that he had a supply of nether and an idea of how to work it, they made good progress. Relatively speaking, anyway. It took multiple days of practice before he was able to create and manipulate shadowspheres at a distance from himself. It seemed pretty elementary—he wasn't doing anything more than making the nether's darkness visible to others (and blowing it into a big old ball). The physical world remained untouched.
To test his abilities, she showed him two other things the nether did naturally: hurting and healing. Blays proved skilled at neither. Minn reminded him that he had already advanced further and faster than most people were capable of, and suggested he continue to practice both abilities. If nothing else, failing at them might help him understand how to do other things better.
That night, he exhausted himself with practice. Yet before dawn, he found himself half awake. The animal side of his brain was listening to the rasp of feet out in the hallway. It was very quiet, but that just made his mind more alert to it. So did the fact the steps were slightly irregular. Now fully awake—at least, his eyes were open—his bladder began to compete for his attention. He pulled on his shoes and cloak and went outside.
It was still dark out. Moonlight shined on the foam of the waves. Not far up the beach, a woman walked to the north. Her silhouette was familiar, but the slight limp confirmed it. He quickly went about his business, then moved to the cliffs and hugged the shadows. He was not surprised when Minn entered the enclosed stairwell up to the Fingers.
In the tight rock walls, noise echoed explosively, and he had to wait until her footsteps placed her near the top before he dared follow her in. He jogged up lightly. At the exit, he poked up his head and peered into the fog sifting through the Fingers. No sign of her. He wandered east and soon heard her murmuring with a man.
Like the previous encounter, he hung back. This time, when she wrapped up her conversation and started back toward the stairs, Blays popped out from behind a rocky column.
"What the hell!" she yelled.
"Let's get this out of the way: yes, I was spying on you."
"And what the fuck makes you think you have the right to do that?"
"Because you've been sneaking around and lying to me for months?" He stepped forward. "What's going on? Are you having forbidden relations, Minn?"
Her mouth fell open. "That's my brother."
"So 'forbidden' in several senses."
"Are you jealous?"
"I'm not a fan of being kept in the dark by people who are supposed to be my friends."
"It's nothing you need to be worried about. I like to keep up with what's happening in our homeland, that's all." She glanced toward the beach below. "You can't tell Minn. We're not supposed to have contact with outsiders. And they're certainly not supposed to be coming up to the Fingers."
"You've been seeing a lot of him," Blays said. "Is everything all right out there?"
Her eyes skipped between his. "Hard to say."
"I might not be able to bend the nether if I had a crowbar, but when it comes to intrigue, I've got a lifetime of experience. Why don't you tell me what's going on?"
She took a long breath and let out a longer sigh. "I grew up in Gallador. My brother still lives there. We don't hear much from the outside world at Pocket Cove, but even I know that in the last few years, Gallador has seen more than its share of turmoil."
Blays quickly nodded for her to continue; he had been a significant source of that turmoil and did not want to feel tempted to divulge that.
"They've managed to hang on," she said. "They're resourceful people who view setbacks as a new challenge. But over the last few months, things have been..."
"If he's coming to you for help, it's got to be extraordinary circumstances."
"Right." She shook her head sharply. "But there's nothing I could do about it even if I wanted."
"Because you can't leave the Pocket? What will they do to you if you take an unauthorized vacation?"
"At best, my lee would be left in tatters. It would take years of drudge-work before I was trusted enough to continue my own training. At worst, they would throw me out. Banish me."
He scratched his cheek. "So why not tell Ro you're taking me outside for another lesson?"
Her eye gleamed. "I couldn't lie to her. She'd know."
"Gallador's not so far away. We get there in a couple days, check things out, then run back home."
"Why would you offer? This doesn't concern you."
"It concerns you. Therefore it concern me." He reached for her arm, but didn't touch it. "Minn, fixing odd problems is what I do. I'm something of an expert. You've put your life on hold to teach my bungling ass. The least I can do is help you solve whatever's bedeviling your family."
She grimaced at the mist drifting between the pillars. "Maybe you're just restless."
"Think what you like," he said. "But do think about it."
He headed down the stairs. She didn't follow. He was wide awake, so he returned to his practice at the pools, throwing shadowspheres over befuddled crabs. When he tired of that, he tried to use the nether to hack mussels from the rocks, but the shadows bounced away harmlessly. It was like he couldn't draw them into the real world, or hone what he could sharp enough to leave a mark.
He tried to recall his earliest days with Dante, when they'd been kids on the run and Dante was just learning to harness the nether. Despite being self-taught, Dante had picked it up as easily as Blays might pick up a rock. Compared to his own travails, it was beyond exasperating.
"Let's do it," Minn said from behind him.
He slipped on the rock and splashed halfway into the tide pool. He sat up, spitting salt. "Lyle's balls, make some noise next time, will you?"
"Did you hear me? I said let's go."
"Wonderful, let me go pack." He glanced about himself. "What do you know, I'm already wearing everything I own."
"Excellent." She turned to go.
"Aren't you going to tell me what this is about?"
"First, I have to get approval for another voyage. I'll tell Ro your studies were stimulated by the last trip." She wrinkled her nose. "They're probably going to think this is cover for a tryst."
Blays chuckled. "How would that affect your lee?"
"Given my choice of partners, Ro will probably suggest we go to a live volcano this time."
He went back to the caves to clean up and get together a few things. He had just finished when Minn came to his room to let him know they'd been approved to travel to a small island a few miles to the north. To avert suspicion, they'd paddle that way in an outrigger, then swing back to shore, cross the Fingers, and beeline to Gallador. If they hustled, they had enough time left in the day to plausibly shove off and reach the island before dark.
The People docked most of their boats south of the tide pools in a lagoon and the caves that surrounded it. Blays and Minn jogged to the inlet and hauled an outrigger from a cave into the placid water. No one was there to oversee the boats. The only people who lived here were the People. None would think about taking a boat without authorization—or an emergency too severe to seek it. He and Minn loaded food, spare clothes, and camp gear into the canoe, then shoved off.
The outrigger yawed over the surf, rising up and splashing down. They fought past it and Minn turned north to run parallel to shore. The boat seemed to skim over the water. Blays glanced across the sands. A couple of women were out to gather food or take in some fresh air, but no one paid them much mind.
The boat was as thin as an arrow and sliced through the water like it'd been fired from a longbow. They quickly left the caves behind. An island hung a few miles to the northwest. Minn continued to cut north. As the sun neared the water, dazzling and red, she swung back to shore.
"We'll stash it here," she said. "Help me haul it in before anyone sees."
The smooth wooden hull ground against the sand. Blays hopped out and dragged it clear of the waves. It was plenty heavy, but it was built to move. Between the two of them, they lugged it all the way to the cliff face.
Minn gestured. "Keep watch a minute."
He nodded and jogged a hundred feet south. Minn bent over the wall of the cliff. After a couple minutes, she beckoned broadly, gesturing him back to where she had opened a long, slender cave in the wall. They shoved the canoe inside. Minn went still, concentrating, and sealed it behind a thin layer of rock. They built a small cairn to mark the spot, memorized a nearby spar that stuck from the cliffs, then headed north, where Minn promised there was another staircase. According to her, while there was never more than one leading from outside up to the Fingers, there were several connecting the beach to the plateau. Escape routes if the People ever needed to retreat and hide.
She located it a few minutes later, checked it for people, then headed up. The Fingers were as quiet as ever. Once they were safely concealed in the fog, the shore lost behind them, Blays slowed down and spread his palms.
"Ever gonna tell me about this mission?"
Minn bit her lip, striding over a puddle of mud. "It's confusing."
"Then start talking. I'll let you know when I stop understanding."
"My uncle has a vast library," she said. "It's full of oddities. Histories, legends, accounts of the occult. Many of the books in it are original manuscripts; some never saw a second copy. I used to spend whole days in there reading one tome after another." She laughed. "Come to think of it, that's probably why I wound up here. I got so ensorcelled by stories of warlocks, heroes, and demons that I decided to become one."
"One of the nicer ones, though."
"Until I'm not," she smiled. "Uncle Dennie's library is private, but sometimes he opens it to collectors, dealers, or scholars. A few months ago, a woman asked to see it. She said she was from Narashtovik and—"
"What did she look like?"
"I don't know. I wasn't there."
He bowed in apology. "Please, go on."
"Under his supervision, he allowed her to have a look around. She was immediately interested in a book called The Almanack of the Seasons of Heaven. Uncle Dennie was surprised—it's one of the oldest books in his collection, which he researches like a fiend, but no one had ever asked him about it before. She wanted to buy it. The offer was outrageous. But my uncle is already rich, and with his curiosity piqued, he demurred. Three days later, she doubled her offer."
"And tripled his suspicions."
Minn nodded. "He doesn't like selling anyway. Would rather trade for other books. But he began to think there might not be anything worth trading the Almanack for. He refused again. A few weeks after that, while he was traveling, his home was broken into. The library was ransacked. But when he reshelved it and compared it to his inventory, not one book was missing."
Blays rubbed the back of his neck. "Because he'd already hidden the Almanack in a vault?"
"He wasn't that canny. He'd brought it to a scholar to try to learn more about it. But yes, it wasn't in the house. After the break-in, he knew better than to leave it lying around."
"Curious stuff. But unless there's another leg to this story, I wouldn't think a failed book heist would be enough to draw you out of the Pocket."
"Not at all," she said. "But when they couldn't steal the book, they stole my cousin instead."
"Kidnapped him? Over a book?"
"My brother came here as fast as he could. My uncle is ready to hit the warpath, but if the woman is from Narashtovik..."
"Then the only way to fight her is to bring in another nethermancer." Blays trudged up a short rise of rock. "Or just give them the book."
"Uncle Dennie would. In a heartbeat. But they haven't asked for the book. They haven't contacted him at all. If it were as simple as that, I would have left with my brother on the spot."
"Well, whatever's going on, it sounds like the sort of thing Ro would understand you need to go deal with it."
Minn laughed wryly. "When we come to the Pocket, we leave the outworld behind. All of it. Our pasts, our homes, our families. The mere fact I've kept in contact with mine would be enough to ruin my lee."
"And your reputation's more important to you than your family?"
"I made a choice to leave my old family," she said. "But I could never bear the thought of leaving my family at Pocket Cove."
That was all the information she had. Blays wasn't sure what she'd told him was enough to risk running afoul of Ro. On the other hand, if they were caught, he expected Minn would be granted much more mercy than he would. Anyway, it didn't matter what kind of risk he faced. He owed it to Minn. She'd taken him in when he'd had nowhere else to go.
Dusk fell while they were still in the middle of the Fingers, but staying there for the night meant risking discovery at the hands of anyone patrolling the border between Pocket Cove and the outlands. Unable to use a light, they were forced to slow their pace, picking their way across the slippery rock.
As they stepped down a natural shelf of stone, he slipped in the mud. He went down hard, ankle buckling. Somehow, he managed not to scream. Minn dropped down beside him. Nether swarmed. His leg numbed, went warm. He rolled his ankle around and felt a sharp twinge.
"Hang on," she warned.
He did so. She was a skilled nethermancer, and he knew his leg would be fine in a moment. He'd gotten so used to working with a miracle-maker, however, that he found himself impatient when it took her more than a moment to get him back on his feet. When he tested his ankle, there was the mere ghost of pain. They trudged on, but it took two hours to cross the Fingers and turn south to the stairwell to the plains.
They descended from the mist. Clouds streaked the dark sky, but the grassy ground was firm. They walked on, wanting to be out of sight of the Fingers before pitching camp. Around midnight, with a wedge of a moon sailing toward the west, they hunkered down on the far side of a short hill to sleep.
Sunrise showed a world Blays hadn't seen in weeks. Even the air felt different, sharper and drier; on the coast, the light glowed like something from another world, but here it was hard and stark. The air was colder, too. The ocean kept the cove a steady temperature day or night. On the prairie, the grass glittered with frost.
But it felt good.
He figured they had about a four-day walk to the lakes, then they'd catch the fastest boat they could find to the city of Wending where Minn's uncle lived. Assign the same amount of time for the return trip, and that reduced their available time in Gallador to five or six days. Minn must have been having similar thoughts: she surprised him by starting the day at a jog.
"Sure that's a good idea?" he said.
"My body will let me know if it isn't."
She was able to jog a few miles at a stretch before slowing to walk. A couple miles later, she resumed jogging. If a shark ever ate part of him, Blays resolved to go see Ro first thing.
By the end of the day, the mountains of Gallador Rift were a blue smear on the eastern horizon. On the second day, they reached the foothills, lush rises of bamboo and shrubbery. The third day saw them cross the pass. A vast lake shined below. Farms terraced the slopes. Though it was still winter, the smell of tea bushes hung in the air. It was dark by the time they'd descended to a town on the shores of the western lake, but Minn headed straight to the docks and hired passage on one of the taxi-galleys that serviced the lakes. She had nothing resembling money, yet the fare seemed no problem for her.
The splash of the oars carried through the darkness. Lanterns drifted over the lake, hung from the prows of other vessels. The galley plowed straight toward a bank of cliffs separating one lake from the next, slipped into the channel connecting them, then swung southeast. Across the lake, lights shined from Wending. As they approached, Blays picked Lolligan's island home from the miniature archipelago extending from shore.
They made port, debarked, and hired a personal rowboat, again without exchanging any funds. The boat threaded through the wee islands, depositing them at a larger one that appeared to be shared between three or four estates. They climbed onto a pier housing an array of vessels ranging from canoes to a three-masted flagship. Their rower cleared his throat. Minn promised she'd be right back with his payment.
She jogged up the steps leading to a sprawling home built in Galladese style, boxy towers capped by flared eaves. Candles burned in the windows. Minn strode across the deck and knocked on a side door. A minute later, two men answered. Both held swords at the ready.
"Hello, Jinsen," Minn said. "Is my Uncle Dennie home?"
The larger and older of the two men squinted. An instant later, his eyes went wide. "Minnimer?"
"Minnim..?" Blays began, then cut himself short when Minn's glare warned him he'd die.
"I had to take a taxi," she said to Jinsen. "He's at the pier awaiting payment."
Jinsen sheathed his weapon and turned to the other bodyguard, who gazed back dully, then rocked forward and jogged across the deck toward the pier. Jinsen sighed. "You've heard, then?"
"And I wish I would have been brought back by happier circumstances," Minn said. "Then again, happy circumstances wouldn't have been strong enough to bring me back."
"I don't think your uncle's asleep yet." The big man glanced up at the manor's towers. "But if he is, he won't mind waking."
He showed them inside, lighting more candles around the dim rooms. Minn threw herself into a stuffed chair, wrenched off her shoes, and rubbed her feet. Blays suddenly felt as tired as she looked. Knowing he'd fall asleep if he sat down, he leaned his elbows on the back of a chair, alternating which foot he placed his weight on.
Within a minute and a half, a sixty-year-old man swept into the room, dressing robe flapping behind him. He spared Blays a quick look, then crushed Minn to his chest.
"Where have you been?" he gasped.
Minn fought to free her mouth from his shoulder. "Somewhere I wasn't supposed to leave and have to return to all too quickly. I'm happy to see you, Uncle Dennie—but I'm here to help with Cal."
The man stepped back, sniffling, and took her in. "How did you hear?"
"Does it matter?"
He laughed, tucking his chin to his chest. "You may be my brother's daughter, but your brusqueness is all mine. How much do you know?" He jerked a thumb at Blays. "And who the hell is this?"
"My student," Minn said.
Blays moved from around his chair. "Best if you don't know my name. The good news is people like me generally have to go nameless for a reason."
Dennie stuck out his hand and shook. "Then I guess I'll call you Blank."
Blays grinned in dumb shock, then realized the man didn't know his name after all. "Works for me. Last we heard, your son had just gone missing. Have there been any developments since?"
The man's hands curled into fists, but he couldn't hide the grief from his face or voice. "Nothing for days. Then, not two hours before you arrived, they sent a message. But there were no words—just one of his fingers."
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Cee shoved his shoulder. "Quit with the mystery. What are you seeing in there?"
"Not in," Dante said. "Down. There's a city hidden below this one."
"I knew it!"
"I don't remember you placing that bet," Somburr said.
She rolled her eyes. "I told you they were meeting up somewhere."
"That is a far cry from predicting it would be in a subterranean mirror-city."
Dante looked between them. "How did you know to watch this doorway in the first place?"
"We were running down transposed addresses," Cee said. "Asking more people about 327 East. Things like that. We're talking to one guy and he starts to blurt something out, then he thinks better, says he doesn't know. I think, maybe he had it confused with a different address, remembered the right one mid-sentence. An hour later, I remember he was wearing a gray scarf."
"The significance being..?"
"In most cities? None. But look around. The Camrish dress like they slept in a rainbow."
"Whereas this guy was trying to look bland?" Dante shifted his knees; the rooftop was solid stone and he was getting sore. "That's a little flimsy."
"By itself," Cee said. "But this wasn't the first one I'd seen. Earlier, I watched a woman in a gray scarf open a locked door and enter a blank room. No exits besides the way she came in. Not even a window. We had stopped for a meal and were sitting around, so I kept my eyes on the place. A few minutes later, another man opens the door. And the woman's gone."
"That is weird. On the other hand, last week we were living in a metropolis made of five-hundred-foot trees."
"Granted, everything's weird here. My thinking was, maybe one of these little rooms is our missing address." She produced a knife and waved it mock-menacingly. "Now that I've spent the last five minutes explaining what brought me here, you want to tell me what I found?"
"Buildings," Dante said. "People. Business. They have address posts down there, too—but the numbers aren't contiguous."
"Because they're the missing ones." Cee chortled, rubbing her hands together, and stood. "Shall we?"
"The only thing I shall be doing is making sure I'm not walking into a bear trap," Somburr said. "If they go to such lengths to keep this mirror-city concealed, and to identify those who belong and those who don't, that suggests hostility toward interlopers."
Dante tapped the stone barrier ringing the roof. "The monk in Corl sent us here to find this. He wouldn't put us underground if we'd wind up hanged by our own intestines."
"Perhaps he intended to provide us with a code word. Or a pass-phrase. But was unable due to the intervention of the Minister."
"Aren't we overthinking this?" Lew said. Everyone turned to him. He squirmed at the attention. "I mean, why don't we buy some gray scarves?"
"Because that would make too much sense," Dante said. "Well, unless any of you knows of an all-night scarfery, I suppose we'll have to wait until morning."
"You want a scarf?" Cee said. "I can get you a scarf in two hours. Fringe or no fringe?"
"No fringe. In the meantime, I'll continue to reconnoiter below."
After a brief logistical discussion, she departed with Somburr and Ast. Lew stayed on the roof with Dante. Not that Dante was much in the way of company at that moment: his presence was embedded in the rat. It padded down the dark, quiet streets of the caves, swinging its head from side to side. At least a quarter of the buildings were no more than ruins; often, a single wall protruded from a bed of rubble. Another quarter were intact but not for much longer. That left fully half of them usable and livable, however. The streets were far quieter than the ones above, but it was late at night and he had no way to know whether this place operated on the same routines as people who were exposed to sunlight.
Between the rubble, the peacefulness, and the air of antiquity, the sub-city most reminded him of Narashtovik. Not the vibrant city it was today. But the one he'd encountered when he first came to it: a diminished echo of a hardier past.
Navigation was confusing. There was very little light. In places, the cavern roof plunged to the floor to form giant support pillars, some of which turned thoroughfares into dead ends. Unlike above, the streets were rarely marked. To make everything that much harder, Dante was observing things from a rat's perspective, i.e. from two inches off the ground.
Yet after several minutes of wandering, he located Iden Street, #327 East. It was a square sandstone building, old but maintained well. He posted the rat across the street to watch.
Lew was shaking him. Dante reverted to his own eyes.
Cee strode across the roof, scarves fluttering from her hand. "Get pretty and let's go."
Dante wrapped one around his neck. "I don't think we should all go. There aren't many people down there. We'll be too conspicuous."
"I'll stay," Lew volunteered.
"I'm going," Cee said. "No way I'm sitting around on the roof while you explore a hidden city."
"I suppose my presence is mandatory," Ast said.
"Which leaves me on the roof," Somburr said. "I'm not sure that's wise. You always treat things too lightly."
Dante laughed. "Because I don't spend so much time looking over my shoulder that my feet get screwed into the ground?"
"Because of the attitude displayed by statements like that." He pressed his lips together. "You have ways to reach me if you find trouble."
"Whatever we find, you'll hear about it." Dante walked to the roof's stairs. His sword bounced on his hip on the way down. On the ground, he paused to revisit the rat and confirm that at least one of the scattered pedestrians in the undercity was visibly armed, too, and thus they wouldn't be stopped on the spot.
They crossed the alley to the door. It was firmly locked. Dante swore. Cee produced a kit of metal prongs and got to work. Dante barely had time to look both ways and confirm they weren't being watched before she had it open.
"I can see we'll have to invest in extra locks around the Citadel," he said.
He stepped inside the dark, cramped room. It smelled like dust. Once Cee and Ast were in and the door was closed, he shaped the nether into a soft, pale light and moved to the frieze. The white stones bordering its lower edge all felt loose in their fittings. He pressed one, then the one to its right, then the one to its left. Stone ground against itself. Cee whirled around and swore.
The smell that wafted from below was difficult to place. A little musty, yet also the smell of a dry space that had remained undisturbed for a long time. The scent of inoffensive antiquity. Dante had a conventional lantern, and not wanting to announce to the world that he was a nethermancer, he snuffed his white light and lit the lantern instead.
He descended the ladder, waited for the others to join him on the platform, then pulled on the rope, swinging the false floor back into place. Nether ready at hand, he headed down the stairs. Halfway down, steps whispered below him. He paused. A man's face appeared in the gloom. Dante resumed walking forward. They passed each other with a faint nod.
At the bottom, Cee took a quick look around and laughed once. "Why would people live underground?"
Dante shrugged. "Maybe they don't want people to see what they do here."
"Maybe they don't want people to know they exist at all," Ast said.
Dante had kept a bit of his focus on the rat all the while, and as they headed down the cracked pavement of the street, he noticed movement in its vision. Someone was going inside #327.
"Good news," he murmured. "It's occupied."
Their clothing drew a few looks from the people walking down the streets, but either the scarves were doing their jobs, or the residents of the sub-city were less xenophobic than Somburr believed. No one attempted to stop them. After several minutes of walking and two wrong turns into dead ends of rock, they stood across from their destination.
"Well?" Cee said.
"Hang on a second," Dante muttered.
"For what? Them to invite you inside their secret underground lair? Walk up and knock."
"Will do. If they attempt to kill us, I assume you'll have the courtesy to throw yourself on their swords while I run away."
Before she could say more, he crossed the street. The downstairs windows were shuttered, but lights peeped through the cracks. Candles flickered upstairs. As he neared, laughter burst from inside, startling him. He clenched his teeth and knocked on the front door.
Chairs scraped. People spoke in furtive voices. Beside him, Cee and Ast met his eyes. He got out a knife and made a quick cut on the top of his forearm.
"Drop that gods damn knife."
Dante tipped back his head. People leaned from each of the four upper windows. They bore bow-like weapons, but instead of being held vertically, these weapons were stretched horizontal, secured crosswise on the top of a short shaft. Spiked iron tips reflected the light of the candles.
Dante lowered his hand and let his knife fall to the sand piled beside the door. "I'm not here to hurt anyone."
"Really?" the archer said. "Because it looks like you're trying to commit suicide by crossbow. Hands on your head."
"This is a mistake. The monk sent us."
Above, the man laughed, giving one of his comrades an incredulous look. "The monk? In that case, let me throw down my weapon."
"The monk from Corl," Dante said. "He serves at the Shrine of Dirisen."
The man quit laughing and glanced at the woman in the neighboring window. She shrugged. They hissed something back and forth. The man took on an aggrieved look and withdrew from the window.
"Stay where you are," the woman said, keeping her bow aimed at Dante's chest.
He nodded. The nether swam in his hands as thickly as flies on a summer corpse. The front door banged open. A young woman regarded him, a thin sword angling from her hand.
"What was his name?" she said softly.
"The monk?" Dante said. "I don't know."
"Nor how to knock." She watched him, then twitched up the tip of her blade.
"I never learned his name because we were run out of Corl before we had the chance to speak."
"So how did you know to come here?"
"As we were being run out of town, the monk gave me this." With slow, obvious gestures, Dante opened his cloak and withdrew the tiny scroll Cee had nabbed from the monk. He handed it over to the young woman.
She took it with her free hand and raised it high enough to keep an eye on him while reading its contents. Her eyebrows flickered. "Why were you forced to leave Corl in such a rush you couldn't tell each other your names?"
"Because the Minister threatened to throw me off the top of the tree if I didn't."
She lowered her sword and smiled crookedly. "Why don't you come inside?"
He retrieved his knife, then stepped inside a surprisingly airy chamber; the house was small, but it was built into a cave wall, extending back through the rock. A motley bunch watched him impassively, bearing swords and cross-bows at a ready but not entirely aggressive position.
The young woman took them down the hallway to a large room with a low-slung table in the center and bookshelves and pillows around the walls. Candles burned in the chandelier, providing the most light he'd seen since descending.
"Be seated," the woman said. "And please, have some water."
Dante eyed her as she poured a draft into a ceramic mug, but saw no sign of her adulterating the water. He sipped. It tasted dusty but otherwise pure. There was hardly enough for two swallows. She passed a mug to Ast and Cee, took a fourth for herself, drank, and knelt beside the table.
"My name is Kasee Gage," she said. "And I think you might be dim, walking up to us like that, but Yotom isn't. He sent you here for a reason."
"Yotom is our mutual friend?" Dante said.
"It doesn't sound like you knew him long enough to forge a friendship. So what is it about you that earned his trust?"
"It might help me answer that if you tell me who you are."
She had a good laugh at that. "You first. I never strip until I know it's worth my while."
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. "What we have here is a classic trust problem."
"I get it. Throwing your truth on the table leaves you vulnerable. Same for me. Or maybe I'm just a prick. Either way, neither one of us wants to make the first move." She flicked a button on the front of her shirt. "It seems to me you're the seeker. That means you want it more."
"You don't even know what it is. And I don't know if you'll be able to provide it."
"Like you said, 'classic trust problem.' Let's see if we can come at this sideways. Why did the Minister throw you out of Spiren?"
"Because we failed to register as foreigners."
"Wrong." She pulled her feet out from under her and sprawled back on her palms. "Foreigners who don't register get a warning and a fine. They sure as shit don't get called in to see the Minister. Not unless you've done something he can't abide."
Cee laughed. "The way you talk about him makes it sound like we're on the same side."
Dante was about to reprimand her, but Kasee gave Cee her crooked smile, then turned back to him. "Give us a hint."
The way things were headed, they'd be going in circles all night. He closed his eyes. "The Black Star. As soon as we mentioned it, Yotom perked right up."
"Well, that would make an awful lot of sense. Given the Minister's doing everything he can to find it."
Dante's heart pounded. "Do you know where it is?"
"If I did, you think I'd be sitting in a glorified basement?" Kasee folded her fingers together. "What's your interest in the Black Star?"
"Your turn to answer a question. Who are you and why did Yotom send us to you?"
"I imagine he thought we could help each other. I think he was right. First, we're going to have to address this trust issue. I got things need doing. Can you do them for me?"
"Do they require a great deal of travel, pain, or food deprivation?" Dante said.
She chuckled and rested her forearms on the table. "I'll reveal the dice under my cup. I don't feel too favorable toward the Minister. If you can snatch his prize, then I help myself by helping you. Before we get to that, I got to know you're not some wicked spy."
"Tell me what you need done and I'll prove my good intentions. But if you're stringing me along, expect to regret it."
"Well now, threats aren't gonna help us build our bridge across our gap of trust, are they? All I need is a couple of letters. Easy stuff. Get them and we'll go from there."
Dante stood. "I'll have them in an hour."
Kasee eyed him. "Awfully confident."
"Faith in my team."
"Then go on and impress me. Horace, fill him in on the details."
A middle-aged man with a shaved head and a thoughtful look detached from the wall and intimated Dante and the others follow him outside.
At the front door, he stopped to speak in low tones. "A few weeks ago, we became aware of a man named Julen. Kasee believes he's here to scout for the Minister, but we have no hard evidence. We know he's sending and receiving a great deal of letters, but he never leaves his house. Waylaying one of his messengers would tip him off. He'd change up everything. However you steal his letters, he must not be made aware you've done it."
"He won't be," Dante said.
Horace nodded, opened the front door, and let them outside. "Do you understand why she has assigned this to you?"
"Because we're here?"
"Because we don't have any links to Kasee or her people," Cee said. "If we screw up, it's all on us."
"Be sure to keep it that way." Horace gave them the address, including the floor and room. Dante made sure he had it memorized, then headed for the stairs up to the city proper.
"You're sure this is the right move?" Cee said once they'd put the house behind them.
"Of course not."
"But at least it's a move?"
"This isn't some desperate lurch into darkness," Dante said. "This is exactly where Yotom sent us."
"It's moving a little fast."
"You'd rather it were going slow? We'll knock off this little errand in minutes. Then we'll see what Kasee has to tell us about Cellen."
"Fair enough," Cee said. "About that errand—how do you intend to sneak into a home the owner never leaves?"
"I won't." Dante pointed to the dead rat padding along at his side. "She will."
"It's kind of cheating when you use magic," Cee muttered.
They reached the stairs. Up top, he lowered the false floor, climbed into the dark room, and cast about, poking at the frieze to try and figure out how to lift the trap door into position. After two minutes of this, Ast pointed out the metal chain at the edge of the door which could be used to pull it back up. Once the door was raised, a tile clicked into place, concealing the chain.
Outside, Dante waved at the roof. Somburr and Lew joined them in the alley. Dante quickly laid out what they'd seen below ground, along with their new task.
"I know you won't like it," he told Somburr. "But right now, our other option is pawing through two thousand pages of a very old book written in a foreign language that might not make a single reference to what we're after."
Somburr chuckled in his unsettling way. "What isn't there to like about throwing ourselves into the middle of an internecine conflict?"
"We'll only get deep enough to extract the information we need."
"Don't get so focused on using this woman that you fail to notice she's using you."
To Dante's surprise, Somburr recognized the name of the street housing the suspected agent of the Minister. Dante sent Lew and Ast running back to the inn, then set off to locate Julen's domicile. It was a rowhouse in a part of town that was neither too shabby nor too chic. Some of the intersections even had lanterns hanging from poles. Despite the lateness of the hour, talk filtered from a public house at the corner, along with the music of an instrument that sounded like a fiddle, but with a metallic undercurrent Dante had never before heard. They circled around the building to confirm they had the right room. The windows were shuttered, but on the top floor—Julen's floor—the balcony door was cracked.
Dante sent Somburr down the street to keep watch, then went into the public house, taking Cee with him to watch over him. As soon as they were seated, he sent the rat into the street and delved into its eyes.
It loped outside and bounded to the side of the building. The structure was faced with rough stone. The rat had no problem scrambling straight up, clawing its way to Julen's balcony. It gazed into the dim apartment and slipped inside.
A candle flickered across the room. A man hunched over a desk, quill scratching away. Maps hung on the walls. In one corner, a bin overflowed with chicken bones, old rice, wadded paper, and fruit pits. Two live rats were already there, gnawing furtively.
His rat prowled, taking in the scene. The man continued to write. Fifteen minutes later, he blotted his ink, shook off the sand, blew on the papers, and set them aside while he went to the other room to relieve himself in a pot. Dante moved the rat to a dark corner. The man returned, examined the papers, and stored them in the desk's top drawer. He blew out the candle and lay on the mattress across the room.
The man was breathing evenly before Lew and Ast came into the public house, bearing Dante's writing implements. As soon as they'd arrived, he sent the rat up to the top of the desk. It wedged its paws inside the drawer and pushed it open with a soft squeak of wood. The man didn't stir. The rat clenched the corners of the papers in its teeth, dragged them out, trotted to the balcony, and descended to the street, where Somburr had positioned himself to intercept. He brought the papers to the pub and Dante and Lew copied them as quickly as they could. Finished, Somburr walked the rat back to the rowhouse and it returned the papers to the desk, closing the drawer as best it could.
The whole thing took a few minutes longer than the hour Dante had estimated, but it was among the easiest jobs he'd ever pulled. On the way back to the door to the secret underground, he tried to read what he'd stolen, but it was too dark to make out many of the words, and what he could catch seemed rambling and quotidian. After he'd accidentally stepped in his third puddle, he rolled up the papers and pocketed them.
This time, he took the whole group below, but left Lew and Somburr several blocks away from the abode of Kasee Gage. As Dante approached it, the door opened. Horace ushered them inside.
Dante produced the papers. "He was writing a letter when I got there. This is a copy of it."
Horace took the pages, glancing between them and Dante. "How did you get this?"
"I suppose I'll tell you that when Kasee tells me what I want to know."
He flapped the letter against his thigh. "She will be extremely pleased with this. Wait here."
He retreated into the home, which was more shadowed and hushed than it had been on Dante's previous visit a few hours earlier. Horace returned in moments.
"She is pleased with the news," he said. "But not with the hour. She requests that you return at noon after she's had time to sleep and look over your findings."
Dante was a bit miffed at being turned away, but he was tired enough to be relieved that the end of the night was in sight. "Before I go, will you at least tell me what this place is?"
"You mean the Echoes?" Horace gestured around the caverns. "This is where the city used to be, long ago."
"No offense, but why does anyone still live down here? You do realize there's a perfectly usable sun upstairs, right?"
"Some are here because they think the city above is an illusion. The history of Ellan is invasion and strife. It has never been safe there. Some day, it will be torn down to the foundation, and the careless, oblivious citizens will be torn down with it." He smiled slightly. "Or so they believe."
"Why are you here?"
He smiled foxily. "There is some business the people don't want to see. And there is other business we don't want them to see."
"I'm guessing your group tends toward the latter."
"I believe we are a mixture of both." Horace stepped back from the door. "Goodnight."
Dante went back to the stairs again, collecting Lew and Somburr along the way. He told them what little there was to tell. Everyone must have been as tired as he was, because for once there were no objections or complaints. They returned to the inn straightaway.
Once Dante woke, he spent the morning paging through the Cycle of Jeren. Ideally, he would have been skimming it for mention of Cellen, or absorbing enough of its theology to have a real conversation with Mikkel and try to tap his wisdom on the matter. But between his tired mind and his genuine excitement about this divergence from everything he held true, he read through the early sections it shared with Arawn to determine if they were worded differently.
With noon approaching, they headed down to the Echoes. The streets were visibly busier than the night before. There were even a few stalls selling food to those who called the caverns home. Not everyone wore gray scarves, and there were no guards or obvious controls over who came and who went. Dante thought the scarves might be nothing more than a way for the people who lived here to identify each other when they ventured above, so they would know when they were in the presence of their own.
This time, expecting useful information about Cellen, he took Somburr and Lew with them as well. One of Kasee's people opened the door before he could knock. The man inspected Somburr and Lew, then led all five of them to the back room. A minute later, Kasee strode inside, offered them each a ritual sip of water, and whacked Dante in the chest with the papers.
"This is great," she said. "It's so great I want you to steal everything else he's got in there, too."
"If you think that's the best use of my talents," Dante said. "Now what about my info?"
"For all I know, you're working with Julen and falsified these letters to trick me into thinking we're paddling the same way. Before my trust is bridged, I'm going to need more. Something that hurts them too bad to be a part of some gambit."
"This is ridiculous. I can't control the content of the letters. All I can do is copy what's there. Did you get proof Julen is working with the Minister?"
Kasee slumped a little. "Maybe."
"Doesn't the Minister already know about this Black Star thing?" Cee said. "If we were working with him, why would it matter if you tell us something he already knows?"
"He could have sent us to find out what they know," Somburr said.
"Not helping!" Dante glared at him, then attempted to smooth his expression as he turned to Kasee. "We're both working toward the same ends. You said it yourself: if you think the Black Star is a part of his plans, it's in your interest to help me find it instead."
She hissed air through her teeth. "You are going to owe me big." She nodded at Horace. "Take them upstairs."
Horace moved to the door, motioning them to follow. "I don't know as much about the Black Star as you may like—but all I know is yours to hear."
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Blays laughed hard, then realized he shouldn't be laughing at all. He cleared his throat. "Excuse me. But they've just totally and utterly screwed themselves."
Dennie fought to keep the wrath from his face. "By mutilating my son?"
"Yes. I'm very sorry about that. But they've given us the means to find him. Do you still have the finger?"
"I wouldn't throw out a part of my son."
Blays was somehow able to refrain from asking what Dennie intended to do with it otherwise. He screwed up his face. "Well, there is just no polite way to discuss this." He raised his eyebrows at Minn. "Does he know what you do? With the dark stuff?"
"I'm sure he's heard rumors," she said.
"Which are always five times taller than the truth. There you go, then. All you have to do is track your cousin's blood back to the source."
"How do I do that?"
"You know. With the shadows. Same way Dante hunted me down."
"I don't know how to do that," Minn said slowly. "I've never even heard of it. Maybe Ro could do it."
"Ro's not here," Blays said. "I'm happy to try, but I'm as productive as a leech in your nose."
"I can try." She turned to Dennie. "May I?"
Her uncle rolled his lips together. "You're talking about sorcery."
She eyed him calmly. "Would that be a problem?"
"No." He jerked his head to the side. "Not if it helps find Cal."
"Then I'm sorry to be macabre," Blays said, "but we'll need to see the finger."
The man was spooked, but hid it well. He took them upstairs to a round room with a high ceiling and wraparound glass windows that gave a full view of the black lake. The chambers were outfitted with stuffed chairs, rich wooden bookshelves and desks, and a cabinet of bottles of myriad colors. In the house of your typical lord, all this would mark it as a private study, the tower to which the man of the house could retreat and survey his domain. But Dennie was a merchant of Gallador. Blays knew enough to recognize the room as the businessman's equivalent of a war room.
Dennie moved to a desk, shoulders bowed, and retrieved a small wooden box. He held it out, glancing between Minn and Blays. Tears shined in his eyes. Minn accepted it without eye contact and lifted its hinged lid. Her jaw went tight.
She closed her eyes. Nether wafted to her hands. She sent it to the box and it buzzed in confused spirals. It went still, then vibrated side to side; it paused a second time, then floated like tiny flakes of snow in a tumbling winter wind.
Minn stepped back, holding the box at arm's length. "I don't know what I'm doing."
"That makes two of us," Blays said.
She wiped a sheen of sweat from her brow. "Did he ever tell you how to do this?"
"It rarely occurred to me to talk shop when he was raising zombies and making people's heads explode. I think the concept is you find the nether in the blood, then follow it back to its source. Make sense?"
"In theory."
He laughed wryly. "Trust me, after what you've put me through the last couple months, I understand how this feels. Relax and see what you can do."
Annoyance flickered across her face. She breathed and the lines smoothed. Dennie watched them the way Blays might watch a barber bleeding a man whose cough has reduced him to a life in bed: hopeful but nauseated, and not quite certain the supposed cure wasn't making things worse.
When she was ready, Minn summoned the nether back to the box. It was visibly calmer, washing over what lay in the box, retracting, then rolling forward like midnight surf. For ten minutes, she stood in perfect concentration.
The nether winked away. She staggered back, clutching her head. The box tipped from her hand. Blays darted in to catch it. Inside a bed of black velvet, a pale finger pointed at his heart.
"I can't do it," Minn said. "I'm not making any progress at all."
"What are you trying?" Blays said. "When you follow the nether, where does it go?"
"I don't know! Maybe you should try."
Blays glanced at Dennie, who nodded his okay. Blays gazed at the finger. Its stump was rusty with dried blood. The nether there was plentiful, flowing through severed veins and tickling along cut skin. He reached into it and tried to follow wherever it might lead, but the edge of the shadows blended into nothing, leaving him lost. Even so, he tried again and again, attacking the problem with every trick he'd honed in Pocket Cove.
All failed to show him a thing. He sighed and set the box down on the desk. "I've got nothing."
"Thank you for trying," Dennie said, making a valiant effort to keep the disappointment from his face.
"Well, just because the shadows quit on us doesn't mean we're done." Blays sat in a chair, its cushioned seat sinking beneath his weight. He rubbed his face. "We've got other tools in the kit: feet and brains. Why don't you tell us exactly what's happened?"
Dennie glanced at the night, perhaps deciding whether he'd had enough of the day, then opened the cabinet and got out a pink bottle. "Blank? Minn?"
Blays nodded. After a pause, so did Minn. Dennie poured three glasses with two inches of whitish liquid and distributed them. It tasted like anise and honey. Blays hadn't had anything stronger than tea and broth in months, but he forced himself to sip rather than guzzle.
Dennie seated himself and laid out the facts. Though he was more detailed in places, the relevant bits matched Minn's version.
Blays swirled his drink. "They still haven't sent any demands?"
"They have not," Dennie said. "I've seen this game at the negotiating table. The idea is to bring my nerves to a boil. Don't dangle the offer until I'm so exhausted I'll grab it like a lifeline."
"Any idea why they're so hellbent on this book?"
"It is ancient. Concerned with the machinations of the Celeset. The woman who wants it is from Narashtovik. It doesn't take a cartographer to map those shores." Dennie rubbed his palms together. "But it makes little sense. Narashtovik was our ally during the Chainbreakers' War."
"Yeah, but these days a different brow wears the crown." Blays tapped his glass. "Here's my thinking. Minn, you keep trying to hunt the blood. Dennie—can I call you Dennie?—you look into the courier who delivered today's message. See if you can trace him back to whoever hired him."
"And what will you be doing?"
"Me?" Blays said. "Taking a nap."
Dennie's eyebrows shifted together. "Taking a..?"
"Sorry, I make odd jokes when I'm tired. This isn't my first trip to Gallador. I know some people here. I'll visit them and see what I can turn up. Sound good?"
"Thank you for coming," Dennie said. He leaned forward and patted Minn's knee. "You, too. I don't understand where you've been, but I know you must be risking much to be here."
"Then do me one favor," Minn said. "Don't tell my dad I'm here."
"How can you ask me to choose between my brother and my niece?"
"I'm not asking."
His cheeks puffed with laughter. "You would have done well here."
He showed them to the guest quarters and sent around servants to see to their needs, but all Blays needed was a bed. He slept soundly, yet woke as soon as the help began to bump around preparing for the morning. At least in Gallador you always knew there'd be plenty of tea. Downstairs, he ate crab cakes on toast. As he wiped his mouth, a servant handed him a weighty purse. Blays grinned. Dennie knew how things got done.
As soon as it was light enough to get his bearings, he walked into the crisp morning. A quarter mile across the water, smoke hung over the city. A few dozen islets scattered this corner of the lake. Lolligan's five-story estate wasn't the biggest on the islands, but it was easy enough to spot. Blays hopped in a rowboat and paddled over, oars stirring the smell of fresh water with each stroke.
A servant met him on Lolligan's dock. "Are we expecting you?"
"Oh, I doubt it." Blays climbed out and stretched his legs. "Unless Lolligan's even spookier than I thought, Jeffers."
Jeffers' jaw dropped. "Lord...Pendelles?"
Blays put a finger to his lips. "Shh. If my last mission was hush-hush, consider this one so quiet that a dog would ask you to speak up."
"I understand, my lord. As much as I am able, when it comes to anything concerning you. Please, follow me."
Jeffers hiked up the steps and circled the building. Around back, a door led to a little-used cellar. Inside, he lit a lantern, showed Blays to a chair, and headed back outside, careful to close the door behind him. Blays considered hiding beside the doorway and leaping out as soon as it opened—he would never have a better chance to take Lolligan by surprise—but the man was around that age where people were apt to drop dead clutching their heart.
Lolligan stepped inside, his avian features even sharper in the morning light. He shielded his eyes, adjusting to the darkness, and clumped down the steps. "Sweet Arawn, I thought Jeffers had finally gone senile. What fresh disaster have you brought me this time?"
"None, for once." Blays bounced from his chair and wrapped the old man in a hug. "At least, nothing that ought to splash back on you."
"Where in all the hells have you been?"
"Eluding Dante."
"So Taya said." Lolligan backed up the stairs to close the door, then swept the dust from a chair and sat. "Does your presence mean it's finally safe for you to emerge from hibernation?"
"You will be completely unsurprised to learn I'm here to deal with an emergency. Which we can get to in a second. For now, tell me everything that's happened. Is Taya all right?"
"She's fine." Lolligan smoothed his trim white beard into a point. "Getting out of Setteven, they had a hell of a ride and a bit of a fight, but they made off with the king's payment. We concluded it would be best to lie low for a while. Last two months, we've been smuggling as much bossen into the capital as we dare."
"Given that I haven't heard the unmistakable sound of a crumbling palace, I take it Moddegan's fortune remains intact."
"As far as I know. But he's been in no hurry to sell off his stock. Even if we're not in position to pop the bubble, we can make it droop."
"So we won't lop off his head, but we may give him a pinch in the neck." Blays sighed. "I'm sorry I let you down."
"Indeed. If only you hadn't been hunted through space and time by a monomaniacal nethermancer of hideous power." Lolligan pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders. "I don't know anything about your present situation. But I do know we could still use you."
"Would if I could," Blays said.
"But you've become enmeshed in another outlandish contretemps. As is your way. Will you at least give me a hint?"
"Would you believe me if I said Pocket Cove?"
Lolligan was silent a moment, then laughed. "Only because it's you. Please, please tell me you're not here to seek sanctuary from them."
"I would never do that to you. On the other hand, you do have a very nice cellar to hide in." At that moment, Blays sneezed; the space was musty and damp. "Do you know Dennever? Of the Stotts family?"
"We trade in similar routes."
"Heard about his son?"
"Cal?" Lolligan said. "Went missing, yes? You aren't involved, are you?"
"In his disappearance? Of course not. I'm here to find him." Blays leaned forward. "You have to keep this under your tongue, but we think he's been taken. By a woman from Narashtovik."
"Tallivand?"
"You know her? Can you tell me anything about her?"
"Not much, I'm afraid. She came asking about Dennie's interests a few weeks back. Assumed she was looking to butter him up, or propose a deal of some kind, but otherwise, I didn't think much of it at the time. Then I saw her in town again a couple days ago."
Blays' pulse leapt. "Where?"
"Stepping into a carriage around the back of the Rotterdun estate. He's a friend of mine. Want me to check into it for you?"
"Would you? I'd prefer to keep a low profile until it's time to leap out from the shrubs."
Lolligan nodded. "It might help if I knew what all this was about."
"Obviously, it's not that I don't trust you." Blays sighed through his nose. "But it's not just about me. The person who brought me here has much more to lose."
"Like her favor for you?" The old man grinned. "Don't worry, your new secrets are as safe as your old ones."
"As always, thank you. Is Taya in town?"
"She's in Setteven. Would you like me to send her a letter?"
"Not now. But next time you write, let her know I'm safe and well."
He headed out to the dock and rowed to Wending's main passenger piers. Though he'd spent plenty of time in the city, most of it had been limited to ultra-private meetings in Lolligan's cellar, and he had few worries he'd be recognized, either as Lord Pendelles or Blays Buckler. Even so, as he entered the bustling flow of people stepping off and on to ferries and two-person taxi boats, he made sure his collar was up and his hair was mussed, glad he'd let himself get good and shaggy during his stay in Pocket Cove.
He went from taxi man to taxi man, describing the woman who called herself Tallivand, rustling the boatmen's memories with Dennie's slush fund. Most knew nothing. Others couldn't come up with more than a vague match for the description. This didn't surprise Blays. The fact they handled high volumes of traffic was the very reason he'd come to canvass them. At the same time, it was maddening to hear so many possible matches to his search. Even if he could run down each one (and the boatmen rarely remembered where they'd deposited their fares, let alone when), doing so would take days. Minn's time here was limited. So, perhaps, was Cal's.
At midday, he retired to a public house to eat lunch and reassess his approach. Logically, Tallivand must be operating from relatively nearby. Close enough to correspond with Dennie. And to deliver severed fingers before they'd gone rotten. Almost certainly, she was somewhere in Gallador Rift. Probably not in Wending itself, however. Too dangerous. That meant boat travel. Thus his querying of the taxis. Whom he'd far from exhausted.
He set back to work, including more questions pertinent to her being from Narashtovik—they had their own accent, and tended to dress in more fur, among other distinguishing characteristics. The city was far enough from Gallador to make visitors somewhat scarce. This turned up a few leads, which he duly followed up on, trotting through the sloped streets to call on shops and tradesmen and the city's voluminous library. But by the end of the day, with nothing solid in hand, he returned to Dennie's home more exhausted than the day before.
"Make any progress with the blood?" he asked Minn as they sat down to eat.
"No more than you did at the docks."
"I inquired with the messenger," Dennie said. "Not surprisingly, the box was brought to him for final delivery by a third party. He had a description of the man, but no name."
"And still nothing from Tallivand?" Blays said.
Dennie poked at his seared whitefish, swirling his fork through the pureed basil sauce. "No. She knows that the longer she waits, the further my will to resist decays."
A fine dinnertime conversation. After, they had a couple drinks, but Blays was even less inclined to talk about himself than Minn was, and while he got the impression Dennie would have been happy to discuss his enterprise under different circumstances, the man had more on his mind than business. They soon retired to their rooms.
Blays was slow to wake. Possibly because he was less than enthused about another day of running up and down the fishy-smelling piers. When he finally rousted himself and went downstairs for tea, there was a letter waiting from Lolligan requesting his presence as soon as he was able.
He gulped down a mug of tea while it was still scalding and rowed straight to Lolligan's. Up on the porch, Jeffers nodded at him and went inside. Blays headed to the cellar. Lolligan joined him shortly.
"I spoke to Rotterdun," Lolligan said. "At first he was a bit cagey, but when I told him it was related to the disappearance, he confirmed Tallivand had been to see him."
"You mean recently?"
He nodded. "Last month, he allowed her to see his library. Discussion wandered to the subject of histories and he mentioned one that snagged her ear. She wanted to buy it, but he'd loaned it to a friend who was away on business in Tantonnen. Two weeks ago, Rotterdun let her know his friend would be back soon. She returned to complete the purchase four days ago."
"In person? She's either very bold or very obsessed."
"There was quite a large sum on the line. He got the impression she was there to confirm its edition for herself." He leaned forward and glanced around, mock-conspiratorial. "There's more. When she left, she forgot her coat. It was a few minutes before anyone noticed. Rotterdun dispatched a servant to the piers, but by the time the man got there, her vessel was already plowing across the lake."
"Tell me he remembers the boat."
Lolligan grinned. "The Blind Eye. Known, suitably enough, for its discretion."
Blays clapped, the report echoing from the stone walls. "About time I had a bit of luck. Make sure Rottendun's man gets a raise."
He all but ran out of the cellar, then rowed into the city so fast it was a wonder his boat didn't take to the air like a rotund wooden eagle. He'd never heard of the Blind Eye, but he easily bought info on its berthage from one of the other boatsmen. It was currently out on the lakes dropping off a well-heeled passenger. Blays settled in at a pub on the docks and treated himself to a beer while he waited for his ship to come in.
That took all day and half the evening. As dusk encored, with fish breaking the surface to nibble at the few flies alive this time of year, an unmarked sloop slipped up to the pier and tied off. Blays finished his beer—just his third, he needed to stay sharp-witted—and headed toward the Blind Eye.
A gangplank connected it to the dock. Blays started up, but a man loomed on the other end. "Sure you're on the right ship?"
"I'm here to see Captain Kessel," Blays said. "So unless he's left your vessel for another fair lady of the lakes, I'm pretty sure I've got my mark."
"Who shall I tell him is here?"
Blays jangled his purse. "Opportunity."
The man snorted and headed toward the single deck at the aft. To avoid attention, Blays had left his sword at Dennie's, but he found himself regretting his caution. He had brought knives, though. He never didn't have knives.
The sailor returned, wordlessly gestured Blays aboard, and led him to the captain's cabin. This was as cramped as they always were, wallpapered with maps of the lakes and the channels connecting them. No other records were visible.
Blays closed the door, but declined a seat on the bench/shelf that ran along the wall. "I'm here about one of your passengers."
"What passengers?" Captain Kessel was younger than Blays expected, maybe no older than Blays himself. He had a burn scar on the left side of his jaw and looked as lean and mean as a lake pike.
"Just one. A woman named Tallivand."
The man regarded him blankly. "I repeat, what passengers? This is a fishing trawler."
"Captain, while I have nothing but respect for the value you place on your passengers' privacy—"
"Do you? Then turn around and walk off my boat."
Blays stepped forward. "One of your nonexistent passengers kidnapped the family of someone close to me. Putting me in the unfortunate position of giving a shit. I can see that if I tried to bribe you, you would laugh at me. If I threatened you, you'd probably try to stab me, and I'd have to kill you before I learned what I want to know."
Kessel sniffed. "Then it sounds like walking away is even smarter than it was a minute ago."
"Yep," Blays said. "But I never was too smart."
They eyed each other. Blays made no move, but Kessler was canny enough to pick up something in his face. The corner of the captain's mouth twitched. His backside was leaned against a compact table thick with charts. He lunged forward, driving a two-pronged drafting compass at Blays' throat.
Blays stepped forward and to the man's right, draping his left hand over the man's incoming wrist and guiding it past his body. In the same movement, he slammed a right hook into the side of the captain's head. The man sprawled to the ground. Still holding his wrist, Blays stomped Kessel's shoulder and twisted his arm until the compass dropped from his slackening grasp.
"Despite all evidence to the contrary, I respect you," Blays said, breathing hard. "Now respect that I can break your arm with a twitch."
The pressure of Blays' weight on his shoulder smushed Kessel's face to the boards of the floor. "Bones heal. When my crew gets to you, your spine won't."
"The woman I want is a kidnapper. If she doesn't get what she wants, I expect to discover she's a murderer as well. I doubt that means much to you. Because you've got your own code. Following that to the end—that's what you value."
He laughed. "Are you about to tell me how we're both the same?"
"I don't need to tell you that, do I?"
Kessel's shoulder relaxed beneath his foot. "Get to the point or let me up so I can finish what I started."
It was Blays' turn to laugh. "Staying silent doesn't protect your code. All it protects is someone who deserves my wrath."
"Buy me a beer."
"A beer?"
"Buy me a beer," Kessel repeated slowly. "And I'll drop you right on her doorstep."
Blays let go of his wrist and stepped back. "It was the bit about the wrath, wasn't it?"
The captain sat, rubbing his wrist while he rotated his shoulder. "I figured you were about to hit me with a sob story."
"Sob story? You thought I'd torture you like that? Maybe we aren't as alike as I thought."
Blays wasn't entirely sure Kessel wasn't pulling his leg to buy an opportune moment to knife him in the back, but the man seemed relaxed, unruffled. He finished up his business on the Blind Eye, then jogged down the gangplank and walked shoulder to shoulder with Blays to the pier.
All told, it wound up being well more than a beer, and as they talked and joked, Blays kept in mind the idea that Kessel was lulling him into drunken complacency. But his body language remained right. Blays got the impression he just wanted to get off the water for a couple hours. Or to kill time until his preferred hour to act.
This turned out to be nearly ten o'clock. Blays would have liked a way to get word to Minn, but figured it was better for her to worry about him than to endanger his chances of locating Cal. Anyway, that was a bit presumptuous. She might not worry in the slightest. This was what he did, after all.
Kessel ambled back to his ship. With minimal orders, his crew shoved off and turned the boat around, steering north across the lake. In Blays' experience with captains, many of them preferred to embed themselves in their cabins while the ship went about the tedious business of getting from one port to the next, but Kessel stood up front watching the water.
"On the lookout for pirates?" Blays said.
"They know better than that," Kessel said. "It's the night. I like to watch it."
"That's all well and good until the night looks back."
Like all three lakes in Gallador, this one stretched north to south, and the Blind Eye sailed up its long eastern shore, keeping itself a few hundred feet from land. Wending was by far the largest city on the lake, but lanterns gleamed from numerous fishing villages content to live at their own pace.
Halfway up the lake, a mitten-shaped bay protruded to the east, leaving a sharp peninsula wrapped around its northern edge. Steep hills surrounded the peninsula, swooping up to Gallador's short but craggy mountains, protecting it from overland approach. What little land was usable overlooked a sheltered bay. Blays wasn't surprised to see the peninsula had been claimed by sprawling estates with high roofs and tended grounds. The Blind Eye drifted to a stop within bowshot of its point.
Kessel pointed to the home on the tip of the peninsula. "See that? Count two to the right. That's where we brought the woman."
Blays leaned over the railing, as if getting a foot closer would reveal her waiting in the darkness. The grounds were bordered with twenty-foot stands of bamboo. A dock extended from the shore. Behind it, the land jumped thirty feet to a plateau housing an L-shaped manor with towers rising from each of its three corners. Lights burned in its central tower.
"You're positive?" Blays said.
Kessel smirked. "Imagine you've made a business transporting people who don't want their movements known. Sometimes these people think your word, your reputation, it isn't enough. They think maybe they should go back and make sure their tracks are covered."
"Thus, if they try anything foolish, you like to know where to hit back."
The captain nodded. "Seen enough?"
"Thanks for your trouble. I can't say more, but I'm sure you'll be rewarded. Handsomely."
"Just keep my ship and my crew out of it."
Blays stuck out his hand. "My lips are sealed."
Kessel brought about the ship and hove toward Wending. At the city docks, Blays jogged to his rowboat and returned to Dennie's. It was after one in the morning, but the others were awake, waiting for him. They convened in the business-den.
"I think I've found him," Blays said.
Minn pressed her fist to her mouth, eyes bright. Dennie cried out and crushed Blays in a hug.
"You know the peninsula up north?" Blays said once he'd extricated himself. "Tallivand's operating from a home there."
"How do you know this?" Dennie said.
"I promised my source I wouldn't say. But I consider him highly reliable." Blays lowered himself to a chair. "Do you know anyone who lives there?"
"Sure. Many of the city's wealthy consider themselves too great to live in the city and prefer to isolate themselves on Unber Peninsula. Should I pay it a call?"
"In the morning, go take a look at the place, get an idea of what we're up against. We can move that same night."
Dennie held his glass to his stomach. "You're talking about an attack."
"Do you have a problem with that?" Blays said.
"None."
They talked out a few more details, then Dennie retired to catch what sleep he could before morning. Once he was gone, Minn said, "Do you know what it's supposed to feel like?"
"What's that?" Blays said. "Bloodhunting?"
"If that's what you call it."
"Dante described it as a pressure in his head. It got stronger when he was pointed in the right direction, and the closer he got to his mark." Blays smiled. "Feel something?"
"I'm not sure." She laughed a little. "I guess that means yes. But I don't know what to do with it yet."
"Keep trying. We don't know what's going to happen tomorrow. If things get nuts and they escape with him, that skill would come in quite handy."
The next day was a busy one for everyone but Blays. By the time he arrived downstairs for tea, Dennie was already gone. Minn was holed up in her room with the finger, plying the nether. Servants came and went. Jinsen the bodyguard returned with five men, three of whom Blays didn't recognize. They stood in the yard, pointing here and there, maneuvering themselves through formations and arrangements. None bore arms, but earlier, Blays had seen a servant lug three long cloth bundles up from the cellar, along with a chest that almost certainly contained armor.
Dennie had taken his favorite sloop, but his docks remained busy in his absence, with sailors adjusting and mending the rigging of a sleek cutter whose railings alternated between open gaps and closed planks, like the crenels and merlons atop a castle.
Blays had half a mind to check in with Lolligan, but the tea baron-turned-rebel would have sent over a letter if anything new had come up. In the interest of not mucking anything up on the day of the assault, he procured a second sword from one of the servants. It had been months since he'd used two and he was happy to burn the hours with practice.
Early that afternoon, Dennie returned on his sloop and summoned Blays, Jinsen, and Minn to the tower overlooking the lake.
"I took a stroll around the peninsula," he said. "It appears that Tallivand's home is patrolled. In the middle of the day."
Jinsen laughed wryly. "Why would you need daylight patrols at peaceful ol' Unber Peninsula?"
"We don't have to assault them. We could offer to swap the Almanack for Cal. That's what they want, isn't it?"
"If we let them know we know how to get to them, they're apt to get spooked."
"I have no intention of letting them escape unpunished," Dennie said. "Not after what they've done to Cal. But I thought I would suggest it in case you thought I was crazy."
Blays bit his lip. "Either way, we should act today."
"We attack tonight." Dennie turned to Jinsen. "Have you worked out a plan?"
With the help of a quill and paper, Jinsen sketched it out for them. They would land their main force down the peninsula, then move to the ridge above Tallivand's manor. Meanwhile, the cutter would position itself off the house's dock, sealing off escape by water. Once the troops were assembled on the ridge, Jinsen would lead a team into the manor and clear it room by room, concentrating any captives they took into one room while they searched for Cal and extracted him. Then they could take one of Tallivand's own vessels out to the cutter and sail home.
As Jinsen laid this out, Minn and Blays exchanged glances. At last, she could stand no more.
"All you have to do is get me inside," Minn said. "I can find Cal and get him out without spilling a single drop of blood."
It was Dennie and Jinsen's turn to frown at each other. Dennie lowered his eyes to the map. "This involves your sorcery?"
"They'll never know I'm there."
Dennie rubbed his beard. "Minn, I can't let you put your life on the line for me."
"Because I'm a woman?"
"Because you're my niece."
A few seconds of silence ensued. Blays leaned over the table. "She's been training me. I can assure you that if you want to get your son home, she's the most powerful weapon we've got."
At least three emotions fought for control of Dennie's face. At last, love of his son—or respect for his niece?—won out. "Tell us what you can do."
She did so. The two men listened, stunned. As soon as she finished, Jinsen recovered, amending his plan and leaving the old one as backup. He then left to drill the men in accordance with the revised strategy. Dennie went to consult with the sailors of his cutter.
"I won't insult you by asking if you're ready," Blays said.
Minn gazed out on the shining lakes. "Do you do this sort of thing a lot?"
"Enough that my parents' ghosts must have died all over again from worry."
"Then I'm glad you came with me."
Though their exact strategy had been drawn up on the spur of the moment, Dennie had been planning for potential hostilities before Blays and Minn had arrived in Gallador. By nightfall, all his assets sat ready. At midnight, Blays boarded the sloop along with Dennie, Minn, Jinsen, and five other men-at-arms. Four bowmen boarded the larger cutter. The two boats launched at the same time, but the sloop outpaced the other vessel, making port in the underarm of the peninsula while the cutter was still ten minutes from its final position. Exactly as planned.
The soldiers debarked and headed up a path that ran the length of the peninsula's ridge. A rooster crowed in the hills. As they passed a darkened home, a dog barked, chain rattling. Otherwise, it was quiet, and as the cutter came to rest a few houses down from Tallivand's, Blays and the troops hunkered down in a ditch overlooking her home.
Jinsen murmured to the men, making last-minute reminders of their next move. Before he had the chance to finish, Minn stood bolt upright, slapping her hand to her forehead.
"Stop everything," she said. "We're at the wrong house."
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After searching so long for any knowledge about the object of his quest, Dante climbed the stairs in a daze. Horace took them to a cozy room with thick rugs, a few low tables, and sunken nooks. Two narrow floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on the cavern. Horace closed the glassless windows' shutters. Given that they were already in a giant cave, this did little to diminish the light, but it would keep their voices from carrying. He settled his lantern into a sconce beside the door and sat in the middle of the room. The others settled down on the rugs.
"I will begin with an apology," Horace said. "I expect I know less than you would like. As compensation, I can explore two paths for you. The first is the story of the Black Star as it has always been told. And the second is our understanding of how it manifests itself in the world." He looked up from his hands. "How much do you know? Are you familiar with The
Cycle of Jeren?"
"Not all of my friends are," Dante said. "Best to start from the beginning."
"Do you know the story of Arawn's Mill?"
"At first Arawn's mill ground the ether that bound the world. There was harmony in the heavens and on earth. No hunger, no death. Then mankind grew too many. The ground broke under our weight. Arawn's mill fell and cracked. He returned it to the sky, but couldn't fix it; it no longer ground ether, but nether. And nether brought death."
"Yet it also returns men and women to the heavens. Turned a broken line into a circle." Horace waited for an argument, then went on. "But when Arawn restored his mill, it had a wobble. With each year that passed, the wobble worsened, until all who looked up could see it—and feared that it would fall again. If the fall repeated, the floods would, too. And perhaps this time the mill would shatter beyond repair. No more nether, no more life.
"They prayed. Begged. But Arawn did nothing. Some said he was still angered that his mill had been broken to begin with. Others thought he had decided to bring this cycle to a close. The rains began. Crops and men were washed out to sea. Still the people prayed, and still Arawn did nothing.
"Then his mortal daughter Jeren thought that if he refused to listen to the living, perhaps he'd listen to the dead. She put a knife into her heart. When the nether came, she followed it to him. And demanded he set his mill to true before all was lost. For the first time in centuries, he spoke. He said: 'How do you find a black star in the night sky?'
"Jeren went to look. But the sky is vast. The world would be long drowned before she found it. She tried looking in the shadows of stars, thinking it might be there, but found nothing. Thinking this 'black star' might be a hole, she scattered sand across the sky and waited for it to fall, but it rolled away forever. The seas crept from their shores, swallowing the cities.
"'How do you find a black star in the night sky?', her father had said, and then she knew: you bring light to the dark. Arawn gave the measures, so she snuck into his tower and pulled half the weights from the scales. The sun leapt forward, catching the stars before they'd slid behind the world. But a single one remained visible, like a hole in the sky.
"She showed it to Arawn. He took it up and she saw that it was nether that had been lost to him. He sent one third of it to restore the inundated lands. One third to prop up his mill. And one third to return Jeren from death to life. The mill turned on; humans rebuilt and thrived."
Horace cleared his throat. "That is the story from the Cycle of Jeren. At Dirisen, we end the story a little differently: 'But Jeren was afraid: for if the Black Star ever came back, she knew it wouldn't allow itself to be caught like that again.'"
"The norren have a story like that," Dante said.
"Norren?"
"Another people I've met. But you said you had more than a story—that you know how it manifests to the world?"
"It's a strange thing," Horace said. "Search hard enough, and you'll see it mentioned many times. Always indirectly, by people commenting on the records of others. You're left with dark reflections in a broken mirror. Many years ago, my people found a tablet that had survived where all the other records had not. It said, 'The star is not the mill; the mill wobbles; the star always returns to its place.'"
He gave Dante a significant look, placing Dante in that unique situation where he knew he was expected to follow the path set before him, yet had no idea where to plant his feet.
"That's it?" Dante said.
"You see? Black Star is discovered where it was last used."
"But any records of its last usage are long lost."
"So it would seem." Horace stood and bowed his head. "I hope I have been of help."
Aware the others would want to talk amongst themselves, he left them, closing the door behind him.
Lew just shook his head. "I'm starting to think this whole quest is nothing but people chasing their own shadows."
"When you find a shard of pottery by the river, you can't know the shape of the object it belongs to," Dante said. "But if you keep gathering pieces, bit by bit, you build your jug."
"In this case, the 'river' appears to be the entire known world. Probably some unknown parts, too."
Somburr folded his arms. "When words fail, check the mouth that spoke them. Why would Kasee give us what we want when she doesn't have any reason to think we'll keep helping her?"
Dante shrugged. "Because she had no leverage."
"She knows more. She's withholding. She'll offer to tell us in exchange for ongoing assistance."
"Why don't we head back to the Woduns?" Cee said. "That's where the lights were, right? Don't you think that's a pretty obvious sign where Cellen's going to come back?"
"The norren saw lights in their lands, too," Dante said. "Anyway, we can't leave Weslee yet. We've only begun the search."
She laughed loudly. "Tell that to the blisters on my feet."
"We're not out of options. Somburr might be right about Kasee. I'll do some reading and check in with the priest at the stoll. In the meantime, we keep stealing Julen's letters—and make copies for ourselves."
Somburr smiled thinly. "I see."
"See what?" Lew said. "That we're getting dragged into a fight we've got no business with?"
"This man is an agent of the Minister. The Minister seeks Cellen. Their correspondence might contain intelligence regarding it."
"Which we can take a peek at while staying two hundred miles outside Spiren," Dante said. "Even if there's no mention of Cellen, the letters might help us figure out where in Corl that information might be kept."
"Sounds like you'll have plenty to do," Cee said. "What about the rest of us?"
"It's a big city. Figure out how to make yourselves useful."
They headed downstairs. Kasee called to them from the back room. Dante rejoined her, standing just inside the doorway.
"Satisfied?" she said.
"The portion was leaner than I'd hoped."
She chuckled. "If I knew how to get the damn thing, you think I'd drop it in your lap rather than grab it for myself?"
"Then why tell me anything at all?"
"I don't have time to go dashing off after legends and myths. Not if I hope to find proof of the Minister's invasion before his troops hold their own Sit in Ellan's streets."
Dante drifted forward. "The letter wasn't proof enough?"
"It's a start. But stealing one letter is like hearing one sentence in the middle of a conversation. You got no context for the whole." She had a plate of fried finger-sized objects. She picked one up and crunched it. "I got a proposal. You're a heck of a thief. I know people all over this city. You bring me more letters, and I get my people to go digging for more tidbits about your star."
Dante fought not to smile at Somburr. "I think we can continue on those terms."
He headed out into the caverns. Some people haggled in the streets while others retired to empty buildings to hammer out their agreements. Men trundled along pulling long-handled carts laden with goods concealed by tarps. On one occasion, the goods under the tarp squirmed.
They headed up to what he'd heard people in the Echoes refer to as "New Ellan" and went back to the inn. There, they talked about moving down into the Echoes, but Dante didn't want to get too close to Kasee. While he waited for darkness to fall, he read the Cycle of Jeren, meaning to finally absorb enough to hold a meaningful conversation with Mikkel. Maybe the priest would have no more to tell him than Horace, but the stolls of Ellan were equal parts university and monastery. There might not be a better source of knowledge in Weslee.
The horns blared. Official-looking men and women in plain white robes snapped out blankets and set down trays of simple food: rice wrapped in leaves, strips of spiced and dried lorbells. Citizens gathered in the streets, augmenting the fare with platters of their own. Night came. When the hour grew late, Dante led the others to the pub across the street from Julen's apartment. Fresh letters lay on the desk. Repeating the night before, the rat snatched them up and carried them down to Somburr, who delivered them to Dante and Lew at the pub. They transcribed feverishly, with Dante copying one page, then passing it to Lew to make another while Dante dived into the second page. Working in tandem, it took no longer to make two copies than it had to make one. Julen was still asleep when the rat returned his missives to his desk.
To defray any suspicion from Kasee, they delivered her copy first, then headed back to the inn to take a good look at theirs.
"Ast," Dante said, lowering the pages. "Will you tell me if this makes any more sense to you than it does to me?"
Ast moved to the desk and spread his fingers wide, separating the copied pages. His eyes tracked across one line after the next. He didn't give his assessment until the very end. "It reads like our subject is a lunatic."
"Right? How is this 'intelligence'? Do we even know for sure that Julen is working for the Minister?"
"Please," Somburr said, voice dripping with disgust. He tapped the pages together and skimmed through them, shoulders hunched. "It's written in code."
"What's it say?"
"I don't know. It's code."
"Treating its encryption as an established fact," Dante said, "do you think you can decipher it?"
"There are few I can't. But it could take a long time. It would help to have more texts to compare."
Somburr went to work immediately. Dante sat down with a sigh.
The next three days and nights unfolded identically: he read the Cycle of Jeren, stole and copied letters, and delivered them to Kasee. Somburr and Lew chipped away at the code, filling the desk with scribbles and wadded paper. Cee began disappearing into the city. Sometimes she took Ast with her. If she found anything, she didn't deem it worthy of mention.
Dante finished Jeren, went to the Stoll of the Winds, and waited three hours for an audience with Mikkel. Their conversation was dizzying, from a theological perspective, but the only reference Mikkel made to Cellen was to the same story Horace had summarized. Mikkel offered a few interpretations, explaining that Jeren's tale served as a precursor to the conflict between the tribes of the Rashen and the Elsen; Arawn was always distant and intractable, with his daughter Jeren serving as the bridge between his godly aloofness and the concerns of flesh and blood people. Intriguing, but outside the scope of Dante's practical interests.
Dante walked away from the stoll amidst an acute crisis of confidence. The fact that the truth felt closer than ever made him aware of just how little he knew. His progress was proving so slow. Meanwhile, being so far removed from his home in Narashtovik made him feel as though he were falling behind. Missing out.
On what, he couldn't quite say, yet he had the same feelings toward Ellan. Here he was in the middle of a fantastically exotic city, a place with an actual underground and a thriving, sociable culture of trade, and he was busy spending his days reading ancient tomes and his nights reading gibberish.
He gazed up at a brick tower with a round top and, on a whim, ran to its front doors. They were locked.
He continued back to the inn. It was deeply tempting to relax his pursuit of Cellen and spend more time enjoying this place he might never return to: its spiced foods, its architecture (which felt skeletal in design yet stood strong as a fortress), its friendly people. If he were a different person, he might have succumbed.
Yet if he found Cellen, he'd have centuries to experience the world. His quest for that life wasn't something that had sprouted after he'd learned about Cellen and the opportunities it might grant him. He had always wanted to live longer, to be bigger. That's what had driven him to the nether in the first place. To Cally, whose knowledge and power were even more staggering than the span of his life. And after that, to accept the mantle of the head of the Council. All along, he'd been honing his skills with the intention of living as damn long as he possibly could.
Not just for himself. Consider Jeren: wise, resourceful, heroic. Savior of a people. Perhaps she was myth, or exaggeration, but it didn't matter. If you could become a Jeren—or a Cally, or a Hopp, or a Larrimore—you owed it to your people to endure.
That was what compelled him to persevere. Even when the path was lost and the answers seemed further away than ever.
Back at the inn, Somburr and Lew were bent over the table, arguing the meaning of a line of text involving handkerchiefs and fish heads. As soon as they took a break to glare at each other, Dante spoke up. "Have you made any progress decrypting the letters?"
"Of course," Somburr said, stung. "I've successfully ruled several things out."
Dante took a moment to absorb this. "Tell me if I'm shelling the wrong nut here, but would it help if you had some words to search for? Ones that might repeat within the text?"
"It depends on the manner of the encryption," Somburr said. "But it could help, yes."
"I'll see what I can do."
That night, after they'd stolen, copied, and delivered the day's letters to Kasee's, Dante lingered inside her room, waiting for her to look up from the pages.
"I haven't got anything more about your star yet," she said at last.
"I figured. But I'm curious. How do you know the Minister intends to invade Ellan?"
"Well, my first clue would be the army."
"I didn't see an army while I was there," Dante said.
"Sure. That's 'cause he's drilling it in the lowlands. Which is my second clue. If he aimed to take a swipe at the northern barbarians, you think he'd train in the plains?"
"There's plains for two hundred miles in all directions," Dante gestured sweepingly (and uselessly, given that they were forty feet beneath those plains). "What makes you think he'll come here?"
"Because he's from here." She leaned forward, forearms on her knees. "Son of the Lady Genessa. Old, old Ellanite family. The Minister used that status to marry his way into the Spirish nobility. From there, he bullied and bludgeoned his way to the top."
"That seems tenuous. If he has family ties to Ellan, wouldn't he be less likely to burn it to the ground?"
"You'd think, wouldn't you? Except these letters are plumb full of talk about 'revenge on the homeland.'"
"That one might cause the town elders to sit up and take notice." He waved at her and left.
Back at the inn, Lew was resting his chin on his crossed forearms, gazing blankly at his scribblings. Somburr had his head tipped back and his mouth wide open, as if he was willing the ceiling to sprout a tap.
"'Revenge on the homeland,'" Dante said. "Supposedly, that phrase is all up and down the letters."
Somburr clacked his teeth shut and tipped his head to the side to get a look at him. "Is that so?"
"Amazing what you can turn up when you go outside and talk to people."
Without another word, Somburr seated himself at the table and got back to work. Cee and Ast were out and about in the city, but Dante was too tired to wait up for them.
In the morning, he walked around until he found a vendor selling flaky honey pastries and a reddish tea sweetened with cream, cinnamon, and spices Dante had never tasted. He spread a blanket in a patch of sunlight in the square. Over at the pastry stall, a woman argued vociferously with the vendor. Dante smiled at himself. He'd forgotten to haggle.
When he finished eating, he returned to their rooms, picked up the Cycle of Jeren, then set it back down. He'd already completed it. While he had segments he wanted to revisit, that could wait. Instead, he grabbed writing supplies and went back out to the square. The morning was bracing. He went to the vendor for a second cup of tea, managing to talk the man down to a ring-coin just two thirds as thick as the asking price. He took the drink back to his spot in the sun.
All of this wasn't so bad. As isolated moments, they were quite enjoyable. But his moments weren't like the obelisk standing in the middle of the fountain across the plaza. They were more like the letters of a sentence. They only had meaning in conjunction with the others. And the more meaningless letters you injected into the text, the less sense it made.
Still seated in the sun, his one concession toward trying to enjoy his environment, he got back to work. For the rest of the morning, he wrote up everything he'd read and heard regarding Cellen, collating scattered notes into a single file. Firsthand knowledge (such as the accounts in Jeren, say) was depressingly scant. But writing it out allowed him to assess the gestalt and get his thoughts down, clarifying them. It felt like he might have a few beams and joists in place. Useless on their own; nothing you could shelter under. But if he found the proper materials, he'd have a frame to hang them on.
That night during his delivery to the Echoes, Kasee beckoned him out of the main hall down a corridor to a room that appeared to be in the midst of a battle between cushions and swords. Despite all the weapons, Dante took it to be her bedroom.
"Don't get any ideas," she smirked. "You up for a change of work?"
"Dying for it."
"Put the letter-theft on hold for now. Starting tomorrow morning, keep Julen's place under watch. No breaks. Send someone running if he moves."
"I thought he never leaves his room," Dante said.
"He doesn't. But according to his last letter, he's about to break that habit."
"What is it? A meet?"
"More than that." Her tone was amused yet wary. "You might call it an orientation."
"The Minister's bringing more people into the city."
"So he thinks." She tapped her nails on her hip. "Anyway, I much appreciate it."
Dante headed back to the inn to apprise the others of their latest task.
"So what," Cee said, "we sit around a pub and watch his building? You mean the same thing we've been doing?"
"Pretty much."
Lew pinched the middle of his upper lip. "Why not surround the building with your watchful rodents? While you sit right next to Kasee? You could alert her the instant Julen moves."
"I'd prefer to keep her in the dark concerning what I'm capable of," Dante said. "I don't want to get sucked in too deep. As soon as Somburr figures out whether there's anything useful in the letters, we're on the move."
"A compromise," Somburr said. "You watch from up here. I position myself in the Echoes. When he moves, you loon me. I alert Kasee Gage."
"Solid plan. Just don't get involved, all right?"
"I have no intention of placing myself between a pair of clashing swords."
Plan set, Dante went out to kill a half dozen more rats. It didn't take long. To slow their decay, he raised them on the spot and shuffled them off to a corner of the closet where they wouldn't disturb Lew.
Though he didn't expect Julen to move until night—that was when such things always took place—on the day of the meet, Dante got up bright and early, pocketed his rats, and took them to the alley behind the inn. In ones and twos, he sent them running toward Julen's building, sticking to backstreets, hunkering down in the garbage whenever someone went by. Completely paranoid, given that there were rats in every alley, but there was no sense in attracting attention.
Dante installed himself in the public house. Somburr descended to the Echoes. Lew joined Dante in the pub while Cee and Ast strolled around the neighboring blocks, haggling with street vendors and wandering in and out of clothiers. By early afternoon, with their feet tiring and no signs of anything out of the ordinary, they came into the pub as well.
All the while, Dante watched through the eyes of the rats. This kept him busy: the building had two main exits as well as two side doors, and Dante had to let his attention drift above any one set of eyes, homing in on a specific rat only when it detected motion. This happened scores of times throughout the day and was thoroughly exhausting to follow.
By nightfall, there had been no sign of Julen. Dante had had a few beers over the course of the day and he began to nod off. He got up to take a walk around the chilly night and clear his head. He had barely stepped into the square when the building's side door opened and Julen emerged.
Dante veered the opposite direction, turned a corner, and sat down to pretend to fiddle with the laces of his boots. He opened his loon. "Nak? Tell Somburr he's on the move. Heading north on Cleftridge Lane."
Nak had been asleep and Dante had to repeat his instructions twice before Nak was cogent enough to relay them. A moment later, he let Dante know that Somburr was on his way to see Kasee.
Julen's footsteps had already faded down the street. Dante sent two rats to follow at a distance, then hoofed it back to the pub and told the others the bear had finally emerged from hibernation.
Using Nak as a middleman, Somburr told Dante that Kasee's people were running flat-out through the Echoes to catch up to Julen, who was roughly a third of a mile north of them aboveground. Somburr planned to stay put and keep an eye on Kasee's. In the pub, Dante passed this to the others.
"Sounds like there's about to be a brawl." Cee tipped her mug to examine its contents. "Should we wander over that way?"
There were plenty of reasons to stay at a distance, but Dante wanted a better idea of who they were dealing with in Kasee Gage. Anyway, in the last week, he'd done little but sit around this pub and the inn. They headed out as a group, walking north.
Julen dropped off Cleftridge and cut through a dizzying maze of side streets. The rats followed, advancing in a leapfrog pattern, one following half a block behind Julen while the other lingered. Dante gained ground on him, but lagged blocks behind. Ten minutes after Kasee had left her building, the rearguard rat spied a group of eight people moving swiftly down the alleys. They wore dark clothes, scarves wrapped tight around their brows and mouths. The whites of their eyes shined in the weak light. All eight were armed. Disguised though they were, Dante identified Kasee and Horace.
A couple blocks ahead of their group, Julen hung a sudden left. As he disappeared, a dozen men rounded the corner he'd dodged behind and headed the opposite way. They jogged past Dante's rat. In the street, Kasee saw them and froze.
Still several blocks from the confrontation, Dante stumbled on a loose stone. "It's an ambush."
Cee stared down the street. "Kasee's got them?"
"I think they might have her."
"The Minister's people? Should we help her?"
He waved his hand for silence and delved into the rat's vision, scrambling for a plan. In the end, it didn't matter. He'd no sooner gotten a look at the groups facing off in the moonlight than the strangers charged.
Kasee's people ran to meet them. Blades flashed. A man screamed. Speechless, Dante broke into a dead run. The others fell in behind him. It wasn't easy to run through the dark in a strange city and keep his sight inside the rats', and all he caught were glimpses: the two lines smashing into each other. A man in a scarf thudding to the pavement. Kasee shouting, two short blades whirling in her hands.
The two sides separated, leaving three bodies on the ground. The next time Dante looked, they were fighting again. He could hear the clang of steel with his own ears. Kasee's voice chopped through the night. Dante slowed enough to cut his arm, then sprinted the rest of the way. As their force hit the street, the Minister's men disengaged and ran to the north.
Rather than engaging, Kasee whirled to face the new threat. Seeing Dante, she strode forward, blades in hand. "You fed us straight into the lion's mouth!"
"We're here to help!" Dante said.
"Help walk us into a trap? How would the Minister's men know to expect us unless you told them?"
"It could have been one of your men."
Her blades twitched. One was dark with blood. "My men are bricks in an unbroken wall!"
"Well, someone had to tip them off!" Dante's jaw dropped. "The hair."
"Thuhare? Who the hell is that?"
"A few nights back, Julen had a hair laid across his letters. I thought nothing of it. That it had landed there on its own. When I didn't put it back in place, he knew we were reading his correspondence."
Kasee's jaw worked. "And so he fed us bad intel? Tricked us into walking into a setup?"
"None of my people have any reason to betray you," Dante said. "If it wasn't one of your own, this is the only thing that makes sense."
She lowered her swords, then narrowed her eyes. "Your fault either way, isn't it?"
Cee laughed. "You have no idea how careful we've been. If it was the hair, this would have happened to anyone."
"But it didn't. It happened to you."
Dante bit down on his cheek hard enough to draw blood. The nether rushed to meet him. Kasee and her men watched him with unwavering stares. He shaped the nether into a killing point.
Behind them, one of the downed men groaned, leg kicking spasmodically. Two of Kasee's people ran to help, pulling the scarves from his face. It was Horace.
"Let me see to him," Dante said. "I'm a healer."
"A thief and a healer?" Kasee said. "There anything you can't do? Oh, I got it: tell the truth."
Dante shrugged. "Let him die if you prefer."
A muscle in her jaw twitched. She spat and stood aside. Dante got down beside Horace. His hard leather breastplate had been punctured. Lung, probably. Dante sent the nether inside him and confirmed it. He sent the shadows to work. Horace responded with a gasp, but his eyes stayed shut.
"Check their pockets," Kasee said. Her men moved to the two fallen enemy and searched their clothes.
Dante moved the nether up Horace's lung in a black line, sealing it together. The man wheezed, then breathed steadily. Dante turned to the two-inch puncture between his ribs. In a moment, it was gone.
He pulled back Horace's shirt and wiped away the blood, revealing smooth skin. "He'll be fine."
Kasee had gone still. "What are you? What have you been hiding from me?"
"Nothing." Dante stood. "I've done everything you've asked."
"Bullshit. If I'd known you could sling the darkness around, I would have asked for a whole lot more than letters." She rolled her lips together. "You and me, we're done."
"Fine. Good luck with your war."
Kasee turned and stalked a couple steps away, breathing hard. Dante began to move back to the others, but someone grabbed his arm.
"Wait," Horace said, throat catching. "You brought me back."
"You weren't gone yet." Dante knelt back down. "How do you feel?"
"Like I've just finished a long run." The man's eyes darted to Kasee. He lowered his voice to a murmur. "She hasn't told you everything. I don't have time to explain. If you want the truth, you'll find it in Morrive."
"Morrive? This is a city?"
"Once. Bring the Speech of the Lost. Anything that can translate the stones."
"Translate the—?"
"Enough standing around," Kasee said, audibly calmer. "Let's flap our soles before the watch gets here. Last thing we need is to take the blame for sparking hostilities." She met Dante's eyes. "You and yours? I see you again, and I'll bury you in the Echoes."
Dante was much too interested in prying tidbits from Horace to bother exchanging threats with her, but her troops were already helping Horace to his feet. They led him away, glancing over their shoulders at Dante.
"Do we have any reason to stay here?" Cee said. "Then I suggest we take a hint from our former allies and move it."
Dante saw no reason to stick around the streets, either. He turned and headed for the inn, thoughts racing.
"What just happened?" Lew said. "What did Horace say to you?"
"That it's time to leave town. Have you heard of a place called Morrive?"
"No, but I have the feeling I'm about to be tasked with becoming its expert."
"Nak?" Dante said into the loon. "Tell Somburr to get out of the Echoes and get back to the inn. If he sees Kasee, avoid her at all costs."
"It sounds like you're about to have Olivander pacing a rut in the floor," Nak said. "Just a second." He was quiet for a bit. "Somburr says that won't be a problem. What's going on over there?"
"For once, it's not worth worrying about. I'll catch you up as soon as I can."
Nak did some grumbling, then shut down his loon. They got to the inn without further problems. Dante sat in the common room, watching the door for Somburr. Just as he was ready to get ahold of Nak and ask, Somburr slipped inside, eyes roving across the minimal crowd.
Upstairs, Dante told him everything that had happened, including Horace's advice to travel to Morrive.
"You trust this?" Somburr said.
"I'd just saved his life," Dante said. "He seemed sincere."
Cee looked around the low table they were seated at. "Do we have anything left here? Stealing letters is out. Kasee wants to pick her teeth with our bones. Dante hasn't turned anything up at the temples. Sounds like there's nothing to lose by going to Morrive."
"Except our lives," Somburr said.
But even he didn't seem to believe it. In the morning, they all went to work. Dante headed straight to the Stoll of the Winds to ask for the Speech of the Lost. Mikkel had a copy, but there was a snag: he only had one, and transcribing it would take days. He knew a collector, however, and sent Dante with a letter of introduction. The collector wound up parting with the book, but it cost Dante everything he had. He hoped it was a wise purchase.
He got back around sunset. Cee had put together provisions. Lew and Ast had procured maps and information. Morrive lay in a desert to the southeast. No one had lived there for as long as anyone could remember.
That did zero to dissuade Dante. The others scraped together the last of their coins to pay the stable fees, then plodded out with the mules at dusk. With the city fading behind them, the wind carried the smell of the grass.
With the worst of the winter behind them, and their purses as dry and flat as their destination, they camped the nights in the open prairie, burning shrubs for warmth and roasting pigeons and rabbits Dante brought down with the nether. A small mountain range lay between them and Morrive and it looked as if they'd have to detour to a pass, but accounting for that, he thought they'd reach the ruins within a week.
As they traveled, he read through the Speech of the Lost. It was a Weslean guide to translating the written language of the Morrives. His Weslean had become quite good, but the book's dialect was older. He and Ast muddled through it.
Somburr continued to work on cracking the letters. Dante supposed they might yet turn up something useful about Cellen, but he suspected Somburr felt compelled by the challenge.
He was right about the former and dead wrong about the latter. Three days out of Ellan, with the grass going brown and patchy, Somburr stopped in his tracks, letter in hand.
"This could be unfortunate," he said.
"What is it?" Dante said. "Did you finally crack the code?"
"Days ago. I've been working through them ever since we left the city." Somburr bit his lip, uncertain how to proceed. That in itself was troubling; Somburr trusted no one, but he always believed in himself. He blurted, "The Minister's not planning to attack Ellan. He's going to invade Narashtovik."
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"That's where Tallivand's been staying," Blays said. "It has to be the place."
Minn shook her head. "It doesn't feel right."
Dennie shifted behind the cover of the shrubs. "We're going to need a little more than that."
"Wait." Blays tapped his forehead. "It doesn't feel right up here?"
"Exactly," Minn said. "But I think he's close."
"Can you tell where?"
She turned away from the home in a slow circle, eyes squeezed shut. When her back was to the house, she pointed across the path toward a dark manor surrounded by trees and lawns.
"You're sure?" Blays said.
"That's where the pressure's strongest."
Dennie glanced downhill toward the first house. "But if she's not holding Cal here, why is it patrolled?"
"Heck if I know," Blays said. "Maybe they've had problems with her, too. Whatever the case, blood doesn't lie. Let's move."
A trail branched from the ridge down to the second house. They followed it into a thin field of trees. These stopped a hundred yards from the house. Nothing but open grass stood between them and it.
"Well," Blays said. "Ready to do your thing?"
"I'm about to disappear," Minn said. When no one batted an eyelash, she laughed. "I mean literally. Try not to scream."
She gave them a moment to brace themselves, then wrapped herself in shadows and blinked away. Several of Dennie's bodyguards flinched, but to their credit, no one cried out. Blays tried to find her among the shadows, but could detect no trace.
With this phase of operations dependent on her, there was little to do but sit in the trees and wait. The men shifted about, checking their weapons. At times Blays thought he heard feet rustling the grass, but it might have been nothing more than the irregular breeze blowing down from the hills.
"Where did she learn to do that?" Dennie said.
"I'm not sure I'm allowed to say," Blays said.
"Is it a safe place, at least?"
He laughed. "Probably the safest place on earth."
"That's good to hear. I haven't seen her in years."
"Why did she leave?"
"I'm not sure I'm allowed to say," Dennie said.
"Well, given that she doesn't want anything to do with him, I'm guessing it's something her dad did."
"I don't know whether this is the time for this." He looked at Blays, frown deepening. "How well do you know her?"
"As a student. She's teaching me her disappearing act. Trying to, anyway."
"I can see how that might be a handy thing to learn."
The conversation died off, as it probably should have. They crouched beneath the trees among the smell of dew on grass and the fresh water of the lake. Minn was gone for a long time, but neither light nor sound troubled the house.
And then she was standing in front of them. This time, two of the men shrieked.
"Quiet!" she hissed. "Can anyone here pick a lock?"
"Sure," Blays said.
"I should have guessed. I haven't found Cal, but I think I came close. There's a door in the way."
Blays had little in the way of tools, but a quick survey of Dennie's men turned up an array of needles, pipecleaners, and beard-clips.
"What's the situation in there?" he said.
"It's quiet," Minn said. "I saw two watchmen on the ground floor. I think Cal is downstairs."
"You expect me to sneak past them?"
"Use your shadows. And if those fail you, are those swords for decoration?"
He stared at the house. He had to think for a moment before he remembered the last time he'd killed someone: the bandits south of Setteven. Three, four months ago. He'd certainly gone longer between deaths, but it was one of the better stretches he'd encountered since beginning his adult life as a hired armsman in Bressel. He'd hoped that, in the seclusion of Pocket Cove, it would have lasted much longer. That he wouldn't always be a tool drawn from the sheath whenever others needed their enemies dispatched to Arawn.
But perhaps that was what he was. There was no denying he was good at it. Nor could he deny that, when Minn had first told him that her cousin was missing, some part of him had known it would come to this.
"We can get to him no problem," he said. "But he may be hurt. Sick. It'll be much tougher to get him out."
"Once you're inside, I'll give you ten minutes," Dennie said. "Then I'll move my people up to the house. If you need us, we'll be right there."
Jinsen nodded. "We don't need to fight them all. We just need to keep them off you long enough to get Cal outside."
Blays thought this sounded a little thin. He was used to that, but in these situations, he was also used to traveling in the partnership of quite possibly the generation's most powerful nethermancer—and a man who was almost as adept at grabbing disaster by the horns as he was at wielding the shadows. Then again, Blays had survived three years without his potent sidekick. And who wanted to live forever, anyway?
"Sounds good," he said. "If they spot us, we can pretend to be drunk lovers who wandered into the wrong house."
"Armed with swords?" Minn said.
"We'll say we stole them from someone even drunker."
Minn rolled her eyes, then faded until he could only make out hints of her fingernails, hair, and the buttons on her clothes. Just enough for him to follow. They crawled through the grass toward the house. Dew soaked Blays' doublet and trousers. A lone candle burned upstairs. Minn led him around the side of the house to a wooden door in the stone wall. It opened to a dark room, slices of moonlight cutting through the shutters. A sun room, perhaps. Minn grew more opaquely visible, beckoned him down, then faded again. They crawled on hands and knees across a strip of rug down a hallway. This brought them to an expansive room with a snapping fireplace, a dual staircase, a plenitude of chairs, and a silent guard seated on the landing. It smelled like wood smoke and people.
The fire threw stark, elongated shadows across the room. His own movements would be much too regular. Blays had left his kellevurt back at Dennie's home, but he reached for the nether anyway, suddenly certain that he could expand it into whipping, spastic expansions exactly like the shadows created by a fire.
To his surprise and delight, they did just that. One of Minn's buttons gleamed, moving behind the wide stone column containing the fireplace. Blays followed, disguised by flickering nether. They moved to the darkness of the far side of the column. Minn rematerialized and gently opened the door set in its back.
Blays could only see the top step of the staircase leading down, but he could feel the tickle of cold air arising from the depths. Minn tugged on his sleeve. She stepped down and the tread of the step creaked. She stopped and looked up. Blays heard nothing more but the pop of burning wood.
She moved down. He eased the door shut. Its latch clicked, but the sound was muffled by the snap of the fire. They felt their way down step by step. Once they were at the bottom, Minn summoned a faint white light. A banded door barred their path.
Blays got the handful of metal pins from his pocket, careful not to jab himself on the needles. Most locks were dumber than a boiled frog and this one was no different. He sprung it in seconds. The door opened, presenting them with harsh cold and the smell of feces.
Minn's expression hardened. Doors stood on both sides of the corridor. Most were unlocked, the rooms beyond filled with bottles, casks, sacks, chests, and old furniture concealed under dusty sheets. Much of the storage seemed devoted to cobwebs and rat turds. They checked room to room until they came to a door that wouldn't budge.
"He's in there," Minn whispered.
"How do you know?"
"Because it feels like my brain is about to spray out both ears like flame from a dragon's nostrils."
He set to work on the door. Its lock was stickier than the first, and he had to scrabble around at it for so long that he began to doubt anyone was behind it, certain the noise would have woken them.
At last, the lock clicked. And he saw why there had been no response from within.
The man huddled in a blanket, his pale shins projecting from its end. He smelled as bad as he looked. Sores glared from his face. His left hand clutched the end of the blanket. It was heavily bandaged and crusted with old blood.
"Cal!" Minn rushed to him, sweeping him up in her arms.
He jarred awake and scrabbled back. His eyes locked on hers. Fear melted to confusion, then disbelief. "Minn?"
"Don't move. You'll feel better in a moment."
She got out a knife and nicked the back of her wrist. Shadows swarmed from her to him. His eyelids fluttered. The sores on his face skinned over. The hitch in his breathing soothed. He shook his bandaged hand, then scratched at it. When Minn fell back, he still looked like a man who'd spent too long at sea, but he was able to stand, keeping his blanket around his bare skin.
"How did you do that?" He glanced at Blays. "And who is he?"
"A man of many talents." Minn grinned so wide it was a wonder her teeth didn't fall out. "Your dad's outside. Take my cloak. Can you walk?"
Something scraped upstairs. It was faint, yet Blays pegged it at once: the unmistakable sound of someone moving less quietly than they believed. Something twitched from the corner of the room. There, a rat stood on its hind legs. One of its eyes was missing. The other was glassy, but fixed firmly on him.
"We've been seen," he breathed.
"By who?" Minn said. "Ourselves?"
"Tallivand is a nethermancer." He drew one of his swords. "And we're in deep shit."
He closed on the rat. Before it had a chance to react, he hacked it in half, then cut its head in two for good measure. "Come on."
They followed him into the hall. Two doors down, he ducked into one of the storage rooms and made to get behind a barrel.
"What are you doing?" Minn said. "We can't hide. If she knows the nether, I'm the only one who can stand against her."
She was right. This pissed him off beyond measure. "At the risk of sounding like a coward, do you think you can sneak up on her?"
"Could be. I doubt she'll be expecting one of her own."
He moved back to the corridor, wishing they'd left the doors open. "Shadowalk up to the door and open it as softly as you can. If anyone comes down, I'll deal with them. If not, have a look around and let us know if it's clear. Sound good?"
"Good enough," she said. She hugged Cal again. "If anything happens to me, follow Blays. He'll get you out of here."
Cal nodded, fighting down his confusion. Minn smiled wanly and vanished. Cal gasped and staggered back into Blays.
"She's pretty talented, right?" Blays whispered.
He moved back into the darkness of the storage room. Minn's feet whispered up the steps. The door creaked. Blays' heart thundered. After fifteen beats, boots rasped on the steps. The tip of a sword moved past the doorway. As soon as he saw the man's elbow, Blays burst forward, driving his sword into where he gauged the neck would be. His aim was true. The man dropped, gargling blood to the bare stone floor. Blays followed him down and severed his spine. The man went silent.
Blays waited, gazing up the black stairwell. The darkness was so complete he saw sparks swimming in his eyes; the silence was so total he heard the hum of his blood in his ears.
Upstairs, the door inched open. He held his position. Thirty seconds later, he felt warmth on his cheek. Minn swam into place beside him.
"Looks clear," she whispered.
"We can't stay down here all night." Blays drew his second sword. "I'll lead with Cal. Please, for the sake of me not dying in a stranger's basement, if you see any sign of shadows, strike her dead."
She nodded. He turned to Cal. Cal gripped his shoulder. They began their ascent. The treads sided with him, maintaining their silence. Up top, the diffused glow of the fire granted barely enough light to make out the floor. After a look around, he stepped out, Cal holding onto him for strength. Blays reached into the nether, trying to sense its presence in other bodies, but felt nothing.
He waited for a full minute, but heard nothing but the crackle of the fire. He brought Cal to the wall and moved in the direction of the sun room. A quarter of the way around the broad column housing the fireplace, he stopped for a quick look around. Shadows wavered, but the room was as empty as before.
Something sizzled through the air. Blays jerked Cal down. A cold force struck his back. He shouted involuntarily. Pain shot through him, but rather than plowing through him, the bolt of shadows exploded in a bloom of heatless sparks. Minn shimmered into view, arm outstretched toward the landing, nether dripping from her hands.
Bodyguards charged into the room bearing swords and spears, blocking the way to the sun room. Blays didn't fear them. He feared the woman silhouetted on the landing. The woman whose hands were balls of darkness.
Glass shattered from the front of the house. Blays shoved Cal back toward the door to the basement. "Get downstairs!"
Tallivand's bodyguards tore across the room. They'd be on him in a moment. Without waiting to see if Cal was following orders, Blays sprinted to the left wing of the double staircase to the upper floors, vaulting the rail. Wood splintered behind him, pinging his cloak. He hit the stairs running. Below, three men chased him while the other five turned and ran toward the sound of the broken glass. Jinsen's voice rang out.
Blays reached the second floor landing. Tallivand backpedaled, banging into a wall. Nether streaked from her fingers. From downstairs, Minn deflected the first bolt. The second hit Blays' feet. He cringed, expecting them to be sheared off at the ankle. Instead, they rooted to the ground. He crashed on his face.
He fought to stand, but his feet wouldn't move. The guards pounded up the steps. Tallivand and Minn faced each other, grappling with half-seen forces. Blays' feet were stuck fast, but he was able to twist around to a sitting position. He had held onto both swords during the fall.
The first of the guards was upon him. Smirking, the man reached out as far as he could, driving his sword at Blays' chest. Blays flung himself to the side and twisted out of the way of the incoming blade. Fresh pain tore through his wounded shoulder.
He dropped his left-hand sword and snapped at the man's wrist. This was out of reach, so he snagged the man's cross-guard instead and leaned back with all his weight. If the bodyguard had had a moment to think, he would have simply let go, but the instinct to pull back won out. Already leaning toward him, off balance, the man was unable to resist. He fell forward, plunging straight onto Blays' right-hand sword.
The man was beginning to shriek as a spear darted at Blays. Blays flattened himself, leveraging the impaled guard up. The spear gored the man in the back. Blays rocked forward and pushed him off his sword, tumbling him down the stairs into the legs of the spearman. They fell in a tangle, lodging against the wall. The third guard grabbed the dropped spear and raised it high, its iron point shining in the firelight.
Across the room, both women screamed. Blays' feet yanked free of their unnatural roots. He kicked back from the soldiers, grabbing for his fallen second sword. The spear clunked into the landing and withdrew. Blays followed it in. The man wheeled his spear, but its butt whacked against the wall. Blays smacked it aside with one sword and drove his second into the man's heart. While he was there, he took care of the tripped man, who was still fighting to free himself from his friend's dead weight.
The stairs were now clear; men were hollering across the ground floor, maneuvering around tables, throwing knives and vases at each other. On the landing, Tallivand crumpled to one knee, holding her bleeding hip. Below, Minn lay prone, crawling toward the pocket of safety beneath the landing.
Blays ran toward Tallivand and put the edge of his sword to her throat. "Bad news: I know the nether, too. Not well, mind you. But if I see you make the slightest move toward it, you'll see how good I am with a sword."
Her eyes danced between his. She was in her mid-fifties, black hair hanging in two braids. She was dressed in a dark nightgown and she looked very afraid. "Who are you?"
"Mean," Blays said. "Call off your men. No one else needs to die."
She licked her lips, then turned her head to look downstairs, wincing as the motion pressed the sword against her skin.
"Stand down!" she called. Swords clanged below. She snarled. "I said stand down!"
The swordplay ceased. A man backed toward the stairs, glancing over his shoulder. "Ma'am?"
"Put down your weapons before this man puts his through my throat."
More guards backed into the firelight. They glanced between each other, then set down their swords. Dennie and Jinsen advanced, accompanied by their troops.
"Are you all right?" Dennie shouted.
"Help Minn!" Blays said. "Cal's in the basement. He's beat up, but he's fine."
Dennie and two guards jogged beneath the landing. Jinsen and the others escorted Tallivand's soldiers away.
"This was about the Almanack, wasn't it?" Blays said.
Tallivand nodded carefully. "I'm just an agent. This wasn't my idea."
"Then what, you stumbled into Cal Stotts in the street and he wound up in your pocket?"
"I won't deny what I've done. But the people holding my reins are worth much more than my life."
Blays laughed humorlessly. "I'm not so sure about that."
"Is that so?" A hint of mockery entered her eyes. "Do you place so little value on the head of your king?"
His heart did painful things in his chest. "The king? Moddegan sent you?"
"Do I have your interest now?"
"Indeed. Now we're going to sit here until people with the authority to make decisions arrive."
This took a while, but Blays didn't mind the breather. After what felt like an hour but was probably ten minutes, the others reconvened downstairs. Minn and Cal could move around but weren't in great shape—they'd found Cal some clothes, at least—so Blays walked Tallivand downstairs, still holding his sword to her neck.
"Care to have your brains melted?" he asked them. "She's working for the king."
Dennie put himself nose to nose with her. "Why were you mutilating my son over a book?"
"The finger was as far as we intended to go," Tallivand said. "You'll note we made sure to clip it from his off hand."
"Why, you're a model of mercy!"
"Given what my lord was willing to do to attain the book? I was saintly."
"Answer the question," Blays said.
Tallivand's face contorted in thought. She gave a short sigh through her nose. "He wanted the book because he thought it would lead him to Cellen."
This last bit was gibberish to Blays. Dennie appeared equally nonplussed. Cal looked like he wanted a meal and a bath. But Minn had the expression of someone who's been stuck in the stomach with a spear.
"He thinks it's back?" she said.
"There are signs," Tallivand said. "Strong signs."
"Strong enough to kill for?" Minn grimaced. "Then again, any sign of Cellen would tempt him."
Tallivand nodded, then smiled oddly. "You fight well, lady. Who trained you?"
Minn smiled back. "No one you'd know."
"Right," Blays said. "What is happening right now?"
"Let's be clear: we're bargaining for your life," Minn said to Tallivand, entirely ignoring Blays. "What else can you toss on the table?"
She laughed. "What could be better than Cellen?"
"How is he so sure? And how does he intend to find it?"
"The lights in the Woduns. The creatures we've been finding in the Ripping Sea. Other things I'm not privy to. As to how he means to get it, I can't say. It was my job to bring him the Almanack—at all costs. If I return with nothing, I'll be killed on the spot."
"It would be finely deserved," Dennie said.
"I think I believe her," Blays said.
"Surely you don't think we should let her go."
"I've interrogated a lot of assholes over the years. True believers never give up what you want to hear. She doesn't give two shits about Moddegan. She just wants to survive."
Minn laughed. "You think that makes her more trustworthy?"
"I wouldn't take her out for drinks," Blays said. "But I know Moddegan well enough to believe she can never cross his sight again."
"She hurt Cal," Dennie said. "Took his finger."
"It's your call. And good luck with it. While you're doing that, would someone care to do me the favor of explaining what the hell Cellen is?"
Minn and Tallivand exchanged looks. Tallivand spoke first. "We believe it is a source of pure nether. One that, in able hands, can be put to almost any use."
"What's your take?" he asked Minn.
"That's what I've been taught." She frowned at Tallivand. "But it's been more than a millennium since it last manifested."
Tallivand could only shrug.
Dennie paced around her. "If you left here tonight, where would you go?"
"Mallon," she said without hesitation. "I might try Narashtovik—they have no love for Moddegan and are hungry for talent—but I'd fear that's not nearly far enough for me to run."
Dennie turned to his son. "I'd give you the choice, but that would shift the responsibility to your shoulders. How do you feel?"
"I don't care," Cal said. "I just want to go home."
"Leave now," Dennie declared to Tallivand. "Go alone. And never let me see you in Gallador or Gask again."
She eyed him, expecting some trick, then bowed her head. "You won't regret it."
"I do already."
She showed no sign of offense. She limped over to a rack, slung a long coat over her shoulders, and took a lantern from the wall. Geared for travel, she trudged toward the front room. Broken glass tinkled under her steps. Her lantern faded into the night.
"There's nothing more to keep us here," Dennie said. "Anyway, the longer we stick around, the more likely our fleet is to attack the wrong house!"
A couple of his men chuckled. Some of them bore bandaged cuts, but none had suffered serious injury. Minn had a gouge to the left side of her ribs and another on her left triceps, but appeared to have it under control. Blays lent her a hand outside while Dennie saw to Cal and Jinsen oversaw the troops. They hiked to the path on the ridge and followed it to the pier where they'd tied up the sloop. Once they were on the water, they flashed their lanterns at the lurking cutter and both boats sailed for home. Dennie found Blays in the bow cleaning his swords.
"If I gauge you right, you'd be insulted if I offered you money for your help," Dennie said. "But I owe you more than I own."
"You've misjudged me completely," Blays said. "I'm happy to take your money. This time, I might even need it."
"Going on a trip?"
"I think so. Don't suppose you know an all-night stable in town?"
"Afraid not." Dennie scratched his goatee. "But I can have a horse for you first thing in the morning."
Blays figured he could use the sleep anyway. The boats docked at Dennie's pier and Blays helped unload the few supplies they'd brought for the raid. Dennie saw Cal inside. Once Blays finished, he stood on the dock watching the moon on the water.
"Uncle Dennie made it sound like you're leaving," Minn said.
He gave her the eye. "After a night like tonight, it's not prudent to startle the guy with the swords."
"Is he right?"
"I'm afraid my travels have been extended." Blays slicked back his grimy hair. "It's time for me to pay homage to the king."



 25 
There ensued an incredulous silence.
"He's going to attack Narashtovik?" Dante laughed. "Using what, the Eagle King and his faithful legions? He could never get an army across the Woduns."
"Unless," Somburr said.
Dante sobered abruptly. "He couldn't."
"Oh no," Lew said. "Is that why he wants Cellen?"
"It fits," Somburr said. "If it's as powerful as everyone believes, the mountains won't be an obstacle."
Dante flapped his hands. "What could he possibly want with Narashtovik?"
"The letters are opaque as to his motivations."
"For that matter, how did you manage to crack them? I thought you'd barely made any progress."
"I hadn't," Somburr said. "So when Kasee took her people to their ill-fated ambush, I broke into their house and stole their translations."
"What do they say about Narashtovik?"
"They refer to the target as the 'City of Nine Fragments.' Archaic reference to the city's war-torn history."
"Narashtovik is built on a plain," Dante said. "That could be why the Minister is drilling his troops in the lowlands. Even so, why us?"
"There's more." Somburr passed him a decoded letter. "This details their involvement in Ellan. It consists of two parts. First, procuring materiel. Second, hiring teams of merchants—specifically, those with experience dealing with Tev, Kirkit, and beyond." He raised his eyebrows significantly, receiving a chorus of blank looks in reply. "People, in other words, with great skill at transporting goods over long and treacherous routes."
Cee gazed westward. "Sounds like we ought to head on back to Corl and pluck his head like a lorbell."
"We're only a few days out from Morrive," Dante said. "Horace thought it was important we go there. I say we take a look around, then return to Corl."
"First we go to a haunted ruins, then we hightail it for a land we're banished from. Sounds like a wonderful plan."
"The ruins are haunted?" Lew said.
"Of course there's ghosts in ruins," Cee said. "You should be happy if there's no mummies."
They continued down the path. Continuing to Morrive felt like an odd thing to do, considering they'd just learned a powerful man who was possibly crazy intended to deploy an omnipotent artifact to destroy their homeland for reasons that were not just obscure, but completely unknown. Part of Dante was in denial, and the part that wasn't in denial was in shock. The moment he came out of it, he intended to loon Nak and explain as best he could. But he needed to wait until he could explain at all.
Conveying what they'd learned to Nak took three days. Not because Dante procrastinated; he looned Nak as soon as he'd eaten dinner that night. Rather, because the loons could only be used for an hour per day, and if they exceeded that limit, they'd break. Dante had barely begun to fill Nak in when Nak, realizing the gravity of the situation, ran off to find Olivander. Dante then had to explain things all over again, and since only Nak could hear him, Nak had to repeat it to Olivander, who often had questions and commentary of his own. Working through everything Dante had seen, heard, and learned took two and a half full sessions.
"And you find all this...credible?" Olivander asked once he'd concluded.
"I know it sounds like lunacy," Dante said. "But all the pieces fit."
"What type of forces can he muster?"
"The layout of Spiren makes it extremely hard to estimate. When I look at a city, I can guess how many people live there. A forest of titanic trees? No idea."
"We're still recovering from the last war," Olivander said. "Do you have any idea what timeframe he's operating on?"
"If his plans rely on Cellen, it all depends on when it manifests. Even if he were to obtain it tomorrow, and used it to part a path through the mountains, I can't imagine he'd move before spring."
"He couldn't be planning logistics unless he knows what to expect in Narashtovik. That means he had or has agents here. Any way you can get Somburr back home? Use a trebuchet, if necessary."
"He's the one who figured this out," Dante said. "And this can all be averted if I get to Cellen first."
"It makes me nervous to have you so far away from the mountains when this 'Minister's' prize could show up at any moment. Are you sure you're making the right move?"
"People keep asking that, but the answer doesn't change. I have no gods damn idea. But I think this is the best option."
"I hear you," Olivander sighed. "I'll begin long-term preparations. Check in whenever there's any development, no matter how minor. And do not put yourself in harm's way. If the Minister gets wind of what you know, he'll execute you on the spot."
Dante wasn't entirely sure how he was supposed to get into Corl and figure out what was going on without putting himself and/or his companions in danger, but he let the matter rest. He was talked out. Besides, they were almost to Morrive.
The day before, they had plodded along the pass through a line of small, worn mountains. The other side was brown and rocky. The land below was as flat as the prairies of Ellan, but here the grass grew in lonely yellow clumps. Minty-smelling shrubs rose where they could, branches humped like the back of an old field hand. Winds rattled across the plain, swirling the dust into tiny, erratic tornadoes. Patches of snow had been hardened into crusty sheets by the unblocked sunlight and the scouring winds. Rodents and small birds picked around for seeds. Twice, they saw shepherds tending goats. Small bands of nomads passed by on horseback, dogs barking across the flatlands.
For the most part, it was a place of weather and sky.
The sixth day after leaving Ellan, they came to a village settled around a large pond. Most of the homes were leather tents insulated with wool and grass. A few were built from mud bricks. Fences penned in sheep and goats, the posts and rails built from ragged, warped wood that looked like it had been there for centuries.
The trail led to the village. Since crossing into the desert, there had been nothing to forage for. Their supplies were growing light. After a quick discussion, they decided to approach the settlement, stopping outside of bow range while Dante and Ast went to speak to the locals. A sun-tanned and wind-beaten woman met them on the road, the tails of her white braids flapping in the wind. According to Ast, she spoke First (Weslean). He spoke enough to confirm they would be allowed to enter and trade. The tongue was similar enough that Dante could understand it in snatches. He prayed there would be no misunderstandings.
Their attempt to barter did not get off to a strong start. Other than their knives, and a few metal tools the locals were in short supply of, they had very little to offer. While Dante and Ast haggled over the value of a steel knife, a man brought back his son from the wilds. The young boy's feet were both frostbitten.
It took some time for Dante to convince them he could help—in the end, he had to cut his arm, then heal his wound in front of their eyes. A few of the men seemed to think that was a sign Dante ought to be sunk in the lake, or dragged behind a horse until there was nothing left of him, but the boy's father shouted them down and beckoned Dante into his tent. A few minutes later, the boy's green and red toes had gone pink, their swelling soothed.
Dante cautioned the man that he still wasn't sure about one of the toes, but the man kissed him on both cheeks, slaughtered a sheep, and began preparations for a feast of mutton, blood-and-barley pudding, and fermented milk. Many of the villagers were disinterested, but some three dozen others came by over the course of the afternoon and evening, bearing small dishes or skins of beer.
They were cautious at first. Then a young woman shyly showed Dante her rotten tooth. It was too far gone to save, but with the nether, he was able to push it painlessly from her mouth, her gums healing behind it.
With that, the floodgates opened. He, Lew, and even Somburr were inundated with requests to heal cuts, infections, aches, and fevers. They couldn't do much for the older people's arthritis, and Dante had to inform one gentleman that even the nether had no solution for baldness. Yet by the end of the feast, they were stuffed, drunk, and gifted with a score of feather charms and bone talismans—along with sacks of barley, dried mutton, and skins of spiced blood the locals claimed would make you as strong as the horses it was harvested from.
"Where are you going?" the father of the boy asked when things had wound down and the stars blazed from the sky.
"Morrive," Dante answered.
The man frowned. "I would not go there if I were you."
"Why? Is it cursed?"
He laughed. "Of course not. But this is the last village from here until the end of the desert. There is nothing else. Nor at Morrive."
"I hope you're wrong. My home depends on it."
Dante asked the others about the place, but while it was nearby, it stood across miles of sandy dunes the villagers rarely spent any time in. Those who'd seen it shrugged, dismissing it as no more interesting than any other hunk of rock in the desert.
They were given space to sleep in a stranger's tent. In the morning, they were fed flatbread and farmer's cheese. They took water from the lake and continued south.
The baked dirt mingled with sinuous arms of sand. Soon, the trail disappeared. Over the course of a couple miles, dunes replaced the plains, rippling north-south as the winds scattered their grains to the east. It was still freezing, but the snows were gone. The loose sand made for slow travel. At the top of each dune, Dante stopped to look in all directions, hunting for anything that looked out of place. With enough height, he could see for miles, but with no road to lead them through the shifting sands, it was possible they'd pass right by the ruins.
As the sun fled west, he began to fear they had. But miles to the south, a shadow lay on the desert, elongated by the slant of the light. They pushed on. A squared stone tower projected from the sand. They reached it in the last of the light. The stone was a leopard-spotted granite, patterned with black rings enclosing a heterogeneous mash of orange minerals. It was some fifty feet tall and its walls were a hundred feet wide. Friezes and glyphs were etched in the rock. Those on the western face were worn smooth by years of wind-driven sand.
Dante wanted nothing more than to investigate then and there, but they'd already pushed too far; if they didn't put together some sort of shelter, they might freeze. They moved to the shelter of the east wall and set up their tents. He feared the sand would provide no purchase for their stakes, but the ground right next to the tower was hard-packed, practically stone.
Not long after the sun was down, the wind settled as well. They were left in silence broken only by their own breathing and the shuffling of the ponies. The stillness was so complete Dante could believe nothing had ever lived here at all, that the tower had been dragged out here by a crazed king who fancied himself an architectural critic.
Dante woke multiple times during the night. But he was so tired and sore that despite his excitement—an excitement very much like the kind he'd had as a child waiting for Falmac's Eve—he was able to stay beneath his blankets until dawn. Once he was up, he ate quickly, then made a circuit around the tower of Morrive.
Except for the occasional patch of glyphs or wind-weathered carving, the walls were blank. There was no sign of a staircase. There were, however, multiple windows on each side. Including a few that could be reached from the ground.
He returned to the camp and explained he was going inside. To Dante's total lack of surprise, Lew offered to stay outside and copy the glyphs on the walls and attempt to translate them using the Speech of the Lost. As always, Cee wanted to join the more active part of the mission. Somburr's curiosity led him to volunteer as well. Ast preferred to stay outside and keep watch, but said that Dante should call him up if he encountered anything strange.
Dante took Cee and Somburr back to the window. The tower was obviously long dead, but he wished he had a rat to send in first. Even a moth would do. Lacking scouts other than himself, he jumped up, grabbed onto the stone still, and hauled himself inside.
Dust motes twirled in shafts of light. Sand sprawled across the floor. The room was otherwise bare stone. He gestured to the others and lowered himself to the floor. It smelled like dust, but there was no hint of mustiness. The other two climbed in behind him, landing on the floor with a burst of sand. The rest of the rooms were as empty as the first, but they found a stairwell, hard-packed sand cementing the steps into a ramp. They stomped their feet through the crust and headed upstairs.
The sand on the second level drifted against the walls, but there was less of it, with stone showing in the middle of the floor. Shrunken piles of what might have been curtains were crumpled beneath the windows. When Dante touched one, it crumbled to ashy remnants. A metal bar lay on the ground, pitted and green with age. Loose timber sprawled around the room, but it was so chewed up and rotten that it was hard to identify what it might once have been.
The next three floors presented similar results. The rooms weren't empty, but they may as well have been. The higher they got, the less sand rested on the floor. The fifth floor led to the roof.
The tower was the tallest thing for miles and offered sweeping vistas of desert. Dante only had eyes for the roof itself. A circle of black stone dominated the surface, sixty feet in diameter and divided into twelve equal slices. As usual, sand dusted it all, but he immediately understood what it referenced: the twelve gods of the Celeset.
A far smaller circle was inscribed in the center. Each of its foot-long wedges was carved with an icon: the twin rivers of Arawn, the hound of Mennok, the anvil, the maiden. Some of the symbols didn't match what he was accustomed to, but what struck him was that there were twelve. Same as in Mallon and Gask. Here in Weslee, however, they worshipped the Thirteen Lords of the Broken Circle.
The slices were filled with regal glyphs. Some were clogged with sand, others wind-worn, but he thought they'd be able to read them. He moved to the edge of the tower and hollered down at Lew until the monk agreed to join him on the roof.
They set to work copying the glyphs. Somburr assisted. Cee slipped away. Ast stood on the roof and watched the desert. As the sun climbed, the air warmed enough for Dante to shed his cloak.
The translations weren't easy business. The glyphs stood for syllables rather than letters, and the Morrivese grammar was crude. They'd had time to familiarize themselves with the Speech of the Lost during the walk from Ellan, though, and it turned out the words in the circle were familiar: paraphrased lines from the Cycle of Arawn.
But Dante had found something outside the black circle. Near a corner of the roof, other glyphs had been hammered into the rock. They were sloppy, out of line, shallower than the orderly symbols chiseled into the Celeset. Dante called Lew over to help.
Within an hour, they had several interpretations of the line. It was something close to "The stone has broken and brought the skies down with it." They consulted with Ast, who confirmed their translation.
"Does that mean anything to you?" Lew said.
"Sure," Dante said. "That I owe Horace a punch in the face for wasting our time."
"I don't know. It sounds portentous."
"What it sounds is vague."
"Have you checked the whole roof? The inside of the tower? Maybe there's more to see."
"Like a million acres of sand?" Dante folded his arms. "I'll check inside again. Maybe I missed something."
Lew bobbed his head. "I'll get back to deciphering the walls."
Dante went down to the fifth floor. This time, he forced himself not to rush, using his torchstone to light the gloomier corners, but there was simply nothing to find. Besides rubble and junk, anyway. He circled through the rooms, sketching a quick layout, but there were no obvious walled-off spaces that might contain a hidden room. He walked down to the fourth floor and repeated his search. Midway through his sweep of the third, someone whistled from outside. He went to the eastern window and stuck his head into the daylight.
"Jump on down!" Cee said from below, shielding her eyes with her hand. "Or take the stairs, if you prefer. Either way, you got to come take a look at this."
"What is it?" Dante said.
"Nope. You have to come see for yourself."
He clenched his teeth and headed down the stairs. On the ground floor, he hopped out the south window into the sand and headed over to Cee. There, the sand dropped a couple feet, exposing the tower's foundation. She beckoned him over and pointed to a rippled patch.
"Very good," Dante said. "You found more desert."
"Yeah. And it's all marked up with snake tracks."
"Snake tracks? These look exactly like the patterns on every dune here. Should I be fleeing for my life?"
"These tracks run the wrong way to be the wind," Cee pointed. "And there is no wind on this side. It's in the lee of the tower. The final reason you're wrong: these are shaped like snake tracks."
Dante glanced around. "Okay, so what? Are you thinking of eating them? Be my guest."
"Lew came by a few minutes ago. He said you hadn't found anything." She pointed at the base of the wall. "You checked in there?"
A small hole peeped from the wall. The sand around it had a lot of marks similar to the ones Cee had found. Dante reached to scoop away the sand, thought better of it, and delved into the nether instead. Moving the sand turned out to be more difficult than he'd expected—it wasn't as sticky with itself as dirt or rock—but there were still shadows in it, even in this dry and lifeless place. Sand poured out of the hole.
And kept pouring. The hole, initially large enough to admit a hungry mouse, expanded to the size of a plum, and then a fist. A sour, primal stink issued from within. Counter to his better instincts, Dante continued pulling sand away. A couple feet underneath the wall, sunlight spilled onto a ball of tan ropes someone had coiled up and thrown away. In a horrible, scaly, living pile.
"Gross!" Dante jumped back. "Are you trying to get me killed?"
"Think they're venomous?"
"Even if they're not, I might shudder to death."
She smirked. "Look harder, brave leader."
He crouched back toward the ball of sluggish snakes, extending the torchstone into the space. It shined on a bunch of sand and more snakes. "What am I supposed to be looking at? The physical manifestation of the world's nightmares?"
"Don't look at what's in the hole. Look at the hole itself."
"Why don't you save yourself from being strangled by me and—" He cut himself short. The hole through the wall wasn't ragged or crumbled. It was a smooth line. He brushed away the sand crusted at its top, revealing a pointed arch. He was looking into a window. One identical to the one he'd clambered through to get into the ground floor. Rather, what he'd assumed to be the ground floor. "The stairwell's completely plugged with sand—and there's more building below it."
He backed out, brushed off the dust, and ran to the window to the first floor.
"Hey, Lew!" Cee shouted, still beside the hole. As Dante strode across the sandy floor to the stairs, Lew screamed bloody murder.
The sand in the stairwell looked solid. It felt solid, too. Even when Dante stepped and then jumped on the place where more stairs must have been hiding. He moved back to the entry and plunged his mind into the grains, using the nether inside them to assess their shape. It was solid all the way down to the next landing.
Dante nicked his arm and focused. A snake of sand oozed from the stairs and slithered toward the window, growing wider as it went. Its "head" hit the wall, diverted upward, and felt its way through the window. The stream leaving the stairwell was now thicker than his waist. Several unearthed steps were visible below what he had taken to be the start of the stairs. Within minutes, he had an empty staircase and a great big pile of sand outside the window.
He stood on the landing, gazing down into the darkness. Listening. Sniffing, too. The air wafting from below didn't just smell like dust. It smelled...stale. And perhaps a little snaky. Basically, it smelled like the sort of place you should never willingly explore, especially by yourself.
Drawing his bone sword with his right hand, holding the torchstone in his left, and keeping the nether at the ready in his mind, he descended into the darkness. Stray grains gritted beneath his soles. The stairs were clear all the way to the bottom, where a makeshift wall of rotten wood, fabric, and ruined debris plugged the doorway. He cocked his sword and swung. Chunks of detritus hit the ground with brittle thuds. Sand slumped lazily through the hole, spilling over his boots.
Inside, it rested thigh-high, drifted deeper beneath the windows, which were cemented with sand. Nothing obvious stood out from the room. The stairs to the next level down were likewise clogged. He drew out the sand and piled it in the side of the "basement." Every few seconds, he glanced around himself, mistaking the hiss of sand for that of angry snakes.
The air on the next level smelled less sour and more stale. From that point on, the stairwell became clear enough to walk down; sand still caked the windows and lay on the ground in little dunes, but in much lesser quantities than above. He continued down, floor by floor. On the ninth floor, counting down from the roof, timbers lay in heaps against the east wall. He touched one and it crumbled into dry mulch. Rather than wood, it smelled like dust and age.
Two floors lower, the doorway was stuffed with a plug of brick. He sent the nether into it and discovered it was dried mud. It took a moment to get it moving, but soon enough it flowed away into the room, adding to the layer cemented atop the floor. This was thick enough that when he stood on it, he could just touch the ceiling. He found a window and knocked on the ramp of clay that had dried within it. It was as solid as the stone of the wall. He circled around the floor, but it was a featureless mat of dried mud.
The level below this was much the same, but it bore an open floor plan with taller windows, and the mud had filled it nearly floor to ceiling. In fact, guessing by the stains visible in the torchstone's wan glow, the mud had reached the ceiling, then retracted as it dried. He thought the air smelled like a river bank after it's lost its flow, but that was impossible; this was the middle of the desert. The windows and the stairwell were clogged with branches and leaves. When he released them from the mud's hold, he smelled pine needles and sap.
He cleared the way down to the next floor, the thirteenth below the roof. The stairs were twice as long as those leading to the other levels, but finally came to a stop. On this floor, he found no windows at all. As he sent the nether roaming through the hardened clay, he felt objects within it. These were mineral, too, and he could have moved them if he wished. But as he crawled onto the mud "floor," which lay less than four feet below the soaring ceiling, he saw the thin bones of arms jutting from the desiccated soil.
The clay was embedded with skeletons. Scores of them. Mummified skin hung in flaps. The air tasted foul yet stagnant, as if it hadn't stirred in decades. He began to feel lightheaded. Panic surged through his nerves. He moved to the stairwell, the echo of his footsteps chasing him up the steps. A cool draft was working its way down the tunnel he'd dredged and he paused three flights up from the mass grave, catching his breath, letting his pulse normalize. He might have been able to force himself to go back down, but he didn't.
As he climbed back to what was now the ground floor, a silhouette peered down the stairs.
"Dante?" Lew said. "Where have you been?"
"Below."
"I checked the glyphs again. The ones you thought were written last. We were missing an accent on one of the words. The one for 'stone.'"
"So?" Dante said.
"So it doesn't really say 'The stone has broken and brought the skies down with it.' In this instance, 'stone' means a stone shaped for work. Like a work table. Or a grinding stone."
Dante reached to the wall for support. "Or a millstone?"
Lew pushed out his lower lip. "That would fit."
"Get everyone onto the roof."
Lew looked confused, but obeyed. Dante moved to the western edge of the tower. He had scraped his knuckles during his venture below and the nether came quickly. He thrust his palm at the sand fifty feet below. A furrow appeared, grains tumbling down to refill it. The ground hissed like boiling water. Dust roiled into the air, billowing into a chaotic column that the western winds flung in their faces. Dante coughed and blinked but continued to pour nether into the earth. When the dust settled, the others gaped at the crevice in the ground.
"What in the name of my never-to-be-born son am I looking at?" Cee asked.
"Those look like trees," Somburr said. "Or things that might once have been trees, before an angry god laid them to waste."
"Exactly," Dante said. He sat down hard, suddenly more exhausted than he'd been since pulling a similar though much larger stunt inside the courtyard of the Sealed Citadel.
On the ground, sand trickled down the edges of a crevasse that dropped a hundred feet below the surface. The first thirty feet of the gap were nothing but sand and loose rock. For another thirty feet after that, the ground was everyday dirt. Below that, it was a solidified slurry of clay—and the branches, leaves, and trunks of a forest that had been destroyed and buried overnight.
"That's what we're after," Dante said. "That is the work of Cellen."
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"You want to go see the king," Minn said. "Who may well be crazy. When we don't even know for sure that Cellen's about to manifest."
"If there is any chance Moddegan's about to get his hands on this thing, I have to stop him."
"What do you think he'd even do with it?"
"Explode Narashtovik? Summon a fifty-mile chain and then summon every norren's ankles inside said chain? I don't know. I do know it won't be any good."
She watched the stars move on the water. "If you go to Setteven, you won't be allowed back into the Pocket."
"I know. I'm throwing it all away." He ran his hand down his face. "I don't want to go back to the world. But I think it might need a hand."
"Do you know why I left it?"
"Because you're smart and it's terrible?"
She laughed ruefully. "When I was fifteen, I became pregnant. The circumstances were far from ideal. I decided to end it. I could have done it myself—I knew enough of the nether to do that much, and more cleanly and peacefully than with the herbs other women use. But I made one mistake."
"You told your dad."
Minn nodded. "He forbade me. Absolutely. He acted as if the child were his birthright. That I was just a...bag, a satchel meant for carrying his grandchild. Disposable. He threatened to disown me if I did it. To make sure I didn't try, he locked me away."
"Has that ever worked to control a wanton daughter?"
"In my case, it was especially absurd. And cemented my resolve. I didn't have any tools, but I didn't need them. Within five minutes, I was finished. But I was in a bare room. A bed and some books. I couldn't hide it. When he saw, he threw me out, just like he'd threatened. Warned the rest of my family not to dare to help me. Not that they would have. Not after the lies he spread.
"I wound up in Voss. Thanks to my skill with the shadows, I found better employment than most homeless young women. But they were still dark times. I don't know where it might have led if the People hadn't found me."
A buoy donged from the bay of Wending. "Why are you telling me this?"
"Because I'm going to come with you."
"And you're trying to guilt me anyway?"
"Trying to understand why." She turned toward Dennie's manor. "And to remind myself that, if Ro decides I'm to be cast out of the Pocket, I might have other family after all."
He wasn't sure why she wanted to put her future in the Pocket at risk. Maybe she'd spent long enough cooped up behind the cliffs. He didn't ask. His reasons were entirely selfish: she would be useful at Setteven; she could continue his training; and there existed the chance that, when he wrapped up this foolish mission, she might be able to get them both back into the Pocket. That was a long shot, but it didn't matter. Mostly, he didn't speak up because he had no interest in telling anyone else what to do—or what not to.
It was too late to see Lolligan, so he went to sleep and got up as soon as he felt able. This was becoming increasingly difficult. He hadn't had a good night's sleep since leaving Pocket Cove and the first hours of the day were growing harder and harder to face. He had a feeling it would be this way for a while.
He rowed to Lolligan's and they met in the cellar. Now that Cal had been removed from harm's way, Blays felt freer to fill Lolligan in on the details—or anyway, those relating to his impending trip to Setteven.
Lolligan quirked the corners of his mouth. "You'd like to know what assets we have in the capital to assist you on your latest quest."
"Am I that transparent?" Blays laughed.
"The answer is none. A couple of men-at-arms. Nothing that will allow an enemy of state to get his hands on the king's most treasured secrets."
"Then I'm on my own. Except for the other person I've got with me." He cracked his knuckles. "What about Taya?"
"They know she was working with you. Her position's as precarious as yours."
"We were working to bring Moddegan down. Now he's working to acquire the ultimate weapon. How can we let that happen?"
"Is it about that?" Lolligan said. "Or is it about revenge?"
"If I were consumed by revenge, do you really think I'd have spent the last three months as a hermit at the end of the world?" Blays squeezed his eyes shut and pushed his palms against them. "Anyway, if she wants nothing to do with this, do you really think I could force her?"
Lolligan chuckled. "Can't argue with that. She's holed up outside the capital. Good luck with the latest leg of your mad life."
He gave Blays an address. Blays rowed back to Dennie's. Dennie informed him that the sloop was waiting to take him through the lakes and down the Northtail, the river that egressed from the northernmost edge of the lakes. From there, he could follow the forks of the river to Setteven, or use Dennie's credit to buy a pair of horses and race straight there.
"Thank you," Blays said. "I don't think we'll hear from Tallivand again. But until this blows over, you might want to hide the Almanack somewhere very safe."
"I thought you might want it," Dennie said. "To help understand what you're after."
"Not a good idea, considering I'm about to deliver myself to the palace. Anyway, whatever Cellen is, I don't care. I'm just here to stop the king from using it to commit any crimes, disasters, or atrocities."
Dennie ran his finger down his graying sideburn. "Maybe I should burn it. What good is its knowledge if it causes nothing but harm?"
"Start a rumor you sold it. To someone who lives far away. Ideally somewhere hard to get to, like Carvahal's summer home on the Glaciers of Gnashing Ice."
"You know, I don't like the idea of destroying something that's survived so long. I'll think of something."
The sloop was ready on the docks. He and Minn boarded. From the pier, Dennie and Cal waved. The sloop cast off and cut across the lake.
"So," Blays said. "Got any ideas?"
Minn's eyes shifted between his. "That's a real question? You do realize I've been out of the world for over ten years, right?"
"There is that. On the other hand, you seem to know all about a thing I've never even heard of. Shit, I never even heard Dante talk about this thing, and spooky nethereal powers were all he ever talked about."
"If the king's plans hinged on Tallivand, there's a chance we've already dashed them. If not, it will likely involve his other sorcerers—the most powerful ones he's got."
"The Endless Pillars, then." Blays squinted against the light reflecting from the lake. "I'm beginning to regret this decision."
"Should I bother to point out we're still within sight of Wending and there is nothing stopping us from going back to Pocket Cove?"
"Do you think this is such a bad idea?"
"The People believe the world will always choose to destroy itself, so it is best to get out of its way," Minn said. "But if we stuck to that advice, Cal might be dead."
"Well, my dedication is reaffirmed," Blays said. "We'll be there in three days. Suppose I can learn to shadowalk before then?"
"Stretch our trip to three months and you might have a shot. But it would make things a lot easier, wouldn't it? Let's give it a try."
Blays bent to his task with fresh vigor. It was on the awkward side, practicing (and mostly failing) in front of the sloop's small crew, who had little to do besides keep an eye on the waters ahead and make the occasional adjustment to the sails. They pretended not to watch, but the ship was too small for Blays to avoid their attention. Still, he and Minn didn't have time for the luxury of discretion.
"The nether is everywhere," she said. "Most of the time, however, even the few of us able to see it would never know it's there. It's concealed inside each grain of dirt and speck of blood. If you can follow it to those places, you'll be hidden, too."
"You want me to walk into my own blood? That sounds messy."
"You can't walk anywhere you can't physically walk yourself. There are shadows in the air we walk through, though. All you have to do is climb inside."
"Sounds as easy as putting one foot in front of the other," Blays said. "How do you do it when you walk into the magical netherworld?"
"I try to think like water must think as it's flowing down a stream." She saw his expression and laughed. "Apply what you learned in the course of the Four Seasons. How do you learn to walk? One step at a time."
He glanced across the sloop. The crew looked away, pretending to examine the clouds hanging over the peaks. He got out his kellevurt shell and sat crosslegged on the deck. He did some breathing, then spent a while drawing out the nether and watching it recede back into the spaces between things. It did flow a lot like water, albeit a viscous type you wouldn't want to drink.
He came out of his fugue to find a couple hours had passed. He ate a pocket of bread stuffed with cheese and green onions and went back to work. This time, instead of letting the nether flow away like rainwater into the ground, he tried to hang on to it. Not so much that it couldn't go back, but enough to slow its flow and stretch it out. He had the cockamamie idea that if he hung on with the perfect amount of strength—not too little, not too much—the nether would pull him in behind it. Probably this was his dumbest idea in a long line of dumb ideas. As always, however, a bad idea was better than no idea, so he stuck with it throughout the afternoon.
The western peaks pulled down the sun and gobbled it up. The sloop slowed, approaching the channel into the northern lake. Cliffs rose from both sides. As the last of the light trickled from the sky, they crossed into the northern lake.
After sundown, the wind went quiet and the sloop flagged to a crawl. Scattered lights flickered on the shores. The cramped cabin held four hammocks. They took turns napping. Stars painted the sky and were reflected in the mirror of the lake.
By dawn, they were halfway across it. The winds resumed, pushing them toward the channel that would take them out of Gallador Rift. Blays split his time among naps, attempts to follow the nether back into its hole, and thinking about how in the hell they were going to spy on the secluded world of the Endless Pillars if he couldn't learn how to shadowalk.
A V-shaped cleft appeared in the crags ahead. The river flowed swiftly, the water's only exit from the lakelands. The crew took up places to guide the ship through the bends of the river's tumultuous descent from the highlands. As Blays was hanging onto the nether, watching it ooze back into wherever it went to hide, the sloop dipped hard, making his stomach go floaty. His adrenaline surged. His focus became as sharp as chipped glass. His eyes widened; the world seemed to lurch closer, slowing down the same way it did during a sword fight.
For a split second, everything went dark. Yet he could still see. Certain objects—the crewmen, the trees on the shore, his hand—shined like moonlight on quicksilver. Their light was oddly muted, though. Like they'd look behind a pane of shadowcut glass like they used in the cathedrals of Bressel.
The sloop floated on, unharmed by the rapids. After a couple of miles, the land flattened out and the currents calmed down. Try as he might, Blays couldn't find his way back to that eerie land. He told what he'd seen to Minn.
Her eyebrows shot up. "That's what I see. It's like walking through starlight. At the same time, it's like walking from a dazzling afternoon into a dark room."
"I did it!" Blays said. "And I have no idea how."
She suggested a number of exercises, but nothing got him back to that place of light and shadow. It felt like a breakthrough, though, and he'd had so few of those he nearly burst with hope. But hope was frustration's favorite food, and as he tried and tried and failed and failed, he began to resent that he'd tasted success in the first place.
The day came to a close. The sloop pulled in to port at a medium-sized town. Dennie had paid Blays well, so he bought the crew room and board in an inn where they'd have proper beds and food before their return to Wending.
In the morning, he purchased a pair of horses on Dennie's letter of credit, along with several days of food and a couple sets of clothes. Nothing all that elegant. But he was still wearing the fancy (if weatherbeaten) garb of Lord Pendelles. Where he was going, lighting himself on fire would attract less attention.
Before departing, he asked about the roads into Setteven. Supposedly, the king's men had reduced their patrols in the last couple months, but despite that, the passage remained free of bandits. Even so, as he and Minn rode north into the farmlands, Blays kept a long eye down the road. When they reached the forest, he cut away from the rutted trail, walking his horse through the trees. After a few miles, they emerged onto more farms. The ground was clear but the cold air threatened snow.
They arrived in Setteven after dark. The main road passed through a sentried gate, but there was nothing to stop a person from entering through the single-family farms surrounding the city's southern approach. Blays did just that. The city always smelled best in winter. Most of its most unpleasant substances were frozen in the gutters, and with few fresh vegetables on hand, people tended to bake copious amounts of bread. The scent of wood smoke was everywhere. It smelled even better after having been on the road.
He knew the city well enough to find the ideal neighborhood for their stay: a place that was shady enough so that no virtuous soul would ever visit it, yet not so down and dirty that they'd be in harm's way every time they stepped outside. He stabled the horses, and on inquiring with the stable boys, was able to find a room on the top floor of a rowhouse. He paid two weeks' lodging in cash.
Minn gazed up at a spider that had occupied the upper corner of their room rent-free. "What's our next step?"
"No idea," Blays said. "Let's go lay eyes on the place and see if that makes us any smarter."
It was still early evening, but the Endless Pillars were tucked into the hills behind the palace, and getting to them would take long enough that dark would conceal them soon enough. Blays pulled up his hood and got a move on. He kept an eye out for unwanted attention—he had not one, but two infamous identities to be recognized under—but it was dark, he was unkempt and coast-tanned, and the Settevites who could recognize a cleaned-up, well-lit version of himself were probably limited to three or four dozen. To be on the safe side, he took a path through the meaner quarters, aiming significant looks at any men who paid too much attention to the ostensible couple that was himself and Minn.
They crossed a bridge over the river and walked through a set of rolling hills. The rowhouses there were older but statelier than the one they'd found cheap lodgings in. And then the hills grew too steep for any houses at all.
But not for a couple of fools who probably should have stayed by the sea and left the questing for those who still had a stake in the world. As they walked down a quiet street that dead-ended in a steep, grassy hill, Minn passed beneath the shadow of a tree and vanished. With the kellevurt's help, Blays shrouded himself in darkness. This had the less than ideal side effect of blinding him, but Minn's hand found his. She led him through the frosted grass. The land climbed for a while, then began to descend.
Minn squeezed his hand. "Ought to be safe now."
He let the shadowsphere drop away, blinking at the starlight. They were in a cleft between hills, hidden from the vast capital below. A series of hills and short cliffs stood before them. The next leg of their journey was less than half a mile as the crow flies, but it involved a great deal of climbing up and down. Three times, they had to backtrack when the way forward was too steep.
An hour later, they crested a ridge. An ovoid valley lay below. The Endless Pillars were more than just a name: in the center of the valley, a circle of white pillars enclosed a lawn and a complex of stone buildings. Each pillar was as broad as a horse's chest, but some were knee-high stumps while others stood thirty feet or more, with all heights in between. The central building was round and a good sixty feet high, with a flat roof and classically arched windows. The surrounding buildings had the simple elegance of older times. A few lanterns burned around the pillars and at points on the lawn, but they saw no one.
"Think you can sneak in?" Blays said.
"Think they leave the door open?" Minn said. "Before I were to get inside, I'd need to know exactly what to look for. Even then, if one of their sorcerers were paying attention, it would be easy enough to spot me."
"Back when I used to hang around the palace, gossip often turned to the Pillars. It's basically a self-contained village. Like all villages, rumors fly fast and furious within it. I hear the court's sorcerers are treated like circus bears—cared for, but kept in a cage. Except when it's time to put on a show."
"So we won't be able to get inside. Or talk to them. Yet besides the king himself, they're the only ones who'll know about his plans toward Cellen. I hate to cast doubt before we've tried to lift the stone, but how are we supposed to get this done?"
"This is exactly why I continue to run short on ideas."
Minn bit her lip. "I could join them."
"Except that would be crazy."
"I'm not the Pocket's biggest whale, but I bet I'd be the most promising student to come here in years. They won't be able to turn me down. Once I'm embedded with them, who knows what I'll see?"
It was kind of an incredible idea. Much less roundabout and more effective than anything he was liable to come up with. He couldn't volunteer himself—too much of a chance he'd be recognized—but Minn would be an irresistible talent. It was a scheme right out of the old days.
But that was the problem. Back then, they'd always been so eager to get what they wanted they'd given no regard to the cost.
"You can't," he said. "Once you're in, they won't let you back out."
"Who's going to stop me?"
"The staff!" he blurted.
Minn muffled her laughter. "What are they going to do, cross their rakes in front of me? When I decide to leave, they won't even be able to see me."
"In any institution, the staff always knows more about what's going on than its own leaders. This makes the help bitter. And that makes them susceptible to bribes. Sometimes they'll spill their guts out of sheer spite!"
She looked down on the grounds. "Do the staff get to leave?"
"They work in shifts. Two weeks here, two weeks home with their families. Something like that. I talked to one at a ball once."
"Do you really think the servants are going to know—what, exactly? The precise curve in the king's intestines where he's pocketed the Golden Key?"
"Well, we won't know that until we kidnap and torture them." He couldn't stop his smile. "We will inquire discreetly, misrepresenting our interests. If that doesn't work, we'll try your plan to voluntarily imprison yourself."
Getting a line on the Endless Pillars' servants proved harder than he would have believed. The first time Minn asked a man if he knew any of them—Blays was trying to keep his direct contact with people to a minimum—the man behind the bar asked why she wanted to know, and when she hesitated, he showed her straight to the door.
"New approach," Blays said. "You're looking for employment at the Pillars. You yearn to be part of such a glorious institution. You know they're beyond selective with their employment, so you're looking for someone who can grease the skids by providing you with an introduction."
"We can sweeten the deal by claiming that if I'm hired due to their introduction, I'll pay them ten percent of my first year's wages."
"That is devious business," Blays laughed.
"That's why it will get results."
An hour and three pubs later, her bait caught a strike. One of the runners had a friend whose sister worked at the Pillars. Better yet, she was currently on leave with her family. After exchanging a few notes and settling on a sum for the woman's time, the runner arranged a meet in the pub for that same night.
"Ever done something like this before?" Blays said once they'd returned to their apartment.
"What?" Minn held at arm's length the long-sleeved shirt they'd bought to make her look the part. "Lied to someone about my intentions in order to learn whether the ancient order of sorcerers that employs them is on the verge of capturing an item of unspeakable power?"
"Asking about something you don't care about while trying to extract information about the thing you do care about. I suppose that's a daft question, isn't it? We all do that every day."
"I've never done it professionally, though. You'll be there to chaperone me, won't you?"
That was the upside of a city where women weren't supposed to meet strangers on their own, yet still had to contend with annoyances like "feeding themselves" and "not freezing in the street": Blays had a ready-made reason to accompany her (and to go armed). When the hour came, they walked down the dark streets to the public house and went upstairs to the appointed room on the third floor. Blays made sure the shutters were cracked open, wishing they'd done this on the second floor instead. Much easier to land a jump without breaking a leg from ten feet up instead of twenty. There wasn't even any good garbage below them. Major oversight on his part.
Minn wasn't exactly helpless, though. And he'd added a few tricks to his own repertoire. Kept forgetting that.
Footsteps carried down the hall. A bearded man opened the door a hands-width, glanced at Blays and Minn, and opened the door the rest of the way. A thin woman entered. Her brown hair was unusually short. She had the worn look of someone whose life is spent at the behest of others, scuffed and chipped about her edges like an old table. But there was nothing dull in her eyes. She turned to the man and nodded.
"I'll be right outside." Reluctantly, he exited, leaving the door slightly ajar.
Minn clinked a small pouch on the table. "Thank you for coming to see me."
"You can't buy your way into the Pillars." The woman stared at the pouch, then swept it up. "If you're worthy, they'll see it." She seated herself with a short glance at Blays.
Minn scooted her chair forward. "What do they consider worthy?"
"Foremost? Trust."
"As in a letter of recommendation?"
The woman laughed. "Candidates spend three months in a barracks in the hills before they're even allowed into the Pillars. There, you will be taught to obey without question. To anticipate your master's wants before he has them. To serve the servants of the heavens, you must learn to work in harmony."
"I've heard even the heavens aren't so harmonious these days."
"I doubt it's as dire as you've been told," she said dryly.
"So it is out of balance?" Minn said. "Would it be a poor time to approach the Endless Pillars?"
"That matter will be resolved before you're out of the barracks."
"Then they're near a solution?"
At his place at the wall, Blays held his breath. The woman turned down the corners of her mouth. "The Pillars are a foundry of wonders. Those who cannot set down their curiosity have no place there."
Smartly, Minn backed off, asking what the application process was like. It sounded very involved and might have been fascinating under different circumstances, but Blays had the distinct impression they'd already gotten as close to their answers as they were going to in this conversation. Still, they'd paid their money; it was possible that the woman (who'd refused to give her name) might drop something they could follow up on elsewhere. Besides, quitting early would only draw suspicion.
After close to an hour, Minn nodded to herself, appearing to absorb the woman's last response. She gazed at her hands. "This has been extremely helpful. Do you know anyone else who might be willing to talk?"
"This isn't the sort of thing we're supposed to do. I'm only here because of my boy."
"I understand. But I have the impression I'll only have one chance to get this right."
"We'll see about that," the woman said. She went to the door and exited. The bearded man glanced inside, then followed her down the hall.
"I'm sorry," Minn said quietly.
"She wasn't the type to feed us what we wanted on a platter," Blays said. "Anyway, we learned a few things. Such as the fact you shouldn't actually try to join the staff. The hunt for Cellen will be over before you even graduate to the Pillars."
"I feel like I should have gotten more."
"You were the one talking about how silly this is and the king's intestines and so forth. Come on, what else did we learn?"
"That even the servants know something is happening." She rested her chin on her fists. "What if all they've found is knowledge? How do we take that away from them?"
"We could try removing their heads."
"We need an inside source. I don't see any way around it."
He didn't, either. About the only way to get one of those was to kidnap and torture a wizard (a sticky endeavor) or bribe their way up the staff. Right now, his single connection to that staff was an unnamed woman who might or might not have one of her friends talk to them later.
He didn't like that. But he didn't have any other resources to pursue. They were starting from scratch. You can only build so quickly without the walls falling in on you.
During the next few days of waiting, he thought about going to Taya and seeing what she could turn up. He knew she'd be happy to help, but that was the problem. He didn't want to drag her into this. Investigating the Endless Pillars was like poking a hornet's nest. One where the hornets could summon invisible spears and kill you twice before you had the chance to think Oh dear, this was an error in judgment.
Taya had no business with that. He'd already exposed her to an unnecessary dimension of danger when Dante had come calling. Blays didn't intend to repeat his mistakes.
So he and Minn took the slow route. She made the rounds of the pubs, spreading the word that she'd pay well to be able to talk with any of the Pillars' servants. One time, they went back to the hills to gaze on the grounds and brainstorm a way to break in, but the core problem remained the same: even if they got inside, they wouldn't know what they were looking for.
It did, however, give him one idea. Spy on the place from afar, and when one of the big fish emerged to take a trip to the palace, Minn could shadowalk in behind them to eavesdrop on whatever conversation the king had summoned them for. It was a little on the crazy side, but if nothing panned out on the servant front, he thought it could work.
They didn't turn up any more servants, but five days after Minn's interview with the woman, they checked in at the inn where they'd met with her and found a note waiting. She had a friend who was willing to talk. A person who had been with the Pillars for almost two decades. Through notes, Blays scheduled another late-night meet, this time at an inn within spitting distance of the Street of Kings.
They arrived early and headed up to the room. Fourth floor, this time; everything lower had been sold out. Blays pried open the shutters and took a look at the side of the building. No fire ladders or anything like that, but decorative iron rails hung above the windows. Would make climbing down a little bit easier.
Below, a coin jingled across the flagstones. A man walked over to pick it up. As he crouched down, a sword angled from his belt. His cloak swung open, revealing a flash of red.
In the window, Blays went still. The man walked back into the shadows of the buildings across from the inn. Blays picked out two more men hidden in the gloom.
He touched the hilts of his swords. "We have to get out of here."
Minn glanced over her shoulder. "What's wrong? He'll be here any minute."
"I doubt that. I think the only attendees of this soiree will be a dozen armed guards."
She was about to say something, but rustling noises sounded from the hall. She popped up and slipped the door's bolt into its lock. She had no sooner removed her hand from it when the door rattled softly.
Someone banged on the other side. "Open up and lay down your arms!"
Blays peered around the edge of the window. The guards in the alley were staring up at the room. If he and Minn tried to climb down, they'd be hacked to ribbons.
From the hall, a guard slammed into the door, splintering the frame. Blays' heart hammered. One more bash would knock it wide open.
Before he could reach for his swords—and to his great surprise—he disappeared.
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"The stories from the Cycle of Jeren are more than stories," Dante said. "They're a history. Of a land that was changed forever."
"You're talking about Weslee?" Lew said.
"Long ago, there was a flood. One beyond our comprehension. Maybe it began as a thunderstorm—I don't know. I only know that the people in Morrive tried to wait it out in the basement. And all were drowned. Except a few who made it to the roof. I don't know what happened to them. They left one message: Arawn's Mill has fallen, and the waters of heaven fell to earth with it."
Dante gestured into the gorge he'd carved into the ground. "Those trees down there weren't washed here by the flood. They grew here. This land used to be a forest."
"How do you know that?" Cee said. "Talking to the ghosts in the basement, were you?"
"Because Ellan used to be a desert. The Echoes are full of sand. Something caused it to stop raining here and start raining there." He paused, then spat it out. "I believe that something is the Woduns."
Lew's brow crinkled. "I don't get it. They're mountains. Proverbial for being eternal."
"I think that someone—maybe Arawn himself—created the Woduns to separate Gask from Weslee. That's why everything here is so strange. In an instant, everything was changed. Not just the people, but the lands themselves. If you know how to listen, you can still hear the echoes of the way it used to be."
"Gask seems to have survived just fine. And if this is true, why don't we have any accounts of the giant mountain range Arawn erected to stop the children from fighting?"
"I don't know," Dante said. "Maybe there are marks on Gask. We've never known to look."
Somburr laughed the laugh of a man who's seen through a card trick. "This is why the Minister means to invade Narashtovik. He blames us for the devastation of Weslee."
"That's insane. We didn't rain cataclysm on this place. Even if we had, it's been centuries since then."
"And memory lives no longer than people? Then why do we dress in Arawn's colors and devote our lives to a book written a thousand years before we were born?"
Dante was about to protest they didn't go to war over such things, then remembered Samarand had done just that. In response to another set of ancient beliefs. "All fires need fuel. Even if he thinks Narashtovik is to blame, we haven't had regular contact with Weslee since before the Cycle of Jeren was written."
Somburr smiled. "They're reminded of our crime every day. Do you think they lived in those trees before the mountains existed? What do you think caused them to fear the ground in the first place?"
"That sounds...impossible. But there's an unsettling consistency to it."
Cee tucked her thumbs into her belt. "Then unless you want Narashtovik to get relocated twenty thousand feet straight up, it sounds like we better go kill the Minister."
"So one of his subordinates can grab Cellen instead?" Dante said. "The only way to ensure our safety is to take the Black Star for ourselves."
"Which we still have no idea how to do."
"We'll head back to Ellan. See what else Horace wasn't telling us. Then return to Corl to find out how the Minister intends to find Cellen."
Lew raised his hand. "Should we tell Horace his people are gearing up to fight the wrong war?"
"We owe them nothing," Somburr said. "Let them remain a needle in the Minister's mattress."
Dante glanced up at the afternoon sun. "There's no reason to linger. We have to get back to Corl as fast as we can."
They packed up their camp and were on their way north in minutes. Going back to Ellan and then to Corl would take them on an L-shaped trip, and Dante was tempted to skip Ellan altogether and cut straight from Morrive to Corl. But they had no map nor road to show them the way. For all he knew, the desert persisted two hundred miles to the west. They could easily get lost. Die of thirst. Now wasn't the time to take unnecessary chances.
With no roots or stones to trip over, they continued walking after nightfall, stopping once they grew tired. The next day, they reached the village and stopped to refresh their water and exchange greetings. The people tried to rope them into another feast, but Dante no longer had the luxury of luxuries.
As he walked away, he looked back over his shoulder. Perhaps the Council should give up its politicking and prestige and wander the lands healing the sick. It felt better than most of what Dante had been involved in since leaving Mallon. There were no hard choices in it. No Liras. No one could accuse you of causing harm.
But he and the Council of Narashtovik were responsible for the freedom of the norren. The revitalization of the city and, at long last, its independence. None of that could have happened if they'd retired from the world.
"Somburr's right about the Minister," Ast said once the village was a mile behind them. "He blames Narashtovik for what happened."
Everyone turned to him. Cee spoke first. "You're from Corl, aren't you?"
He shook his head. "I'm from the lands that used to be the Woduns."
"You knew this all along?" Dante said. "Why didn't you tell us?"
"I didn't know the Minister's plans. And I intended to betray you. To take some small measure of vengeance for what your people did to mine."
Wind swept through the stunted yellow grass. Lew looked around for help. "Uh, I assume you've changed your mind?"
"I don't know if Narashtovik is responsible for the disaster." Ast gestured behind them toward the village by the lake. "If so, you're different from your ancestors who slaughtered mine."
"Where does that leave you?" Dante said.
"If the Minister means to cause a second cataclysm—to repeat the event that ruined the Elsen—then as a descendant of the Elsen, I am sworn to stop him." The tall man met Dante's eyes. "Don't make me regret it."
They pushed themselves hard on the road back to Ellan. Dante gave some thought to stealing horses, but they would somehow have to steal saddles as well. Additionally, he didn't want to spoil Ast's respect for him and the city he represented. Perhaps it was foolish to delay themselves over one man's opinion when an entire city hung in the balance, but Dante didn't have the heart—or lack of it—to do different.
He looned Nak to explain what they'd found. Nak and Olivander were flabbergasted.
"You know we have no records of any such events," Olivander said.
Dante flapped his arms at the patchy desert. "Maybe it predates us."
"And the Cycle?"
"All I know is what I saw. Anyway, it doesn't matter what the truth is. It matters what the Minister believes."
Olivander was quiet a moment. "I'm beginning to think I should dispatch a second team to assist you."
Dante laughed. "Anyone who volunteers for that needs to be committed to an asylum. And you'd need a small army to get past the kappers. No way you bring a troop like that into Spiren without the Minister noticing."
"I was afraid you'd say that. Don't get too close to him. Get what you need and get out fast."
"That's my goal. How are your preparations going?"
"Deliberately," Olivander said. "We've made progress. But if we move too fast, we risk alarming Setteven. If we were to then explain why we're mustering our forces, and that he has no cause for worry, the king might be tempted to take advantage of our situation, either by striking us or recapturing the norren. It's a slippery path."
Dante had been so wrapped up in his own problems he hadn't given any thought to the political consequences of the Minister's plans. The raising of an army was a tough thing to conceal. Moddegan might well react by expanding his own forces. Even if Narashtovik were able to resist the Minister's invasion, they might be so weakened they'd be helpless against an opportunistic strike from Setteven.
They left the desert and entered the prairie. Ellan resolved to the north. They could hear the blare of its morning horns from ten miles away. They passed through the maze-like gates. On the hopes of not spending a single night in the city, the group hurried straight to an entrance to the Echoes. While Lew and Somburr hung about in a plaza to make use of a fountain and water the ponies, Dante and Ast headed into the caverns; refusing to miss out on any potential fun, Cee joined them. 
Dante didn't want Kasee to see him, let alone talk to him, and he and Ast holed up in a mostly intact sandstone building down the street from her little rebel band. He was trying to think of a way to pass a message to Horace without attracting attention when luck smiled on them and the bald man exited the house on a course toward one of the stairways. Dante allowed him a small head start, putting Kasee's house behind them, then jogged to catch up.
At the sound of his footsteps, Horace glanced back. He looked surprised to see Dante, but not especially wary, and Dante was able to convince him to talk inside the shelter of a crumbling house.
"Did you find what you were looking for?" Horace said.
"We did," Dante said. "Why send us all the way to Morrive? Why not simply tell me what happened?"
"Would you have believed me if you hadn't seen it with your own eyes?"
"Probably not. But if you'd tried, you might have saved us two weeks. Anyway, how did you know I'd be able to expose the trees?"
Horace tipped back his head. "Expose the trees? Didn't you see the canyon? The houses in its sides buried under fifty feet of clay and sand?"
"We didn't see anything like that. Maybe the sands have filled it in." Outside, someone was crunching down the street. Dante waited for them to pass. "What's done is done. Now I need to know everything you know concerning the Minister's knowledge of Cellen."
"I don't know anything about that. I'm sorry. You should speak to Yotom again. He's the one who's been keeping an eye on the Minister."
"Since when did the monks of Dirisen get so political?" Ast asked.
"Since politics became hijacked by madmen," Horace replied.
"Enough," Dante said. "We're all lashed to the same wagon. We'll ask Yotom about Cellen, but is there anything else you can tell us that might help us deal with the Minister?"
Horace folded his hands and stared at the gritty floor of the half-ruined house. "Again, this is an issue for Yotom. I am a long way from Corl, and he will know the details most fit to help your cause. But I know a story that may be of use."
"Wonderful," Cee said, settling in.
"Quiet," Dante said. "Right now, everything is useful to us, Horace."
"Very well," he said. "I believe Kasee told you the Minister is from Ellan?"
"She did. Which makes it odd that he has so much legitimacy in Spiren."
"There are two reasons for that. The first is that his family also has strong roots in Spiren. I can't recite the precise course of their lineage, but his branch of the tree is fed with royal sap. His claim to the crown is legitimate. Ironically, that legitimacy became a stumbling block. The Minister had eyes on ascending the Top Loft, but his brother Doven got there first, marrying the Lady Ansele, heir to the Spirish throne."
Cee frowned. "First I've heard of either of them."
Horace chuckled darkly. "Not without reason. This was a typical Ellanite marriage. Meant to strengthen Camren's ties to Spiren and broaden the rivers of trade. Great wealth was poured into preparations for the wedding, and even more was exchanged securing deals for lorbells, Spirish lumber, and Camrish iron. Both sides invested much and anticipated they would profit even more.
"The Minister knew this. As the wedding neared, he invited Doven down to the Echoes, claiming he had unearthed a great treasure he wished to give Doven as a wedding gift. The two brothers descended to these very caves." Horace's eyebrows bent. "Later that day, the Minister emerged alone and dazed. There had been a cave-in. Doven was dead. The arrangements lay in ruins. Not just the wedding, but the entire Spirish-Camrish alliance. Until the Minister volunteered to marry the Lady Ansele in his brother's stead."
Cee gaped. "He killed his own brother?"
"No one knows that but the Minister. Ansele had been in love with Doven, and wanted nothing to do with his younger brother, but it wasn't a situation in which she was given a voice. She and the Minister were married.
"For three years, their relationship remained as cold as the tips of the Woduns. Then Ansele fell from the Top Loft. Some claimed it was a suicide. The Minister investigated it himself. He declared it was true. His wife had killed herself. And he was so heartbroken that he couldn't stand hearing her name ever again."
"He killed his wife, too?" Dante said.
"That's what many of the Spirish nobles believed," Horace said. "Murder, suicide, accident. Any of these was possible. Whatever the truth, the Minister's decree soon blotted her from history."
"Much like Morrive."
"Precisely. At the same time, the Minister stepped up his xenophobia, accusing Ellan of dishonest dealing, whipping up his people with tales from the past. With his fist curled firmly around his people, his power consolidated, all whispers of Ansele ceased."
"I'm not sure I understand," Dante said. "Are you suggesting we can exploit the cracks in the Spirish nobility?"
Horace leaned back and spread his hands. "This was many years ago. Ansele's friends and family have long since died, resigned, or bent their neck to the Minister's yoke. Happily so, in many cases. I don't tell you this to exploit a rift. The Minister made sure that was impossible. I tell you this so you can understand the man you seek to face. He knows his goals, he will do anything to achieve them, and he will neutralize all consequences before you know how to react."
That marked the end of their talk. Dante thanked Horace and returned to street level with Cee and Ast. With nothing to keep them in Ellan, they struck west toward the lands of Spiren and the sky-spanning Woduns.
"What exactly are the Dirisen?" Dante said once they were settled and on their way. "What's their role in this?"
"I can't say I've kept up with inter-regional Weslean politics," Ast said. "But the Dirisen have always been devoted to the preservation of knowledge. They consider it humanity's greatest accomplishment and the only treasure worth seeking. The one thing that sets us apart from the animals. The only way we'll ever rise above our base nature."
"Sounds like you admire them," Cee said.
"When I was younger and full of anger, I joined one of their shrines, hoping to calm myself and find my way. All I wound up learning was their life was not for me."
"So you have no idea what their involvement is?" Dante said.
Ast hunched his shoulders in a broad shrug. "I left them years ago. I barely know what Cellen is myself. I couldn't begin to guess what the Dirisen are doing."
Dante supposed they'd be able to ask Yotom in a few days. In the meantime, they needed to think about how to operate in a land they'd been forbidden from reentering under penalty of death. They weren't going to be able to stay in Corl. There was too little private space; it wasn't like a typical city, with numerous ways in and out and countless streets and back alleys to make use of in lieu of the major boulevards. Each section of the city had, in essence, a single connective street: the stairway up the trunk. Which was patrolled by soldiers and interrupted by toll-bridges. They'd have to keep their use of these to the bare minimum. That meant finding shelter outside the city.
After much discussion, they decided to sell the three remaining ponies. They had a lot of ground to cross in Spiren, and ditching their mounts was the only good way to alter the composition of their party. Besides, they no longer needed to carry enough supplies to last them through a long journey into unknown lands. Cellen would appear somewhere in the Woduns, Dante was sure of it. Once they learned exactly how to find and take it, they would only need to carry enough blankets and food to get to it and take it to Soll.
They could sorely use money for bribes and such, too. So as they plodded west, they checked in at villages and towns, gauging the market for the three beasts. Somburr predicted offer prices would increase as they grew closer to the mountains. This proved true. As they neared the borders of Camren and Spiren, they sold all three to a man who made regular trade excursions into the forested hills. The price was less than Dante had hoped for, but it was sizable enough, and with the lorens providing free food and shelter, they'd be able to save all of it for buying information.
As they neared Spiren, Dante knocked a rabbit dead and infused it with the nether. He sent it loping down the road, its little black eyes sharp for any sign of soldiers. The nights were generally too overcast for travel, particularly when the road ran along the sides of the yawning east-west canyons—canyons that, Dante now knew, must have been carved during the disaster that had washed away Morrive and brought life to Ellan.
Whenever they approached a city-loren, they looped through the woods until it was well behind them. There were a fair amount of travelers on the road, but Dante simply declined all attempts to engage their group in conversation.
The closer they got to Corl, the more often patrols of soldiers forced them to vacate the road. Twice, full companies marched past wearing forest green uniforms and carrying pikes and bows. While Dante and the others hid hundreds of yards inside the woods, the undead rabbit watched the troops go by. Dante relayed everything he saw to Olivander, who was thrilled to finally receive some hard details of what Narashtovik might face in the field.
Once they arrived within ten miles of Corl, they found an unoccupied loren and installed themselves in one of its lower rounds. Dante used a team of dead rabbits and squirrels to scout for a secluded tree closer to the city. With the forest extending to all sides, they were able to find an empty loren tucked behind a hill a mile from Corl.
As night fell, Dante penned a note and tied it around the neck of one of the squirrels. It bounded across the woods toward Corl. It took Dante some time to find the tree with the owl carved into its trunk. The beast dashed up the tree's roots and climbed straight up the trunk to the Fourth Loft. There, the shrine's conical roof stood out from the leaves like a mast against the sea. The squirrel snuck across the flat and Dante guided it around the structure, looking for a hole or an open window. In the end, he had to send it in through the chimney. Which was in use. But the dead squirrel registered the smoke and the heat without slowing down.
Monks snored within their cells, doors left open to coax warm air from the central fireplace. The squirrel went room to room, standing over each monk until Dante identified Yotom. The squirrel hopped up on the man's desk, chewed through the string around its neck, and deposited Dante's note.
With its first task complete, he sent it back out the fireplace. Its claws slipped on the bricks and the stink of singed fur filled its nose. It regained its footing and scrabbled up into the night air. Dante had it take a look at itself. The tip of its tail was burnt, but it looked intact enough to pass for a living creature. He sent it racing along the flats to the Minister's tree. There, it climbed higher and higher until it looked down on the palace. Candles burned in the windows. Guards patrolled the walkways. Mostly, they hung around the stairway, but they were canny enough to glance up into the branches now and then.
For the moment, he left his scout outside the buildings of the palace. He wanted to talk to Yotom before he began snooping around the Minister's. The man must have nethermancers of his own. Otherwise, Cellen would surely be beyond his reach.
Back in their loren, they tacked brown blankets across the entrance of the round. The night was frigid and they had no fire, but their combined body heat in the small space kept it bearable. When they got up, they plucked lorbells from the branches, eating these rather than dipping into their supplies of dry food.
Dante posted a couple of squirrels in the trees a few hundred yards closer to Corl to watch the approach. He and the others kept to their tree, leaving the round as little as possible. That afternoon, a man walked across the forest floor. His clothes were of the Spirish fashion, but they were plain brown, and while many people accented the bands around their wrists and shins with colorful thread, precious metals, or small charms, his were twine. He was shaved bald, but his face was bearded with white bristles.
Dante climbed down the tree and moved to intercept Yotom before he could see exactly where they were staying. They paused twenty feet apart on the mushy bed of leaves.
Yotom inclined his head. "I didn't think we'd see each other again."
"I wouldn't be back to tempt the Minister's wrath unless it were urgent," Dante said. "The night we were supposed to meet, what did you intend to tell me?"
Yotom's eyes crinkled. "That would have depended on what kind of person I judged you to be. When the Minister's men came for us, I knew you would be cast from Spiren or worse. I could only hope to send you to my friend instead."
"We met him. He's embedded with a group convinced the Minister means to invade Ellan. They wound up tangling with his agents. Horace was wounded and near death, but I was able to heal him."
"Then I am most glad you were able to find him."
"Eventually." Dante's eyebrows crept together. "You might have mentioned his address was underground."
The monk shrugged. "I had nothing but his address myself."
"Why were you willing to speak to me in the first place?"
"Because you're from Narashtovik. Of all the Minister's many hatreds, that one burns the hottest. If he'd learned it's your homeland, he would've given you a swift and public execution."
"Why do you care? Why are your people at odds with the Minister?"
"Do you know who my people are?"
"The Dirisen," Dante said. "Like the Hanassans of Gask. Collectors of wisdom."
"Of knowledge," the monk corrected. "Knowledge is the only way mankind might be saved. That makes the Minister our most bitter enemy."
"Champion of ignorance, is he?"
"The latest in a long line of them. To the Dirisen, their crime is peerless: the extermination of all knowledge of the greatest calamity to ever befall the known world."
Dante's blood ran cold. A wave of prickles ran down his spine. "The raising of the Woduns."
Yotom's brows shot up. "You know?"
"After an absurd amount of legwork. I don't know what's harder to believe: the story itself, or that it's possible to erase it from history."
"How much do you know about what the world was like before you were born? Can you name a single king from a thousand years ago? A single kingdom?" The old man gazed across the cold woods. "Now imagine that a singleminded group has spent the last thousand years destroying all knowledge of that forgotten monarch."
"Well, they've done a damn good job. I didn't understand what I was seeing until I went to Morrive for myself. I've never heard a whisper of the cataclysm in Gask."
"That's where the Spirish worked hardest. To them, you're demonspawn. When the day comes for them to strike, they want you ignorant of everything—especially their intention to destroy you."
"You talk like this is something that won't happen for hundreds of years," Dante said. "But it's happening now."
"The Minister isn't preparing to attack Ellan at all, is he? Cellen's returned. And he's about to find it."
"He'll use it to tear down the mountains. With a clear path, he'll unleash his legions on Narashtovik. Can you help me get it before him?"
The old man pursed his mouth. "What will you do with it?"
"I certainly won't use it to destroy Spiren."
"Nor to improve your skill at dodging questions. Even Cellen couldn't make you any better at that."
"To live forever," Dante said. "If I can."
Yotom looked him up and down. "You sorcerers are so predictable."
"Is there something wrong with not wanting to die?"
"Not especially. Except that it contradicts Arawn's will."
"If he wants me, he'll take me. Do you find my cause unworthy?"
"It could use some work," the monk said. "But I suppose it's better than genocide. Here's the truth: I don't know much about how to find what you seek. The Minister and his ancestors have spent centuries gathering that information up, then destroying all trace of it in the world. Logically, he'll have stored what he's found in his crow's nest."
Dante frowned. "I was brought there when his men came for me. But if I tried to return, I would be escorted off the nearest branch."
"Did you get much of a look around?"
"Our meeting was on the hasty side. Not to mention hostile. I was occupied watching his hands for knives."
Yotom waved at a fly that had somehow survived the winter. "In the past, he's called me in to borrow my expertise as the city's elder monk of Dirisen. Naturally the information doesn't flow both ways. But I couldn't help noticing one of his rooms is papered with strange drawings. Squiggles, striations, abstract lines. After a couple hours pretending I wasn't staring at it, I finally figured out what I was looking at: a bird's-eye view of certain regions of the Wodun Mountains."
"You think he's mapped out where Cellen will manifest?"
Yotom spread his palms. "There were historical notes pinned to the maps. Once I understood what they were, I didn't try to learn more. If he'd caught me spying, the Minister would have murdered me."
"Notes like that would be irrelevant to a mining operation or a plan of battle." Dante gazed in the rough direction of the tree that housed the Minister's palace. The canopy was much too dense to see through, but he knew it was there, looming over the woods. "I can get a look without exposing myself. But even if I know where to look, I won't know what to do when I've found it."
"Haven't you heard the legends?" Yotom said, eyes twinkling. "All you have to do is find the black star in a night sky."
Dante thanked him and the monk wandered away, taking a circuitous path through the forest. Dante returned to the loren and laid out what he'd been told.
"I can send in animals to get a look at the maps," he said. "Ast, if I transcribe them, do you think you'll recognize the locations?"
Ast folded his arms, tapping his thumb against his elbow. "I know the Woduns better than most. But they're far too big for any man to know completely."
"If Yotom was able to recognize the maps, I'm sure you'll know what they cover. Perhaps I'll turn up more clues when I'm poking around."
"Two of us have work, then," Somburr said. "What about the rest?"
Dante rubbed his mouth. "Too risky. If the Minister catches you, there's no telling what he'll do."
"This is a waste of talent. Cally once posed as a member of the Council—the finest nethermancers in Narashtovik—and duped all of them."
"You heard about that?" Dante laughed.
"And once I did, I made him teach me."
"Why does that not surprise me? If you think you can contribute, I trust your judgment. Please, be careful."
"What about me?" Lew said.
Dante glanced his way. "Help keep watch. My eyes will be too focused on the Minister to watch my back."
Lew didn't look happy about his unengaging assignment, but he said no more. The meeting dissolved. Cee walked onto the flat to bunker down in the leaves and keep watch on the woods. Somburr stepped out of the round. A minute later, a goat-herder from the village north of Morrive walked inside.
"Satisfied?" the man said in Somburr's voice.
Dante laughed. "I never doubted you."
Somburr parted the blankets hung from the doorway. His boots scraped on the roots as he climbed down to the ground. Dante moved his mind back into the senses of the squirrel. It was still attached to a branch overlooking the Minister's compound. Its layout was hardly less confusing by daylight than when Dante had first been frogmarched to it in the middle of the night. The entire loft was barnacled with structures, fortifications, and a connective tissue of ropes and ladders. It could take days just to find the map room.
But much of it could be ruled out at a glance. All of the smaller buildings. Anything that was too easy to get to. Realistically, there were three good candidates. First, the dominant rectangular building that seemed to serve as the area's keep. It was noteworthy in that, unlike almost everything else on the level, it had no other structures adjacent to it, allowing it clear fields of fire were it ever besieged. The second suspect was a tower placed at the end of a flat. The branches above it were well pruned, offering a direct lookout across the surrounding trees—or up at the stars. An obvious haven for nethermancers. Or anyone inclined to strategizing.
Third and last was the building Dante had been brought to on the night of their exile, a long, three-story construction on a flat with no connections to any other spoke of the tree. Its approach from the trunk was barred by a gated wall. The branches above it had been trimmed down so none remained large enough to support a person, but they were plenty strong for a squirrel. Given the Minister's affection for curios, Dante thought he might keep the map room in that building, which seemed to be his personal quarters.
He sent the squirrel hopping from branch to branch. Soldiers and courtiers strolled around, but none gave the animal any more attention than they did the diverse birds flitting about. The building was regal enough that all its windows were glass. This was a plus and a minus: it allowed many of the shutters to be left open despite the cold, meaning the squirrel could see inside, but the windows themselves were clamped shut. Oh well. It had chimneys, and if it came down to it, the squirrel could follow someone inside.
In the meantime, Dante was content to have it crawl around and observe from outside. Within an hour, he'd ruled out all the rooms he could see into. But there were many he couldn't, due to shutters or being located away from the outer walls. After much hunting around, he found an open window in the kitchen and snuck inside.
Proceeding on the assumption that most people don't care to find wild animals in domestic houses—particularly those persons tasked with keeping the house clean and orderly—he advanced the squirrel with great caution, tucking it beneath tables and chairs whenever footsteps or voices approached. Like all of Spiren, the decor was heavy on wood, but much of the palace's furniture and surfaces were covered in hammered copper.
Most of the doors were left open. He covered the "ground" floor and moved up to the second. Halfway through his search, he heard the Minister's voice receding down a hallway. He sent the squirrel after it, running along the rug to muffle its claws.
The Minister sat in a room whose bay windows overlooked the city below. He had a glass in his hand and, as before, was dressed all in black.
To his side stood an older woman whose blond hair was combed back from her forehead. She wrinkled her brow. "To cut to the quick, I'm concerned about the potential for floods."
"I doubt that will be an issue," the Minister said without looking away from the window. "We're not bringing down the whole thing. We're opening a channel. Easier to defend if necessary. We've been over this."
The woman clasped her hands, rubbing her palms together. "Of course. But Preslen raised an interesting point. We think a narrow channel might act as a sort of funnel for the clouds."
The Minister rolled his eyes. "So what? The roots will keep us safe. Just like always."
There was a pause. Dante moved the squirrel through the door and behind a low-slung chair stained cherry red. The vantage gave him a good look at both of their faces.
The woman appeared to suppress a frustrated sigh. "And what about the people who live in the roots?"
"What a tremendous loss that would be! To see all our vagabonds and whores flushed away into the plains. Woe and anguish! With any luck, their bodies will wash straight into Ellan. Start a plague." The Minister had been speaking in a sing-songy sarcastic tone, but he sat up, eyes slitted in thought. "Hang on, is that something we could do?"
The woman's eyes grew pained. "Use the river to deluge Ellan with corpses?"
"Right. Pack them in like salmon bloating in the sun."
"For what purpose?"
"Well, to kill people. Weaken our enemies."
"You think this is something we need to do?"
The Minister turned from the window. His eyes were a pale green, but rather than reminding Dante of cold seas or dying grass, they burned with the startling intensity of copper in a forge fire.
He set down his glass. "I've had it with Ellan letting their people do whatever they please. Their citizens are interfering with my ability to get things done, and that is where I draw the line. A good plague will force their leaders to crack down. Disasters are always used to seize control."
"Should I add this 'good plague' to our never-ending list of tasks?"
"Survey the river all the way to Ellan. Ensure there's good flow under any bridges and no dams or other obstacles." He raised one brow at her. "And reassess your attitude, Ferrin. Or I will find someone else capable of writing down the words I say."
Keeping her face blank, she managed a stiff bow, then departed. After he finished his drink, the Minister walked from the room.
After that, Dante moved the squirrel from room to room. All it took was one glance to rule them out. He soon had taken a peek at every room but one: a large central chamber in the middle of the top floor. Its doors were closed, but by lurking behind a statue of an ancient warrior who wore fearsome claws strapped to his hands, the squirrel was able to hide until a servant went to the door. The squirrel padded in behind him. Skylights did a halfhearted job of illuminating the wide room.
"Found it," Dante whispered inside the round.
"You did?" Lew said. "How can I help?"
"Make sure I have plenty of paper. I'm going to have to draw this myself."
Lew made some shuffling noises. Dante returned his attention to the squirrel. Inside the palace, the servant fetched a bundle of papers and headed into the hallway. Dante waited for his steps to recede.
Just as Yotom had said, line drawings covered the walls, often from floor to ceiling. They made no obvious sense to Dante, but deciphering them was Ast's job. Dante's was to copy them. This was painstaking labor: he was no artist, and the squirrel was so short that its perspective was skewed unless it climbed up on chairs and tables. Fortunately, the room was little-used, and Dante found that he was regularly able to work for an hour or more without having to hide the squirrel from view.
He filled sheet after sheet with the scaled-down drawings. He didn't stop until it grew too dark to make out the maps. While Ast looked over the copies, Dante sat back against the interior of the trunk and rubbed his sore eyes.
"This isn't contiguous," Ast declared after some minutes of study.
Dante's eyes flew open. "So you recognize it?"
"The perspective is confusing. But some of the landmarks are obvious."
"Do you see any...directions?"
He shook his head. "It feels like something's missing, doesn't it? Perhaps it will make more sense when it's complete."
Maybe it would, but Dante tried to stay up to catch Somburr anyway, hoping the man would bring back something useful. But wrangling the squirrel all day had been exhausting, and he fell asleep immediately after eating his dinner of free lorbells.
A spike of sympathetic pain woke him before dawn. He moved his vision into the squirrel's just in time to see a disgusted-looking man draw back a candlestick and swing it. Dante's second sight went black.
"Something wrong?" Lew whispered from across the dark round.
"Got my spy. But they didn't understand what it was. I've already got a replacement on the way."
"Well, that's good," he said over Cee's snores. "Speaking of, Somburr came back keenly interested in somewhere called the Spire of the Earths. He didn't say much, but—"
"Where is he now?" Dante said.
"He already went back to Corl. He's crazy, I think." Silhouetted, Lew twisted his hands in his lap. "I've been practicing at puppeting the animals. Like you do. I thought I might send a squirrel or a mouse up to the Spire and have a look around."
"I don't think that's a great idea. I'll have the rest of the maps copied in another day or two. Then I can see about this Spire of the Earths."
"I feel like I could be making better use of my time."
"It's not about that," Dante said. "It's about getting this done right. No mistakes. Nothing else matters."
"I suppose it doesn't." Lew lapsed into silence.
Dante sent a replacement squirrel up to the palace. As the skies lightened, he searched for an open window. This took far longer than it should have. So did the wait for a servant to enter the map room. By the time he had the new squirrel inside, it had cost him several hours. Dante bent to his work with equal parts frustration and vigor. A couple hours later, he reached out his hand for a new sheet of paper, but Lew had gone off somewhere. He stood to get it himself and saw they were almost out of it.
While he resumed copying the drawings on the walls, Ast studied the previous ones. Cee was out on the flats watching the woods. Somburr was gone doing whatever it was that Somburr did when he was on his own, which probably involved thinking of new ways to trick people into walking off cliffs or poisoning themselves.
As dusk fell, he filled his last sheet of paper. He'd copied three full walls and started on the fourth. Someone was going to have to head into Corl for more supplies. Figuring Somburr was already there, he looned Nak and asked him to ask Somburr to pick up more paper before coming back to the loren.
Nak agreed and switched over to loon Somburr. When he came back, his voice was high and on the edge of a quaver. "Somburr said he was right about to loon you. It's Lew—he's been arrested."
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The room warped into a world of black and silver.
In a daze between panic and hilarity, Blays watched as the door burst open. He skipped back, swords out. Guards poured inside, leading the way with blades of their own, but their reaction was very curious. Rather than engaging him in battle, or shouting silly demands for him to lay down his arms, they glanced about the room in confusion, weapons drooping.
One man went to the window and leaned outside. "Hey! You been watching this place or taking a nap?"
The guards in the street hollered something back. Blays had moved beside the front wall and was now exchanging a series of expressions with Minn, who stood against the eastern wall. Her shimmery face was hard to read, but she looked as shocked as he was. There was a note of something else in her glowing eyes, too. Something that looked an awful lot like pride.
Blays had already figured it out—he was shadowalking—but he didn't have time to dwell on that while the room was half full of guards stumbling about and stabbing at the mattresses. Anyway, he suspected if he gave it too much thought, he might quit doing it, and then there'd really be trouble.
A guard stood in the doorway, gripping both sides of the frame and blinking at the others as they thumped around, knocking on walls for false doors (or just to spread their misery to the guests in the neighboring rooms). Sooner or later, one of them was going to bump into Blays. He wasn't certain if that would do anything, but based on the fact Minn couldn't walk through walls or the like, he didn't want to find out. He edged toward the door, careful not to let his soles scuff. Though the floor didn't quite feel as hard as normal. And if he was bumbling about in the nether, he didn't know if it was possible for his shoes to scuff (or why they, like his clothes and swords, had followed him into it). He sheathed his swords, clamped his arms against his sides, and stood as straight as possible, minimizing his physical presence.
"You're sure they were here?" one of the men said.
"This was where he told them to meet," another replied. "The boys in the street confirmed they came inside. Haven't seen shit since."
The soldier was still blocking the door. Blays picked up an unlit candle from the shelf and flung it across the room. A couple of troops cried out. The one in the doorway gasped, drew his sword, and advanced inside.
Blays didn't waste a moment. On his way out, he nearly crashed into another man who'd stayed back to watch the hall. Blays stopped himself short and edged around the soldier. Though the hallway had very little light—it was after dark, there was one lone window in the far wall, and a mere two candles burned from the sconces—Blays could see perfectly fine. Minn followed him out.
She grabbed his hand. Her skin was as cool as the underside of a stone. She took him down the stairs and through the common room, where men stared at the ceiling, murmuring to each other about the arrests upstairs. Reflexively, Blays glanced up, too. His foot banged into a chair. The world flickered between normal and the land of quicksilver. An old man stared straight at him, blinked, then tipped his mug and squinted at its contents.
Minn pulled Blays outside. Even the air felt different. Less cold than it ought to be, as if he had a blanket draped over his shoulders. Minn seemed to glide down the street, dragging him behind. She ducked into a crooked alley. They'd no sooner gotten off the street than the boring ol' normal world hauled Blays back into it.
He turned in a circle. "What just happened?"
Minn popped into view. "Well, I'm no expert, but I'd say you just shadowalked."
"But how? I didn't do anything!"
"First things first. We were just betrayed, right? Was it by the servant? Or her friend who was supposed to meet us?"
"Doesn't matter," Blays said. "Whoever it was alerted the authorities. They'll warn everyone in the Pillars what will happen to them if they're found sharing secrets. From here on out, no one's going to talk to us."
"So what do we do?"
"First, we get the hell off the streets."
He headed down the alley, keeping his eyes peeled for more of the king's men. They cut a wide circle around the ambushed inn, then walked quickly to their apartment. He couldn't be certain it was safe, but they hadn't revealed their address to anyone in Setteven, and unless someone had been following them—he would've noticed that, he liked to think—they ought to be able to sit tight and work things out.
Upstairs, he locked the door and lit a single candle. "Before we try anything crazy at the Pillars, I'm going to pay a visit to my friend. She's well connected. Might be able to put us back on course."
Minn cocked her head. "If you have this resource at hand, why did we spend all this time trying to scare up a servant?"
"I didn't want to get her involved. Now how did I do the thing I just did?"
"You must have been ready."
"Much like someday I'll roll out of bed and be ready to sing an aria? I'm getting the idea that no one bothers to learn the nether because it's a bunch of hooey."
"It's not like it came out of nowhere," Minn said, an edge in her voice. "You've been training for months."
"Even so. It's like training to box, then discovering I've become an expert archer."
"These things are hard to explain because they're hard to understand. What happened in the inn was like Betweening. It was life and death. Your mind was shocked back to the primal state when it's easiest to access."
He mulled this over. "The first time Dante did anything was when we were in the middle of a fight."
"So you've already witnessed such things happen."
"This is true. Okay, I don't understand it, but I believe it. Guess the only thing that's left is to see whether I can do it again." He moved to the middle of the room and closed his eyes. The nether flowed to him. Thoughtlessly, he let it go, then pursued its retraction into the non-spaces of its existence. He opened his eyes and looked on the dreamy world of charcoal and moonlight. "That was easier than expected."
Minn clapped. "Oh, how many times I've wished I could make you disappear."
Blays snorted. "So should I be slashing myself up and things? I thought you could hardly make the nether light a candle without dousing it in blood."
"It helps. You'll last longer and be able to do more with it."
"Are we still talking about the nether?"
"The only way to learn what I mean is to try it for yourself."
"I will in time," he said. "But we've got a long day ahead of us tomorrow. Could be a long week. Come to think of it, the only thing in our future that's apt to be brief is our lives."
He blew out the candle and went to the window to crack the shutters, as if the dingy alley might give him a look at what was coming down the road of his future. He was suddenly very tired. He thought about leaving, that night, grabbing a berth on a barge to Yallen and sailing into the open ocean, away from Gask and Mallon, to anywhere: that was the point, you always had that choice.
It was a choice most people didn't take seriously. They understood that, theoretically speaking, other parts of the world existed, and that they could, in another universe, move to that place and begin a new life away from their present troubles. Everyone got that. But people thought about this the same way they thought about a surprise inheritance from the wealthy, bachelor uncle they never knew that had. Could it happen? Of course. Would it happen to them? No, no, of course not; the idea was a fantasy, nothing to be taken seriously, let alone to plan around.
From a stoop in the alley, a man coughed, a grinding, deep-down bark that translated clearly to "I will not live the winter." It was odd that he wouldn't considering helping the man—he might toss the vagabond a few coins, but he'd never take him in and nurse him back to health, nor find him a home and a job—yet he couldn't stop himself from foiling Moddegan's wrongdoing.
He couldn't leave for a quiet homestead or a sunny island. That voice deep down inside him was telling him that his duty was here. More broadly, that he was and always would be the kind of person who needed that duty. Amid the bustle of daily life, that inner voice was often too soft to hear, but obeying its requests was the only way to be happy about who you were.
It was time to stop fighting it. To get done what needed to be done. By whatever means necessary.
At the moment, what most needed doing was sleep. He took care of that, then went round to the stables for the horses. Snug beneath their cloaks and hoods, he and Minn rode into the countryside. A dirt path snaked through the hills. It took some doing to find the farmhouse (though that was the point). It stood alone in stubbly fields that wouldn't be plowed under for weeks yet. Blays rode up slowly, both to let himself be seen, and to allow him space to bolt if someone else had gotten to Taya first. He stopped a bowshot from the house.
After a couple minutes, she walked out onto the packed dirt outside the doorway. She was as ropy as ever and a sword hung from her hand. She'd let her brown hair grow out, wearing it in a warrior's knot behind her head. Blays lowered his hood and hopped from his horse.
Taya didn't smile. "Who's she?"
"Trustworthy."
"Then tell me you met her prior to your recent leave."
"Hey now, the quality of the time is more important than the quantity, isn't it?" He smiled. "Anyway, without her, we're pretty much doomed."
Taya looked straight at Minn for the first time. "By what, exactly?"
Minn gave Blays a look. "You're sure you can trust her with this?"
"With zero doubt," he said. "Before the unpleasantness at the palace, she was helping me take down Moddegan. You both trust me, right? Ergo you can trust each other."
"I make my own decisions," Taya said.
"And that's why we love you." Blays pinched the tip of his nose. "How about you listen to what I've got to say, then decide?"
He laid out the events of the last few weeks, starting with their travels to Gallador, abbreviating anything related to Minn's association with the People of the Pocket. It took a few minutes to get through. During, Taya didn't invite them inside.
"You find this credible?" she said after.
"Moddegan does," Blays said. "Enough to risk stirring unrest in Gallador. Within the Endless Pillars, even the servants know about it."
"I wouldn't call that proof."
"Minn knew about Cellen before any of this—but not that it was on its way back. Don't ask how. All I can say is that her source is beyond reproach."
Taya moved her fist to her chin. "I'm not used to taking so much on faith. Even from you."
"I'm from Pocket Cove," Minn said.
Taya's eyebrows did something they weren't inclined to do: they lifted. "Which your people never leave."
"It was time."
"There's more to this, isn't there?" Taya waited for them to go on. After a long moment, she folded her arms. "I don't know anything about Cellen or anyone in the Endless Pillars. But I know someone who might."
Blays grinned. "I knew it."
"Lady Carraday of Rollen."
"Oh," he said. "You mean the same Lady Carraday of Rollen I tried to destroy?"
"She's furious that the king snatched up the bossen from her."
"Isn't she equally furious with me for accepting the deal? Or how about the fact the deal was intended to wipe the buyer out?"
"She's aware that when Moddegan makes an offer, you smile and shake hands." Taya tipped her head forward; Blays had learned this meant she thought he was missing something bleedingly obvious. "And the fact you were attempting to bring him down will only endear you to her."
"Really? Because it sounds like she'd view me as a tool to beat him with. One she would gladly break in half over his head."
"Then it's your job to avoid getting broken."
Blays laughed. "Just when I thought I'd missed you."
Taya smiled. She made arrangements to contact Carraday and told Blays how to find one of her agents in Setteven, a man he and the Lady of Rollen could use to ferry messages without exposing themselves.
That was the extent of her aid. But it was more than Blays had expected. After his disastrous departure, he wouldn't have been surprised if the only thing Taya felt like offering him was the business end of her sword.
He and Minn rode back to their apartment in Setteven to wait out the tedious process of exchanging covert messages with a person as busy and important as Carraday. Yet it only took three notes from both sides and a day and a half of running the messenger ragged before Blays and Carraday had arranged a meet. Apparently, she was eager to ruin someone—either the king, or Blays.
He wasn't too worried about himself, however. He'd been practicing his shadowalking. And confirmed he could do it at will.
It turned out that Carraday had moved into Setteven for the winter, but she didn't want Blays to be seen at her residence any more than he wanted to jump on his own testicles. The rendezvous was arranged to take place at Sorren, a half-ruined amphitheater set in a hill on the southeast side of town. In days of yore, the site had served as a slow-motion battlefield between citizens who used the grounds for extra gardens and the transients who used it as a home. Several years ago, Moddegan had cleaned the place up to prepare it for restoration. The expense of the war had put a stop to that, yet the redshirts still patrolled it often enough to ensure it remained abandoned.
After a minor squabble, Minn accompanied him through the city, then hid herself in the remains of a stone house on the edge of the meadow. Blays crossed the dark field alone. His swords hung from his hips. A small cut dribbled blood on his right arm, waiting to feed the nether. Limestone arches ringed the theater. Some had crumbled, but most of the outer wall was intact, and he spotted three men lurking atop it, doing their best to conceal themselves behind the stonework.
He passed beneath them. Semicircular terraces led to the sunken center that had once served as the stage. Carraday waited there, amusement dancing in her eyes.
"Hello, 'Pendelles,'" she said. "How did you know I wouldn't kill you?"
"You can call me by my real name. Which you know. And that's how you know we're on the same side and thus would have no interest in killing me." He gazed up at the pale walls. "Anyway, if you wanted to do away with me, you'd have invited me to your house. There's no reason to fear being seen with a traitor when you intend to hang him from your rooftop."
"Fair warning: I'd already thought of that, and assumed you would have, too."
"Then I guess I'm just that eager to fuck over the king."
She chortled. "Blays Buckler. He'd pay a fortune for you. Maybe I should turn you in and retire somewhere sunny and carefree."
"I was having similar thoughts the other day," he said. "But I can't deny who I am."
"It's exhausting knowing yourself so well, isn't it?" She shook her head, smiling wryly. "In exchange for what I'm about to tell you, I'd settle for a slice of your luck."
"Just tell me how to extract it."
"I have people at the Pillars. Moddegan runs it the same way he runs his stables. His beasts are taken care of, but the only time they're let out is to be fitted with saddles and reins."
Blays clasped his hands. "Please tell me there's dissent within the ranks."
"These are sorcerers. They command the powers of the gods. Do you think they like being treated like trick ponies?"
"Then why would they help me stop the king from grabbing Cellen? Why not just use it to depose him? Or at least negotiate for more autonomy?"
She waved one hand. "Think, Sir Buckler."
He narrowed his eyes. "Because the fellows at the top have no intention of rocking the boat. If they are made to fail in their task, however, Moddegan will treat them the way you treat any horse that's outlived its use: feed them to the dogs."
"I see you've got more on your side than dumb luck." She sat on an eroded stone bench. "One of those who wants change knows how to achieve it. But they can't be directly involved."
"So you'll happily pass that danger to me. What do you want in return?"
"For you to get it done."
Blays grinned crookedly. "Deal. What do I have to do?"
"Steal a stone."
"Goodness, I can see why you had to call on a man of my talents."
"It's vital to the process of locating the object in question," she said. "Don't ask me how. I doubt my source knows."
"It's guarded, isn't it? Locked up at the top of the Pillars, behind a phalanx of the court's most terrible nethermancers."
"Would that be a problem? Then be glad you're wrong. It hasn't yet been found. They're homing in on it in the Norren Territories right now."
"The Territories?" Blays glanced around and lowered his voice. "Lady Carraday, you're positive of this?"
"You're friends with them, aren't you? Maybe you'll have a chance after all. Your target is a man named Kinnevan. If you don't recognize the name, be glad. Many consider him the most powerful member of the Endless Pillars."
"What else?"
"He won't be alone. I don't think they're traveling at the head of a legion of men, however. Moddegan's afraid of riling up the norren again." She chuckled. "My source says they're scheduled to leave Dollendun this morning. The rest is up to you."
"I might be able to pull this off." He extended his hand. "If I do, you'll understand if I don't come running to tell you about it."
She shook his hand. "The anguished screams of the king will have to serve as my herald."
He jogged up the amphitheater steps. As he left the ruins, he thought he ought to feel some reverence for the landmark, but at that moment, it was just a bunch of old rocks. Interesting? Maybe. But he had a mission.
He collected Minn from the ruined house and led the way back into the city.
"Well?" Minn said. "You look like you just fell in love."
"After what she told me, maybe I have. Listen to this: we're about to desert enemy territory and head to my home turf. We're headed to the Norren Territories."
"That's your home turf? If you're seven feet tall, you hide it well."
"Shave three times a day, too." He stumbled on a root and scowled over his shoulder. "I worked with the norren during the war. Unless I've been thrown out for non-attendance, I'm a member of one of their clans. We'll be hunting a group of sorcerers, and—"
"Sorcerers?"
"—I'll have the whole countryside to call upon for help finding them," Blays finished. "Hey, we know a few tricks ourselves. We'll have surprise on our side, too. Not to mention my unfathomable brilliance."
She watched him from the corner of her eye. "You're in a good mood."
"Glad to be getting out of here."
It was late—it felt like his entire life these days operated during the times a wise person was tucked beneath the covers—but he knew he wouldn't feel safe until they were outside Setteven. He jogged to the stables, glad he was back in a civilized place where a man could pick up his horse whenever he damned pleased, and paid his dues. They mounted up and struck southeast on the road to Dollendun.
"Even been to the Territories?" he asked once they were beyond the city gates.
"Never. My father made it clear they weren't the sort of place good people went."
"Well, try not to be insulted."
"By what?"
"Everything. They're different. Especially the clans."
She nodded without much interest. He didn't bother pressing the point. As a child, she'd lived among the sheltered and wealthy; as an adult, she'd lived among the society of hermits that comprised Pocket Cove. To her, everyone was different.
He rode the horses as hard as he dared. He still had plenty of Dennie's money and wasn't shy about spending it on lodging and care for their mounts. Wherever they stopped, he kept an ear open for gossip about Kinnevan and his group, but didn't pursue the matter hard enough to draw suspicion. He already knew the trail led to Dollendun.
Two days and several hours after leaving Setteven, Dollendun blanketed the hills along the river. Blays hurried through the human side and crossed the bridge to the east shore. Towering norren fished from the rocks. Others unloaded barges at the piers. Minn stared openly, but had the sense not to ask questions.
After a bit of hunting, Blays found the unmarked pub. It was mid-morning, but the games of Nulladoon were already in full swing—and Forrd was there to watch. Blays moved beside him. Forrd didn't look up. Blays cleared his throat, then elbowed the man in the ribs.
Forrd turned on him with the momentum of a bull. To prevent the impending head-smashing coming his way, Blays tugged his hood down and winked.
The norren grinned. "Pend—!"
"Shh," Blays said. "Can we go somewhere private?"
"Do you ever not have secrets?"
"Wouldn't you like to know?"
Forrd smirked, detached himself from the Nulladoon table, and brought Blays and Minn into a back room that also had a game board. It was unoccupied, however; Nulladoon was a public event, and Blays doubted whether this room was used for private games more than once a season.
"I'm sorry to impose on you," Blays said once Forrd had latched the door, "but I'm here to save the world. You know how it is."
"Sounds like my finder's fee is going to be enormous," Forrd said. "I'm all ears."
"A few days ago, a human male named Kinnevan passed through here. He would have been with a small group—no more than a dozen."
"If he was human, I doubt he spent much time on the Eastern Bank."
"He might have. He was heading into the Territories."
Forrd rubbed his hand up and down his beard, ruffling it. "I'll ask around."
"Great. Even better if you can find me someone who speaks to Josun Joh." Blays tapped his ear. "Follow?"
The norren blinked. "How do you know about that?"
"Through perfectly legitimate means. I'll tell you about it later. Like at a moment when the fate of the land doesn't hang in the balance."
"I can find you someone who speaks to Josun Joh. But you ought to know better than to think they'll want to talk to you about it."
"Then it's time to put this cursed name of mine to good use. Tell them it's for Blays Buckler of the Broken Herons."
Forrd planted his palm on the wall and laughed for days. "That's true? How were you ever allowed to join a clan?"
"Again, a story for a non-disastrous time. Right now, every minute counts."
Blays let him know they'd be at the inn across the street under a fake name. In the common room, Forrd cast a lingering glance at the Nulladoon tables, then hit the streets. Blays and Minn walked into the inn and rented a room on the ground floor.
"I didn't realize they'd be that tall," she said. "It's like being a child again."
"It's only frightening when they're mad at you."
He felt like he ought to be running down leads, but he didn't know as many people in Dollendun as he once had, and if Forrd got results as quickly as he seemed to think he could, Blays would be better served staying put where the man could find him. He seized the opportunity to get some of that "sleep" he kept hearing about, sprawling in the oversized norren bed, but was yanked from his nap less than an hour later by a knock on the door.
Forrd walked in with a woman just as tall as he was. The norren's scaled-up features made it tricky to gauge their exact age, but she was on the younger side.
Seeing Blays, she grinned, then forced herself to go sober. "How do I know you're you?"
"If I were Mourn of the Nine Pines," he said, "I might ask how you know you're you. Or you could loon Hopp of the Broken Herons and ask him exactly how far I had to swim to join the tribe."
Her grin retook its place. Pleased though she was to meet him, like most norren, she wasn't one to take a person's word at face value, especially any words spoken by a human. Gazing steadily at Blays, she sat on the bed and conducted a series of terse conversations through the bone earring in her left ear. In the end, she described him head to toe to whoever was on the other end of the loon.
She closed the line and looked him in the eye. "You're you. Tell me what you need done."
"Several days ago, a human named Kinnevan entered the Norren Territories via this city. He's traveling with a small group of men. They may be searching for a stone of some kind. I need them found."
"Can you narrow down the area?"
"Nope. Fortunately, I've spent enough time with the clans to know they watch their lands the way a farmer watches after his daughter."
She laughed. "I'll see what I can do."
She sat on the bed and muttered into her loon, repeating Blays' description of the men four different times—presumably to four different clans, which was a good start. There were scores of clans, and historically, they'd been the definition of clannish, squabbling over territory, grievances, and differences of philosophy. But during the Chainbreakers' War, Blays, Dante, Hopp, and Mourn had united them, providing them with loons they could use to keep in contact and coordinate their movements against the many tendrils of the king's invasion. Blays didn't know exactly how well that network had held up in peacetime, but unless it had collapsed completely, word was about to spread far and wide.
"I've beseeched the gods for answers," the woman said. "Now let's see if they smile on our prayers."
The "gods" apparently had a light schedule that day, because she was back on her loon within ten minutes. Blays listened close, but he couldn't hear the other side at all, and she didn't say much more than one-word acknowledgements.
"I've just heard from the Clan of the Splitting Sky," she said. "Their territory begins not fifty miles from here—and they saw a group that matches your description just yesterday."
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Dante stood straight up. "Arrested? Nak, what are you talking about?"
"Somburr says," Nak explained patiently, "that Lew has been taken prisoner by Spirish soldiers. Somburr's on his way back to your loren now. I hope any of that makes more sense to you than it does to me."
Dante thanked him and signed off. Ast was looking at him expectantly. Cee jogged in from the flat, drawn by Dante's raised voice.
"Lew's been taken," he said. "I don't know how or why. Somburr will be here in a minute."
There was nothing to do but stand on the branches and wait. The thin man ran in through the woods a few minutes later, still disguised as a desert shepherd. Dante climbed down the roots of the loren to meet him.
"Let me save you from asking questions I can't answer," Somburr said. "I was on the Third Loft. Conversing. I heard a disturbance on the Fourth Loft. I heard Lew shouting. I went up to see. They'd blocked the stairs, but from my position, I watched the Minister's soldiers haul Lew up to the higher lofts."
"Did you see where he was taken?" Dante said.
"I was unable to bypass the blockade." He spoke in the flat tone of someone used to delivering objective and detailed reports. "When it became clear I could learn nothing more, I returned to relay what I'd seen and discuss our options."
"What options? We find out where they're keeping him and we bust him out."
"Confirming to the Minister that we're here."
"Now that he's got Lew, he's too smart not to have guessed that on his own."
Somburr's brows tightened. "Successfully freeing Lew will only expose our strength. The Minister will be forewarned and on watch for us, greatly reducing our ability to achieve our primary objective."
"I've been eavesdropping on him," Dante said. "I heard him talking about using a raft of corpses to sicken Ellan. I don't think he's the type to make sure his prisoners are getting three meals a day—especially if he's figured out we're from Narashtovik."
"If he wants us, the logical course is to use Lew as bait. He may hold a public trial. Or declare Lew's amnesty in exchange for us revealing ourselves."
"He'd never hold to that. He'll execute us the second we turn ourselves in."
"Did I suggest otherwise?" Somburr said. "What I'm suggesting is that we have time. Time to finish the maps. To see whether there's anything more we can learn about Cellen. Once we're finished, if you're certain it's the right course, we can rescue Lew from whatever stupidity got him captured."
"It doesn't matter what he did. We're not leaving him behind." Dante closed his eyes and pinched his temples. "I'll get back to the maps. Can you figure out where he's being held?"
"If they have a prison, it should be simple to locate."
Dante didn't like his use of the word "if." As Somburr headed back to the city, Dante returned to the squirrel hidden in the map room. He resumed copying, working as fast as he could while staying focused and maintaining his precision. The maps covered a broad swath of land. Skewing one line the wrong direction could send them miles off course.
"Somburr says Lew is being held in the keep," Nak informed him through the loon. A couple hours had gone by and the yellowing light of afternoon was giving up its fight to penetrate the canopy. "He's trying to learn more, but he doubts that will be possible."
Dante estimated he had no more than an hour left before he finished the last section of map, but he couldn't wait another second. He tucked the squirrel away inside a desk, then shifted his vision to a second squirrel he had waiting in the canopy above the palace compound. Squirrels were easily the superior choice for navigating the tree-city, but they were a little on the large side, and tended to draw attention when indoors. Anticipating the need for a higher degree of stealth, Dante had equipped this one with a passenger: a dead mouse clinging tight to its back, tiny claws digging into the unfeeling skin of the larger animal.
He navigated the squirrel through a series of ever-thinning branches until it dangled from the leaves ten feet above the roof of the keep. This was square, shielded by corrugated walls pierced by numerous arrow slits, and empty of everything except a thick layer of leaves. The squirrel let go.
Being entirely dead, it fell without so much as a squeak. It landed on the sludgy leaves, bouncing once. Dimly, Dante sensed that it appeared to have cracked a leg, but since pain meant nothing to it, that would do little to hamper it.
A closet-sized stone shack stood in the middle of the roof. A grilled door blocked the entry. The mouse skittered through the bars and down a cramped staircase into a long hallway. Many of the doors were closed. People talked in soft voices behind them. Entirely the wrong feeling for a prison.
He sent the mouse further downstairs. Two servants walked down the hall, arguing viciously about whose turn it was to hang the wash lines. Dante tucked the mouse into a doorway and waited for them to pass. Once it was back on the run, there ensued many minutes of scrambling about and hiding whenever anyone came near. The mouse's search wasn't entirely at random, but Dante had no idea of the keep's layout or where the cells might be, and seeing everything from an inch and a half off the ground did odd things to your sense of direction and scale.
As the mouse ran past a doorway, Dante caught a whiff of filth: the commingled miasma of sweat, feces, urine, and sickness that could only be generated by people in captivity. The door was closed, but air flowed through a warp in the jamb. The gap was just large enough for the mouse to squeeze past.
It crawled out onto an alcove overlooking empty space. At the edge, a ladder stretched from floor to ceiling. Dante moved the mouse to the edge of the platform. The stink came and went. Somewhere below the mouse, a moan carried on the wind.
The mouse crawled past the platform's lip, clinging tight to the wood. It was currently on the "ground" floor, but a platform hung below it, a couple of notches carved into its surface. Overhead, the ladder led to nothing—it was currently raised.
Time for a leap of faith. The mouse dangled from its claws, then dropped. Dante's view tumbled and he had to pull back into himself or risk vomiting. When he returned to the mouse, it was standing on the platform gazing dumbly down a walkway fronting a row of cells. These shared walls, but the fronts and backs were enclosed by pitted iron bars, leaving the cells open to the elements. The mouse padded forward. This "dungeon" had been attached to the underside of the massive flat supporting the keep, where the prisoners couldn't offend the residents—nor, if they somehow escaped, could they go anywhere besides four hundred feet straight down.
Nearly all the cells were bare. Three were occupied by mounds of blankets. Dante located his target by smell, it being the one of the three mounds not decomposing. The mouse ran between the bars of the cell, infiltrated the blankets, looked on Lew's face, then tickled his nose with its whiskers.
Lew slapped at his face, snorting. His eyes went wide. "Gah!"
He bolted to his feet, throwing the blankets and the mouse away from him. He pressed himself against the bars, arms spread wide, hunting frantically for any sign of the vermin. Dante now had to figure out how to communicate to Lew that this was his mouse before Lew stomped it flat or booted it off the platform.
The mouse hopped from the blankets, stood on its hind legs, and waved.
Lew's jaw dropped. He laughed, his outstretched arms falling to his sides. "Is that...you?"
Dante made the mouse nod.
"If you could, I bet you'd be yelling at me right now, wouldn't you?"
The mouse nodded harder.
"Well, you shouldn't." Lew folded his arms. "Unless it's with words of praise. Because I know how we're going to find Cellen."
Back in the round miles away, Dante squeaked in surprise. On the platform beneath the palace, the mouse went stiff and straight, the model of attention.
"I went to the Spire of the Earths," Lew said. "Well, I didn't. I sent a dead squirrel, just like you. At first I couldn't find a way in, but then I saw rat droppings around back and found their hole inside. Had to fight some of them. Have you ever had to fight as one of these animals? It's crazy."
He looked around the windblown cell, as if remembering where he was and what he was saying. "Inside, it's like...a library for rocks. There's basalt, sandstone, travertine, pumice, marble—everything. It's incredible. When I was a kid, I used to be fascinated by rocks: all these little bits that make up the world. Anyway, they're laid out on these wooden benches and there's a platform you can walk around on to look at them. They've got just about every mineral you can think of. 
"Later, when I went to see Yotom, he told me the Spire is there to help the Spirish remember the ground they left behind. It's a religious thing. We didn't really get into it. Because the squirrel saw something I couldn't understand. On the top floor, it was all marble samples. One piece was black, but it was spangled with silver dots and stripes, kind of like when you're looking up at the night and you whip your head to the side and the stars turn into streaks. I had never seen anything like it and I thought it was pretty, so I got the squirrel to hop up next to it for a closer look. As soon as I came near, the rock gave off this greenish glow. It was very faint, and I thought it might be a trick of the light, or something wrong with the squirrel, so I backed it off, then moved in again. And the glow came back."
Lew pressed his face to the bars and glanced down the platform. Satisfied they were still alone, he sat before the mouse. "I didn't know what the stone was, but Yotom did. He said it was described, in a long-lost account, as the platform on which Cellen last manifested. It glows in the presence of nether. And they've got a piece of it! Do you know what this means?"
Dante made the mouse nod. His entire skin had begun to tingle.
"That's when they caught me," Lew said. "When I was heading back from Yotom's. Since then, I've had some time to think. You're going to rescue me, right? Well, you can't. Not until you get the stone. Don't try to argue with me. They'll put me on trial before meting out any punishments. Just be quick and I'll be fine."
He smiled down at the mouse. Dante wanted to say he was sorry for not letting Lew be more involved, and to promise they would get him out, but the mouse was a mouse, and it was dead, and he had no way to communicate any of this. He made it bow, which made Lew grin, then moved it to the corner, where Lew could speak to him again should anything more come to mind.
He looned Nak to tell Somburr to come back to the loren. While he waited, he maneuvered a squirrel through the branches to the tower at the end of the flat and located the rat hole in its base. Tufted fur and dried blood littered the dark passage. Inside, thin windows cast wan sunlight onto cuts of stone just as Lew had described. At the top of the tower, he found the silver-veined stone and moved the squirrel close. A green nimbus appeared around the rock.
Something jabbed his mind, calling for attention. It was the mouse; Lew was speaking to someone. Dante put the squirrel on hold and shifted to the other beast. Inside the cell, the Minister gazed down on Lew, hands clasped behind his back.
"—to find them," he was saying. "You can be the person who helped us, or the person who worked against us. In which situation do you think you'd be better off?"
Lew was huddled on the floor, back touching the bars. "I told you, it's just me. My friends were killed by highwaymen."
"Very plausible. The world's a dangerous place; you never know when all your friends will be killed by bandits. But if that were true, why would you flee to a place that had promised you death?"
"So I could cross the Woduns. Get home."
"By yourself?" The Minister pressed his fingertips to the bridge of his nose, squeezed his eyes shut, and laughed in disbelief. "Either you are very stupid, or you think I am. Then what brought you back to Corl?"
"They took our money," Lew said. "I barely had any food. I knew I could find lorbells here."
"Right. Throughout the entire forest. In fact, they are easier to find out in the wilds than they are here in the capital." He raised his brows.
Lew's mouth quivered. "I thought I could find a guide to get me through the mountains."
The Minister sighed, lowered himself to a crouch, and crawled forward on his hands and knees until his face was inches from Lew's. "I don't like liars creeping around my home. I'm going to put out my hand. In it is your only chance to save yourself. Will you take it?"
Never taking his eyes from Lew's, the Minister extended his hand.
Lew shook his head, a single jerk of his chin. "I can't give you what you want."
"You speak remarkable Third for a Gaskan. Has one word you and your people told me been true?" The man stood, gazing past Lew and into the open air beyond the bars. "Make your peace."
He stepped out and locked the grilled door. A man and a woman waited on the platform, observing; Dante could tell at a glance they were nethermancers. After a moment, he recognized Ferrin, the blond woman the Minister had been speaking to earlier. They followed the Minister down the boardwalk.
"Should I have tried to kill him?" Lew whispered once they were gone.
The mouse shook its head.
Somburr appeared across the woods. He was still negotiating his way up the tree's roots when Dante's attention was jiggered again. This time, it was the squirrel. Footsteps echoed up the hollow chamber of the Spire of the Earths. He moved the squirrel behind a jagged hunk of red rock. The footsteps reached the upper level and continued across the planks. The Minister lurched into view. He gazed down on the black and silver stone for a full minute, then turned and walked back down the stairs.
Dante related what Lew had discovered to the others. "This is the last piece of the puzzle. At the very least, we can find Cellen by using the glow of the stone. But I expect I can follow the nether inside it directly to the platform where Cellen was last used—and where it will return."
"According to a single, long-lost, apocryphal account," Somburr said.
"I just watched the Minister walk into the tower and confirm the rock hadn't been disturbed. Anyway, you're the one who tipped Lew off to the Spire of the Earths."
"That's because I'd already learned the Minister spends so much time there. It is incredible what a soldier will tell you when you're wearing a woman's body." Somburr got an odd look on his face, chuckling. "Ingenious hiding spot. Mixed in with a bunch of other rocks in a temple no one cares to visit."
"Here's the plan. We have to steal the rock—but if the Minister knows it's missing, he'll kill Lew on the spot. I'm going to see if I can make one that looks like it and swap them. If not, I'll carve a piece from inside it and take that. Then we go get Lew."
"He's a nethermancer, isn't he?" Cee said. "Why doesn't he just bust himself out?"
"I'm not sure he's got the juice," Dante said. "Even if he did, they've got the prison isolated beneath a flat. He's got nowhere to go."
Somburr laced his fingers together. "There are no branches above the Spire. The only way to get to it is by passing through the palace grounds. I bet you are wishing you knew someone who could make you resemble one of the Minister's soldiers."
Dante laughed. "Would be even better if you could make us invisible."
"Impossible. But I will make us look like soldiers—on the condition that we bring the stone back here before we go for Lew."
"Are you trying to give me an order?"
"I'm making it clear that I will not participate in any plan that exposes Narashtovik to unnecessary risk."
It would be within Dante's authority to insist Somburr do as he was told, but he didn't think a battle of wills would help them toward their goal. Dante had some ability with illusions, but nothing like Somburr; he couldn't pass himself off as a soldier. Anyway, deep down, he didn't disagree with the man. Lew and the stone might be on the same loft, but if they went for Lew while the stone was in their possession, they could lose both.
They would secure the stone first. In addition, that meant Somburr wouldn't be able to accompany him to retrieve Lew. If something happened to Dante, he'd need Somburr to escape with the stone and put it to use.
To minimize the chance of discovery, they'd pose as citizens until they neared the palace loft. This would mean paying the tolls for multiple lofts, but during his time in the city, Somburr had scrounged up some of the teeth they used as currency. Dante wasn't inclined to ask how.
Once they neared the palace, they'd find a quiet place to switch their appearance to soldiers, then enter the palace grounds, wander in the direction of the Spire, wait until they were alone, and break inside. The Spire was padlocked and bolted, but that was no barrier to them. Once they were inside, Dante could have the stone (or a piece of it) in moments. Then all they had to do was walk down from the tree and deliver it to their loren.
After that, Dante would be on his own—Cee volunteered to assist, but he turned her down. Through some combo of stealth and force, he would get Lew back. Cover of darkness would help. If he had to, he'd use a blade of nether to sever the head of every guard in his path, sending them tumbling into the night.
He never got the chance. As afternoon faded to evening, a disturbance on the prison flat returned his attention to the mouse. In Lew's cell, an unnecessary number of soldiers were lifting him to his feet, checking him for weapons they had obviously already relieved him of.
"They're moving him," Dante said. "Don't know why."
"This isn't good," Cee said.
Somburr pushed his knuckles against his mouth. "Our priority is the stone."
Dante twisted to look at him. "I know that."
"Do you?"
"You could go up there. Disguised."
"And do what? It will take me ten minutes to reach the tree. Twenty to climb to their loft. If something happens, how do you get to the Spire without me? Prayer?"
Dante bit down on his lips so hard he tasted blood. He knew better than to argue. His resistance was token, an appeal to a conscience that was irrelevant. He was putting on a show for Ast and Cee. More likely, for himself. His knowledge of this only made him feel all the more helpless.
As the soldiers departed the cell, Dante directed the mouse to leap onto Lew's boot and climb up his pant leg. Lew shivered but didn't make a sound. They marched him down the walkway and up the ladder, which had been extended down to the cells; once they had entered the alcove to the keep, a soldier hauled the ladder back up with a clang, particles of rust drifting down.
"Are we going to see the Minister?" Lew said. It sounded like a fishing expedition, more for Dante's benefit than for his own information, but the soldiers said nothing.
The troops took him down the spiral staircase wrapped around the loren's trunk. After descending one loft, they turned off onto a flat groaning with people. Torches flapped from its sides. The crowds watched the procession with wary hunger. Near the end of the flat's usable surface, before it forked into a dozen round branches hardly thick enough for a man's feet to rest on, the Minister stood alone, hands open from his sides.
"Our nameless, homeless guest," he said. The soldiers brought Lew to the edge of the crowd and shoved him forward. Lew stumbled, catching himself ten feet from the Minister, who closed on him one step at a time. "Ready for your trial?"
A mile away, Dante glanced across the round. "They're putting him on trial. Lyle's balls, we've got one sixth of the Council of Narashtovik right here. We have to do something."
"In what way does this change the logic we built our plans on?" Somburr said.
On the wide, flat branch high in the sky, Lew forced himself to straighten. Dante dropped the mouse to the top of Lew's foot, but everyone was oblivious, watching the faces of the two men.
"I haven't done anything to anyone," Lew said.
The Minister pushed out his chin, nodding in agreement. "Who said you had? Last time I saw you, I ordered you never to return. It doesn't matter if you think you've harmed anyone. You're a foreigner, a liar, a malcontent. Do you declare me unsound to issue orders?"
"Of course not. The heavens saw fit to grant you the responsibility of this land. I could never question their judgment."
Torches flapped in the evening breeze, drawing a shine from the Minister's eyes. "Then you agree my pronouncement was just?"
Lew lowered his head. "I do. But I hope my circumstances are worthy of exception."
"So justice is justice only when it's bent?" The Minister glanced across his people, who remained silent. "You were exiled on penalty of death. A little bit of bad luck, and that excuses you to return to the one place you were banished from? You are accused of trespassing in Spiren. And here you are."
He grinned and patted Lew's shoulder. Lew smiled, hesitant. The Minister jerked him forward and ran pell-mell toward the edge of the flat.
"No!" Dante screamed.
Lew grabbed at the Minister's clothes, but the silky black fabric eluded him. The Minister heaved him off the branch and dropped to his knees, skidding on the smooth surface. Lew's voice pitched up in panic, fading as he fell; still clinging to his shoe, the mouse looked up into a tangle of branches, a horde of faces fading in the distance, eyes white in the light of their fires.
"Don't let him do it!" Lew shrieked, and then the wind of his fall tore the breath from his lungs.
Dante stood, lurching toward the entrance of the round. Cee grabbed his cloak. He might have turned on her, but he was lost in the vision of the branches whipping past the mouse's sight, tearing at Lew's clothes. Then came a thud so loud Dante felt it in his bones.
The mouse's vision tumbled, tail over ears, and went dark.
"He's..." Dante moved to the side of the branch and clapped his hand to his mouth. The back of his tongue stung with the taste of vomit.
"I suppose you'll want to kill him." Somburr's voice sounded a thousand miles behind him, as if it were fighting through an endless sea.
Dante couldn't keep the quaver from his voice. "How did you guess?"
"Do you want to cut out his heart? Then take from him what's dearest."
Somehow, this hammered the hot fragments in Dante's chest into a single blade. He wanted nothing more than to storm up the spiral steps of the Minister's loren and cleave everything and everyone in half until the ground was thigh-deep in bleeding bodies. He thought he could. The soldiers would be nothing to him. The Minister had his house wizards, but they were amateurs, charlatans; Dante would tear them apart like slices of bread dropped in a lake.
But this was a fantasy, an indulgence of his ego. His path led to the stone, and then to Cellen. There could be no detours.
Dante climbed down to the ground and found a boulder, a sloped hunk of limestone furred with round nodes of springy green moss. He reached into the nether and a bowl-shaped hunk of rock became an agile fluid. He could make it shift and flow as he pleased, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't force it to take the sparkled hue of the stone in the Spire of the Earths. Not wishing to exhaust himself, he gave up and returned to the round. As darkness fell, he finished copying the last of the maps. Ast sat before them, arms planted to either side, as if he needed to brace himself for whatever he was going to see within the pages.
They spoke very little. The hoots of owls hung in the air. Around ten that night, Somburr stood and Dante joined him. The man muttered to himself, shadows whipping around his hands; in a blink, Dante's clothes took on the look of Spirish garb, the baggy leggings and sleeves. The tan on the backs of his hands paled by three shades. Somburr had been replaced by a stranger, a man whose blank features could find no purchase in Dante's memory.
They got down and walked through the forest. Lanterns twinkled from the lorens. Laughter hung in the air, the snap of cooking. He smelled the caramelized, citrus tang of frying lorbells. At the base of the loren's main trunk, the roots reached down like the fingers of an enormous hand, trapping the lanterns of the residents like fireflies too weak to fly away.
They reached the central tree and walked up the staircase. Wood smoke hung in the air, hazing the leaves. The ground fell away, but the babble from the roots followed them. Traffic on the stairs was light. The few people they passed glanced at their faces, registering them, then dropped their gazes to the next steps, politely ignoring them.
At the first of the toll bridges, Somburr passed a handful of teeth to the watchman. He waited in silence as the stairs creaked down and landed across the gap with a dull thud.
Five lofts up, Somburr began to glance around. He stepped off the stairs onto a quiet flat that was free of structures, left open as a public park/farm. They moved behind a wall of leaves. Somburr mumbled again and their clothes became the green uniform of the Minister's men. They returned to the stairs. At the three-part bridge beneath the palace loft, a soldier eyed them up and down.
"How's it been?" he said.
Somburr shrugged. "Quiet."
"Beats the alternative." The trooper watched them, as if trying to decide whether to ask why they needed to go upstairs, then gave a little sigh and moved to the drawbridge mechanism.
Hanging lanterns washed the grounds in light. The flat that housed the Spire was dim by comparison. Its first stretch was populated with shacks built in a circle around a central pillar venting smoke into the boughs above. Soft talk and singing filtered through the shutters. Dante adopted the alert boredom of a sentry, glancing from one shack to the next as he and Somburr headed across the flat.
The buildings ceased, replaced by manicured branches sagging with lorbells. Bins of rainwater lined the edges of the flat. Clotheslines crisscrossed the air. Dante had the impression the Spire had once stood alone, but as the city grew, the sacred space had been carved up for mundane use.
A series of posts bisected the flat, connected by gut-high ropes, preserving a bit of that space from further encroachment. Across eighty feet of empty flat, the Spire of the Earths waited in the night. The flat ceased just beyond it. Dante glanced back, confirming they were alone, crossed over the ropes, and walked into the shadow of the tower.
The door was barred, padlocked. Dante could have struck it in half with his sword, but the noise would have rapped across the entire loft. Instead, he poured nether into the metal, heating it; as it began to glow, he wrapped it in a ball of black nether. As soon as the metal grew soft, he drew his bone sword through it. The chain fell apart with a clink.
Inside, the stones and the stairs were suggestions of matter in a chamber as dark and void as a dreamless sleep. Dante edged his way to the staircase, clinging tight to the railing, and headed to the top floor, where there was no canopy to interrupt the moonlight slicing through the glass windows. It glinted on the silver flecks and stripes of the fragment of rock.
It was a rough cube about a foot to a side. Dante picked it up, grunting, and turned it over. He intended to take a four-inch cube from the bottom. Once he had his piece, he could draw a layer of stone back across the gap, sealing it up. The Minister would notice the locks had been broken, but when he came to ensure his prize was safe, he wouldn't see a single thing amiss.
Dante brought the nether winging from the corners of the room. A cool glow surrounded the block. Dante moved inside it like a knife. As soon as he touched it, blinding green light surged across the room.
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Blays' heart leapt. "The clan's sure? They saw my target?"
"People who fit the description? Yes," the norren woman said. "Is the clan sure these people are your people? Of course not. They've sent scouts after the men to see what they can learn. Do you know wildsign?"
"Afraid my chief neglected to teach me that one."
She stood. "Then I'll go with you."
"What, just like that?"
"You made us free. If it's in my power, it's yours."
"I don't know how to put this. They're on horseback, right? And, well, you're a little big for conventional horses."
"Josun Joh has seen fit to provide me with a replacement." Sitting on the bed, she stuck out her legs and waggled her feet.
He couldn't help laughing. "Then show us the way."
Her name was Aldi, and after a brief stop at her shack on the east end of town, they were on the road, riding/jogging amid the smell of pines and dew.
"All right," Minn declared once Dollendun lay behind them. "Is one of you going to tell me what just happened? How did she find out where Kinnevan is?"
Blays shrugged. "Magic."
"And who is Josun Joh?"
"Norren god. Like Arawn and a couple of his buddies rolled into one."
Minn drew back her head. "She didn't actually..?"
"Speak to him?" Aldi said. "Don't you speak to your gods?"
"Daily. That's why we had to look for the help of a complete stranger to take us into the wilderness."
"This is merely the biggest secret in norrendom," Blays said. "As far as I know, anyway. The way they keep secrets, I wouldn't be surprised to learn each one of them is actually two tiny people stuffed inside a giant person suit."
Aldi looked at him sidelong. "We're not."
"Good to know." Blays turned back to Minn. "You should probably pretend you didn't see any of this."
Minn shifted in the saddle. "Sounds like home."
Aldi wouldn't have been able to keep up with a full gallop, but her long strides easily matched the horses' trot. They sped through the evergreens covering the border of the Norren Territories, miles playing out behind them, resting every two or three hours. After some twenty miles, Aldi left the road and jogged east through the woods, a thin layer of pine needles coating the ground. The afternoon dwindled. Abruptly, the woods gave out, and they entered a rhythmic stretch of low hills and tall grass, trees lining the streams winding through the up-and-down land. The Norren Territories encompassed a vast swath between Narashtovik and Tantonnen, covering topographies of all sorts, but when Blays thought of the homes of the clans, he always imagined these undulating hills.
They continued until twilight, stopping with just enough daylight left to toss up a lean-to and rub down the horses. Aldi took a long breather, sitting on a rock while Blays and Minn tended to camp, but the norren didn't look done in. If true, Blays thought they would reach the lands of the Clan of the Splitting Sky early the next morning.
Aldi checked in through the loon. The Splitting Sky's scouts had located the party from Setteven and were shadowing them from a couple miles away. According to her, Kinnevan's people had been heading east all day. Blays and company had made up significant ground, however. If they continued to press, they might catch up in two days.
Blays poked at the half-assed fire he'd built. "Do the scouts have any idea what Kinnevan might be after?"
"Nope," Aldi said. "In fact, they had the same question for you."
"Something stupendously old? Possibly a book, also old. Or an artifact."
"So they might possibly be after a thing."
Blays sighed. "Hey, it's remarkable I've gotten this close. Tell the Splitting Sky to be careful. These men are extremely dangerous."
Aldi got a twinkle in her eye. "Should I reconsider my role as your guide?"
"Just get us close. Minn and I will take it from there."
The days were starting to grow longer, but even after a good night's rest, Blays was up and about before the sun. They got a quick start, traveling due east into the hills. When the horses flagged, Minn was able to restore some of their stamina, allowing them to gain extra miles on the king's nethermancers. During rests, Blays practiced shadowalking. He was able to do it at will, but discovered that unless he leaned on the nether of the kellevurt, he couldn't sustain it for long. After a minute, two at most, the starlit world began to fade, disgorging him back into the real, which always looked disappointing and tame by comparison.
The first time he did this in from of Aldi, she gasped. He reappeared, grinning sheepishly. "Sorry about that. Should have warned you."
She laughed. "I should have expected you're able to poof away like a blown-out candle. You're Blays Buckler."
It was a quiet day, but a productive one. When they made camp and Aldi checked in with the scouts, she determined their group was well inside Splitting Sky territory and that they had more than halved the distance between them and Kinnevan. This was good news, in that they might be able to catch up the very next day, but it raised the question of what exactly Blays ought to do once Kinnevan was in striking range. Sneak up on them in the night and kill them all? Not out of the question, what with the shadowalking, but it was an inelegant solution.
Additionally, the main reason they'd been able to close on the king's men so fast was that the other group was zigzagging across the hills. Hunting for something. If they went missing, Moddegan could simply send a second group to snatch up the mystery object. Blays would have to stake out the region for weeks or months to make sure any other efforts met the same fate as the first. Frankly, that was a shit solution.
The only way to do this was to let them find whatever they were after, then take it away from them. In the event the item turned out not to be a tangible object held in the hands, but rather knowledge stored in the sponge of the brain, then Blays was going to be tasked with some unpleasant business. But at the very least, knowing the source of the information should allow him to cut it off, putting Moddegan's scheme to bed for good.
They got off to their usual early start, trotting eastward. Deer watched from the ridges, then continued their crusade against the year's first grass shoots. By early afternoon, Aldi scheduled a rendezvous with the clan's scouts. They walked down to the spot, a glen between two hills with a sluggish creek flowing from an oval pond. They'd no sooner stopped by the pond's shore when two norren men walked out of the trees.
"Aldi?" the shorter one said. "Shorter" being entirely relative—he was at least six inches taller and a hundred pounds heavier than Blays.
Aldi nodded. "You said you had news?"
"Late this morning, the humans disappeared inside a hill. Galt is still waiting for them to emerge." He sat down on the bank of the pond, resting his elbows on his knees.
"That's it?" Blays said.
The norren didn't look up. "Until Galt comes back."
"I suppose I shouldn't complain about being forced to take a break for once." He found a rock that was dry and sunny and plunked down. After a while, the short norren volunteered that his name was Otus and asked how their trip had been. Blays loosened the collar of his cloak. "Uneventful. Have the humans caused you any trouble?"
"Since the day they were born," Otus said. "These specific ones? They've done no harm. In the last three days. That we have seen."
Blays hid his smile. Norren pedantry. That was the end of the conversation. An hour later, leaves rustled up the slope. A norren woman walked from the trees and sat beside them.
"They came out of the caves an hour ago. Made camp nearby." She related directions and the unnamed man got up to go keep an eye on the place. Galt cleared her throat and went on. "Interesting things. First, six men went in. Five men came out."
"Lost one to the caves?" Blays said. "Too bad the underworld didn't try a little harder. What's inside?"
"We're not completely sure."
He raised a brow. "I thought a clan knew every leaf and pebble of its domain."
Galt gave him a long look. "I will ignore the fact that is impossible, as new leaves are growing every day. In the sense that we might be expected to know every semi-permanent feature of our territory, I would agree this is unusual. My best guess is they discovered an old catacomb."
"A norren one?"
"I can hardly believe it myself. What would a norren tomb be doing in the Norren Territories?"
Blays suppressed a sigh. "I thought your people tossed your dead on the tops of hills."
"These days," Galt said. "But not in old days. Maybe we ran out of ground to put them in—we're very large, after all. In any event, our burial practices changed a long time ago. We don't care where every last catacomb might be."
Minn folded her arms; it was chilly and their blood had grown sluggish as they'd waited for Galt. "You said there were interesting things, plural?"
"When the men got outside, they ran from the entrance, then stopped in the trees to gather themselves. One man withdrew an object from his cloak the size of a fist on top of another fist. A statue, I thought. It was as black as nothing, but when a shaft of sunlight struck it, it glittered like the stars."
Blays whacked his thigh and laughed. "I have never heard a more gravid description of a precious artifact. Are they on their way back to Setteven already?"
Galt nodded. "Before making camp, they put the cavern miles behind them."
"Heading west? Then we've got to hit them tonight."
"You're sure they've got what they came for?" Minn said.
"No. They rudely declined to fill me in on that one. It sure sounds like it, though. And if they make it back to Dollendun, they're on a boat back to the palace and we're left holding our nether regions."
"Will you need help?" Galt said.
Blays grinned lopsidedly. "Would you offer it?"
"These people serve a land that enslaved us for centuries. Also, we probably ought to be upset that they've just looted one of our graves."
"The best way for you to help will be to make sure they don't go anywhere. Minn and I will handle the theft ourselves."
If Galt had been human, she likely would have taken offense to the implication that she'd be no use to the strike itself. But norren egos were a less truculent beast. Galt nodded as if Blays' assessment were a matter of fact—or at least, that it was his mistake to make. Everyone understood implicitly that they'd be moving under cover of darkness, so they all sat around the pond, absorbing the sunlight. They got a minor scare when the other scout came back to tell them the men were on the move, but Kinnevan's band was just making use of the remaining afternoon to get a few miles closer to the river. They had found their prize and were taking it home.
Blays still hadn't glimpsed the king's men himself. Otus told him they were all dressed in the same anonymous travel garb, but that the man who'd been carrying the sparkling object had hair as white as a swan's wing.
They ate a cold dinner, waiting for the sun to depart so they could get on the move. Galt had left to keep a direct eye on the king's sorcerers. Around ten o'clock, Otus left to spell her. When Galt came back, she informed Blays the king's men had gone to bed three hours earlier. They'd left one man on watch, but according to her, the others were sleeping "like people who have eaten so much it is all they can do."
It didn't much matter. Not when Blays intended to shadowalk right up to Kinnevan and take his trophy.
The men were set up in a grove of trees straddling a stream between hills. Galt showed Blays and Minn the way. After a brief hike, she stopped to point out the sentry. The quarter moon was hidden behind a scudding layer of clouds and at first Blays couldn't make out the sentry at all. Then a silhouette rose and paced in a circle, likely to keep himself awake.
The man was undoubtedly a sorcerer, so even though Blays was about to render himself invisible, he backed off to approach the camp from the side that wasn't being watched. He had already warned Galt about he and Minn's upcoming disappearance, and that if anything happened in the camp, the norren should clear out and give the men a wide berth until they'd left the clan's territory. With his implication the clan wouldn't be able to handle it, a hooded look had come over Galt's eyes—that was how you offended the norren ego—but she had agreed.
He and Minn crouched down behind a screen of shrubs. There were no lights in the camp and it was too dark and tree-addled to see anyone, but he heard a horse snort. He drew a cut on his arm and gave the nether a little tug. As it rebounded back to its home in the interstices, Blays followed it in.
The night shifted. It was as dark as ever, yet he could now see the dew on the grass, the gopher mounds pimpling the ground. Beside him, a luminescence flooded over Minn as she joined him in the nether. Together, they rose and walked toward the camp. They weren't entirely removed from the physical world, but their feet whisked through the grass more softly than the first stir of a breeze.
The trees enclosed them, leafless and reaching. His eyes were drawn to the birds roosting in the branches, then to the horses tied away from the men. In living bodies, the nether nested so densely it fairly glowed—or exactly the opposite—it was hard to say. In either event, it drew the eye.
The men lay in their bedrolls, breathing evenly. One of them slept on his back with his hair draped like a banner over the rolled-up clothes that made up his pillow. His hair looked pale, but walking in shadows made color do funny things. Blays faded back into the world for a moment. The man's hair was white.
Blays half expected him to have the relic clutched in his hands, or wrapped up in the clothes beneath his head, but in the half second he was out of the shadows, Blays spotted a small bag beside the sleeping Kinnevan. Something had fallen halfway out of it, a black lobe of matter, a carving or statue. Flecks of silver spat back the starlight. Kinnevan must have been holding it as he went to sleep and it had fallen off his chest.
Blays ducked back into the shadows. He allowed himself a grin. For once in his silly life, his plans were going easier than expected. He glanced at Minn, then back at Kinnevan.
Whose eyes were now wide open.
Blays froze. Minn likewise. Kinnevan wasn't moving aside from the even rise and fall of his chest. Yet Blays felt motion—in the nether. A presence. Prowling, stealthy. He had the distinct impression that if he moved, it would lock on him. At that point, however hard he tried to stay out of sight, he may as well be hopping up and down on one foot waving a flaming brand over his head while blowing into a trumpet with every orifice capable of producing wind.
The presence circled, silent, leaving no trace behind. He thought he could see it, a dark wedge of forceful awareness sussing through the shadows, but maybe that was a trick of his want to see it, like staring down a dark hall until you're certain there's a silhouette looming at the other end. The feeling drew closer and closer, cold and heavy, like a lump of steel being pushed across a tablecloth. Its chill touched his cheek and moved past his shoulder.
Kinnevan's eyes remained open, unblinking, staring unfixedly at the stars beyond the bare branches. Blays had been under for a couple of minutes and he felt his hold on the nether slipping, the exact way the sweat on his aching hands would cause him to lose his grip on a ledge. As furtively as he knew how, he wormed his consciousness into the kellevurt shell in his pouch and tapped the darkness in it. His hold steadied.
Kinnevan's probings moved further and further away. A minute later, they snapped off. He closed his eyes. Beside Blays, Minn tensed, about to move. He gave the tiniest shake of his head. Across the camp, the nether rippled like the fin of a trout stirring the water. The presence blinked to life beside it, but the ripple had been nothing: an ant dying of a sting, a moth eaten by a bat, something like that. It watched for another moment, then faded.
Kinnevan let a long breath out through his nose. His eyelids slid shut. So far the kellevurt had continued to amplify Blays' supply of nether, allowing him to hang on, but he didn't know how much longer this would last. He gritted his teeth and edged up to Kinnevan, who'd been so focused on feeling out the disturbance in the nether that he seemed not to have noticed the bag had slipped from his grasp. Blays pinched the mouth of the sack and hoisted it up. Green light flashed from inside.
Blays cinched it shut and stood stock still, uncertain whether the light had been real light, or if it, like so much of what he was presently seeing, was merely a product of the shadow-world. Minn stared across the camp. The sentry was walking briskly back toward them. Blays turned and ran, slipping smoothly through the shadows. He felt more than heard Minn following.
They were out of the grove and running across the grass when Blays felt his hold faltering again. But there had been no shouts, no lanterns blooming through the branches. Aldi and Galt had retreated to rendezvous on the other side of a nearby ridge. Blays had just enough strength to keep himself in the other world until he and Minn climbed the hill and spilled down the other side.
As soon as he let go of the shadows, his legs went out from under him, too, spilling him into the dirt. He held tight to the bag.
Minn materialized beside him. "Are you hurt?"
Blays tried to get up, but his legs wouldn't hold any tension. "My legs appear to have rebelled. Victoriously."
"Did you run yourself dry?"
He nodded. Something was rustling the grass below, closing on them; Galt and Aldi materialized from the darkness. Blays couldn't stand, let alone run, but he was happy enough for Aldi to carry him on her back, his arms wrapped around her muscular neck. After a half mile, she let him down so Galt could take him instead, but his strength had returned enough to jog beside them.
Back at camp, their horses and two other norren scouts waited peacefully. It was only then that Blays withdrew the item from the bag. It was carved of heavy black stone, a humanoid figure with blunt, oversized hands and feet.
"It's Yona," Aldi said, turning it in her hand. "See the many arrows?"
Blays took it and held it inches from his nose. "Those look like an eagle's claw. As carved by a drunk person. Who's never seen an eagle."
"What's a Yona?" Minn said.
Aldi gestured to the wilds. "A norren hero. She was the one who found the Black Star."
Blays and Minn exchanged a sidelong glance.
"And what did she do with it?" Blays said.
"Put a stop to a drought. Would you like to hear the story?"
"Another time. We need to be on the move before Kinnevan discovers it's been purloined." He held it out to Galt. "This is Splitting Sky territory. Seems like this ought to be returned to you. Gotta warn you, Kinnevan might be able to follow it."
Galt shook her head. "It means nothing to my people. And the craftsmanship is a disgrace. Look at the proportions of the limbs."
Blays chuffed with laughter. "Let me guess, your nulla is sculpting?"
"I've been doing better work since I was eight years old."
"Then I'll be happy to bear it away. Which I should do right now." He met the eyes of each norren. "Thank you all. It might not look like much, but I think we just screwed Moddegan but good."
Galt smiled smugly. Otus nodded in satisfaction. The clansmen turned and walked into the hills.
Blays smiled at Aldi. "I hate to take advantage of your help and run, but there's one more thing I've got to go take care of." He raised his eyebrows at Minn. "Assuming you're up for it."
Minn nodded. "I've come this far."
Aldi glanced between them. "I'm happy to continue on with you. To help however I can."
"Your devotion to me is as admirable as it is proper. But we're heading back to human lands. And we'll need to stay as innocuous as possible."
If she was hurt, she hid it well. She hugged them both. Blays and Minn mounted their horses and headed northeast. He had only known Aldi a few days, yet he missed her as soon as they'd parted ways. Throughout his life, he'd left so many people behind that this sudden feeling of missing felt foreign, almost wrong. Disproportionate, too. He glanced at Minn and frowned.
She lifted her brows. "Ready to tell me where we're riding off to in the middle of the night this time?"
"Oh, that," Blays said, smoothing his expression. "We're just off to put a stop to another mad sorcerer. Fortunately, I'm much better acquainted with this one."
"Your friend? How do you know he's after Cellen?"
"Because when I got to the Pocket, he didn't come after me. He turned around and went home."
She scrunched up her mouth. "Maybe that's because he knew he would have been up against the entire People of the Pocket. It would have been hopeless."
"We don't believe in hopeless. If we did, we would have died ten times over at this point. He would have tried something. Unless something else called him away—something much bigger."
"Doesn't he run a whole city?"
"Well, yeah," Blays admitted. "But he's got an army of nethermancers, politicians, monks, and bureaucrats to handle that."
She laughed. It was a tired laugh, but it didn't sound like she was upset about being tired. "I suppose I've come with you this far. So what do we do next? Figure out the idol's connection to Cellen?"
"No need. We'll just find Dante."
"Who could be anywhere."
"We can find him wherever he is," Blays said. "The best part is I'm going to use his own damn tricks against him."
They slept in the middle of nowhere. With no idea whether Kinnevan would be on their heels, they woke earlier than it was reasonable or sane and pressed on. Two days later, they'd seen nothing more than deer and a few norren. Minn had examined the statue, but other than it being made from a quite fetching variety of stone, she was unable to make heads or tails of it.
He didn't let her look at it for long. It could be dangerous, and they weren't trying to run down Cellen. All Blays wanted was to keep the Black Star from being found until it faded from the world again. Then everyone could get back to their boring, everyday rivalries and treacheries.
He made a single detour along the path to Narashtovik, swerving north from the road to climb a mountain near the coast. There, he hiked up to Knifewound Lake, a gash-like valley between two peaks. Its glacier-fed waters were lightning blue around the edges, but in its middle, the lake became a navy blue that verged on black. Blays scrabbled up the side of a cliff overlooking it, reared back, and flung the idol so hard he staggered on the momentum of his follow-through and almost fell in after it. The statue soared through the air, plummeted into the water with a blooping spume, and was gone.
He wasn't worried about Kinnevan tracking it down. If the nethermancer was capable of that, he would already be upon Blays. Anyway, unless the sorcerer had a freshwater dolphin familiar, there would be no getting it out of the lake. Blays had immediately ruled out carrying it around, too. That sounded like a brilliant way to accidentally deliver it to Dante.
They returned to the road and trotted straight to Narashtovik. A couple miles outside the city, Blays broke from the path and circled to the north, coming to a stop inside a stand of trees at the base of a high hill. As the horses cropped the grass, he headed into the city to buy enough travel fare to last a couple weeks. He was mildly annoyed his funds were starting to run low again, but easy come, easy go.
Well after dark, he led Minn around the hill to an entrance in its front. The tunnels inside were pitch black. The smell of decay wafted from its depths.
"We're going inside that?" Minn said. "On purpose?"
"Just passing through." Inside, he found and lit a lantern, then walked down a tunnel, staring hard at its walls. The spot was unnaturally smoothed, but Blays knocked on it anyway and was rewarded with a hollow thud. He stepped back. "Open this up, would you?"
"You mean the rock wall?"
"Please."
She shook her head, squaring herself to the space. The rock flowed away; as it revealed the passage behind it, Minn's eyebrows lifted. "Dare I ask what's in there?"
"Nothing, I hope." The tunnel through the rock smelled dusty but sterile, sealed away where not even the animals could get in. The lantern swung in his hand, sending light reeling up and down the close walls. After a long walk, it dead-ended in a flat wall. Blays gestured at it with a flourish. "Encore?"
Minn raised her hand, fingers spread, and the stone spread too. It opened into a dungeon cell, currently (and thankfully) unoccupied.
"Wait here," Blays said. "I won't be but ten minutes."
"What is this place?"
"Home," he shrugged.
The cell, being unused, was unlocked. The dungeon's odors were unpleasant but stale. Nice to see Narashtovik hadn't filled the cells in his absence. He jogged up the steps through another couple basements. At ground level, he stopped to get himself bleeding and access the kellevurt. He stepped into the shadows and opened the door to the Citadel's main floor.
A liminal glow surrounded everything, dazzling and intense. Far brighter than the netherworld had ever been before. Like diving into a pool of stars. It was free-floating nether, he guessed. Brought into the keep by hundreds of years and hundreds of nethermancers. Much of it, when summoned, wound up unused, and bled back into the surroundings, where it stayed. As he ran up the stairs, he shielded his eyes, but that was no help.
He exited at the top floor. It was late and no one was in the hall. He strode to Dante's room. Blays knocked softly, then pressed his ear to the smooth-worn wooden door. No sound. The door was locked. Blays sighed. Dante must have been afraid someone would bust in and steal his dead rats or his toenail collection or what have you.
Well, he'd been right.
Blays materialized and got out his collection of metal strips and pins. Once upon a time, anticipating he might someday need to break into Cally's room or Olivander's, he'd spent many free hours picking the locks on this floor. He sprung Dante's easily. The inside smelled a little musty, but also familiar—it smelled like Dante, of course, the same way every home smells like its owner, a smell you can only detect after you've left it behind.
The Citadel had servants aplenty, but Dante's room showed no signs of being cleaned in his absence. He'd probably ordered the staff not to touch anything. Blays grinned and strolled across the room to the basket under Dante's desk. It was filled with white rags blotched with rusty stains. Better safe than sorry, Blays pocketed four of them, poked his head into the hall to ensure it was clear, and shadowalked back to the basement prison.
With Minn frowning at him in confusion, he produced a rag and snapped it open, letting it dangle from his fingers. "Don't worry, it's just blood. That poor thing is always cutting himself. Care to lead me to him?"
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Dante fell away from the stone, blocking his face with his hands. The flash was already gone; the afterimage flickered in his vision. He blinked it away.
"What," Somburr said, "was that?"
"The nether. Like Lew said. We should have anticipated this."
Somburr climbed over the benches on which the rocks rested and moved to the window, where he went still. "Better hurry."
He sounded—amused? Why? For a couple of seconds, Dante could do nothing but stare at him, so vexed by Somburr's attitude that he was unable to act.
Somburr glanced back at him. "We have been noticed. Are you going to take the stone? Or should we run away?"
This didn't sound rhetorical. It jarred Dante from his stupor. Fearful that a second effort would cause the stone to flash again, he coated the windows with a pad of nether, blocking them. He reached into the stone. Its silver flecks pulsed green, but the light was very faint, hardly enough to see. Dante withdrew a four-inch cube of rock, then told the main stone to ooze itself over the hole he'd created, sealing it. He wrapped his cube in a handkerchief and secured it inside his cloak, feeling its weight against his chest.
He moved to the windows and withdrew their shadowy covers. His eyes had recovered from the flash. Down on the flat, two silhouettes watched from behind the rope barrier. Servants—soldiers would have come to investigate. After a moment, one turned away while the other remained.
He withdrew from the window. "We have to get out of here."
"Shall I strike our witness dead?" Somburr said. "If no one sees us emerge, we will appear to be nothing more than two troopers who came to investigate."
It sounded like it would work, but there was no sense murdering the servant until they were ready to step outside. Dante headed down the stairs as fast yet quietly as he could. On the ground floor, he peeked out the window. The person had been joined by two more. Iron glinted; one was a soldier. The servant was pointing at the top of the tower, gesticulating.
"Murder won't do after all," Somburr muttered. "What has the world come to?"
The front door faced the flat. They had no way to get outside without being seen. They might try to conceal themselves within a shadowsphere, but its pure blackness would be obvious against the backdrop of the tower and the trees. As Dante ran down their options, another pair of soldiers joined the observers.
Somburr turned to him. "We've reached the point where a bad idea now is better than a good idea later."
"So what's your bad idea? Kill everyone and make a break for it?"
"The alternative is to hide here until they go away."
"The Minister will know the flash means someone was tampering with his stone. He'll tear this place apart for signs of the culprit."
"So we murder, then?"
He took another look out the window. "I don't see what else..."
He whirled. A couple of years ago, on a week-long tour to better understand the city he'd soon be taking charge of, he'd visited dozens of local industries. Among these was a glassworks, a hellish yet beautiful place of heat and flame. Dante had never known how glass was made and was amazed to learn it was nothing more than melted sand.
He ran to the window at the back of the Spire. Outside, the flat continued for ten feet before stopping abruptly, its edge bordered by a waist-high railing. Dante plunged his mind into the nether in the glass. It failed to move. He redoubled his focus, willing it to go fluid, to remember that it was nothing more than earth, no different than the rock or the mud. Outside, voices approached the tower. He felt Somburr gathering the nether beside him.
With a soft glurp, the window parted like warm taffy. Dante tapped Somburr's shoulder and heaved himself onto the sill. He lowered his feet to the flat, giving Somburr a hand down, then willed the glass back together. The window was clearer and cleaner than the others, but it was intact, and they'd gotten outside with hardly a whisper.
Dante crouched and scuttled to the edge of the flat. There were no scaffolds beneath it, but a tangle of lesser branches projected from lower flats. The closest was about five feet below them and as thick as his calf. Not much room for error.
A chain clanked from the other side of the tower. He was out of time. He flipped around and lowered himself from the edge. As he stretched his legs into the abyss, toeing for purchase on the branch, a light struck the first floor windows.
His feet made contact. He bent his knees, lowering his weight to the branch. It sagged a fraction of an inch and Dante tore one hand away from the flat's edge, waving about for balance. He made the worst transition—that heart-stopping moment when he had to release the flat with his left hand in order to be able to reach the branch he was standing on—then sat and straddled it.
Beside him, Somburr finished the same maneuver. They were sitting on the upper extension of a long branch protruding from the side of a flat below the one they'd just left. They were a good forty feet above and away from the lower flat's surface. Above them, people spoke back and forth. A face stuck from the edge of the flat, eyes white. The man glanced to either side, then withdrew.
Dante scooted down the branch. Leaves shook at its ends, but their rustle blended with the breeze. The flat they were approaching sported a number of buildings half hidden by the foliage. Populated, but he saw no current movement. He continued down, lifting his legs over the forks of smaller branches. Twigs scraped his face. By the time the branch connected to the side of the flat, it was as thick as his waist. The surface of the flat was three feet above him. He got his feet under him and stood for a peek. Seeing no one, he hauled himself up and rolled over the ledge. Somburr followed him up. Still disguised as soldiers, they ought to be in the clear.
Somburr turned in a circle, orienting himself to the trunk. Dante held up a hand. "Just a minute."
He transferred his vision to the squirrel he'd left inside the Spire of the Earths. It was on the ground floor. Light flickered from the top of the tower. He moved the squirrel up the steps to the floor below it. Above, three figures stood in the circular light of a lantern: the Minister, and his two nethermancers, the man and the woman who'd watched when he went to speak to Lew in the cell.
"...block the stairs," the Minister was saying. "Nobody leaves or enters the Top Loft until we've questioned everyone here."
"Everyone?" the woman said. "You mean everyone who could have provoked the stone into flashing?"
He stepped up to her face. "What did I say?"
She glanced to the other man for support. He offered none. She lowered her eyes. "Everyone."
"Then unless everyone has agreed to a new definition of 'everyone' that I'm not privy to, I want you to question everyone. If you feel they are lying, or being in any way less than forthright, you are authorized to enhance your questions with whatever means necessary to deliver satisfactory answers. Understood?"
The two nodded in unison. The Minister smiled.
Dante ordered the squirrel to lie flat on the step, then dropped all connection to it. "Time to go."
They hustled toward the trunk and got on the staircase, passing a couple of soldiers bound for the uppermost flats. The system of three bridges hadn't yet been shut down. As they waited for the last set of steps to be lowered into place, Dante heard footsteps above them. The stairs clicked down. Dante forced himself not to run across. He glanced over his shoulder. Above, the two nethermancers reached the sentries at the top of the checkpoint. Dante hurried down the stairs, dropping from sight behind the curve of the giant trunk.
All the way down, with the stone inside his cloak bouncing against his chest, he expected to be shouted at. Stopped. Assaulted. But they reached the roots without exchanging a single word with another person. Once on the ground, they headed west until trees screened them from the palatial loren, then hooked south through the forest toward their own.
From the lowest flat, Cee and Ast watched them approach, confirmed their identities, and scrabbled down the roots.
Dante patted his cloak. "We got it. Ready to move?"
"Almost," Cee said. "Left the food up top. Bears, you know."
Dante climbed up to the round to help bring down the food. They had rifled Lew's gear for anything that might reveal him as being from Narashtovik, but were leaving most of it behind. It was unlikely to be found soon, let alone connected to Lew, but on the off chance it was, it would reinforce his story about coming back to Spiren alone.
Despite that, and the fact they already had as much as they could carry, it felt wrong to leave his things there in this hostile country. Halfway down the roots, Dante turned back to the round and pawed through Lew's possessions until he found a talisman he'd seen Lew wearing earlier on their venture into Weslee, a tiny steel cat dangling from a broken chain. It would have been easy enough to fix, but Lew must have been too involved in his work to get to it. Dante didn't know why the monk had carried it or what it signified, but he intended to bring it home. Narashtovik. The city Lew's death had saved.
He climbed back down and headed west. The woods were dark and quiet. After a half mile, Cee piped up. "Run into any trouble up there?"
"What do you think?" Dante said.
"Then I'm glad to hear you outfoxed it."
"I don't think the Minister noticed I'd altered the stone. But he knows we're from Gask. He's canny enough to suspect why we're here. We can't stop until our legs quit on us."
Ast hadn't quite deciphered the maps, but he had a good guess as to what part of the Woduns they covered. Anyway, their exact course didn't matter yet. What mattered was getting to the mountains. And those were impossible to miss.
They walked overland, avoiding the roads. Just in case the stone in the Spire of the Earths was being actively monitored by the Minister's nethermancers, Dante left his piece of it untouched. To be on the safe side, he didn't call on the nether at all, and didn't intend to again until they were a safe distance from Corl.
Restraining himself was a challenge and a half: he was in the habit of pulling the nether from its crevices dozens of times a day, simply to do it, flexing his mental muscles the same way a strongman might clench and unclench his stomach while walking about on his errands. That night, Dante had to stop himself from summoning the shadows on four different occasions. When they finally bedded down, he reminded himself not to draw on it the instant he woke up, which was also his habit.
That meant no undead sentries, either, forcing them to rotate through a standard watch. Everyone was exhausted, and rousting the next person to take their turn almost led to two fistfights, but they made it through the night without outside attacks or any sign of the Minister.
They pressed on. The hills ramped toward the sky. Dante got hold of Nak, let him in on the latest developments, and asked him to find him anything he could about a black mineral, flecked with silver, that glowed green in the presence of nether.
"Deepstone," Nak said on the spot. "It's mentioned in some of the Council of Narashtovik's earliest histories. Which you really ought to read sometime, O Great Leader."
"Really? What's it do?"
"Not exist, as far as I knew. Thought it was mythical. But it's credited as the inspiration for the colors we wear."
"Do any of these 'myths that are probably actually history' tell you what it does when it's in the presence of nether?"
"Oh, it explodes violently," Nak said. "Just kidding. I don't remember—but I know where to look."
They dropped the connection so Nak could research the deepstone. Dante walked on. While he waited to hear back, rain began to hiss on the canopy, dropping to the ground in fat dollops. Dante pulled up his hood. It would wash away their tracks, at least. But he didn't think they were being followed. If they were, it was likely through methods immune to a bit of weather.
Nak got back to him a couple hours later. "So. These accounts are horribly obscure in all senses of the word. As you said, deepstone glows in the presence of nether actively being used. There was one story of using it to detect the presence of enemy sorcerers, but that turned out to be a parable of the folly of hubris—the user didn't know that a stone will only glow a few times before it's saturated and has to 'rest.'"
"Is that all? It doesn't explode, or get bonded to its owner, anything like that?"
"Not that I'm aware."
That was enough for Dante. Sooner or later, they would need the stone to find the exact location of Cellen. That afternoon, when they paused for a rest, he walked a short distance from the others, glanced around to make sure the nearby lorens were unpopulated, and sat down on one of their sprawling roots. Rain dripped from above. He set down the cubic stone and brought forth the nether.
At first, he just brought it nearby, the way you'd approach a stray and uncertain dog. The stone glowed, though it had none of the intensity of the flash in the Spire. After a minute, with no other activity, he slitted his eyes and reached his mind inside the stone. Green washed over the tree, catching a thousand raindrops in its glare.
He held on. The glow became too faint to see in the overcast light. The deepstone felt more or less like all high-density stone did. Maybe the adepts of Pocket Cove could feel the difference between granite and basalt, but that was too subtle for him. He moved through the nether of the stone, exploring its boundaries. These were as hard as the edges of the stone itself, but he knew this was a trick. Because this piece of rock had once been part of a much larger one.
And then he felt it. Not just one signal, no singular bloom of pressure in his brain, but dozens, so intense and in so many directions he had to withdraw. He returned, cautiously, but the results were the same. Very soon, he reached an awful conclusion: this piece wasn't the only fragment of the original rock. There were scores of them. And this bit was connected to them all.
He explained to the others. Cee cocked her head. "What does this mean?"
Somburr smiled wryly. "That we don't know where it is after all."
"Maybe I can block out the other signals," Dante said. "Concentrate on just one."
"How will you know which one?"
Cee held up her hand. "You want us involved in coming up with ideas? Then you've got to start explaining exactly how things like this work."
"It's like how I followed Blays," Dante said, exhaling. "A bit of his blood pointed me toward his whole."
"And the feeling got stronger the closer you got?" She waited for him to nod. "Then we use the maps to get close. Once we get nearby, maybe its signal will be strong enough to separate it from the others and follow it to its precise location."
"Sounds iffy. If it works, though, it's brilliant. Either way, we have no choice but to keep moving."
He was less than thrilled that it depended on so tenuous a plan. He had to remind himself that if it weren't for him, no one from Narashtovik would have made it this far. The city would be oblivious to the threat of the Minister; unchallenged, their enemy would have found Cellen, used it to split the Woduns in half, and flooded Narashtovik with his army. At most, Dante and Olivander would have had only a few days to prepare. The city would be torn to the ground.
The following day, Cee stopped in her tracks and pointed into the lorens ahead of them. The branches writhed with motion: scores of humans cutting lorbells from their thick stems and lowering them to the ground in bushels.
"Do you see?" Somburr said.
Dante wiped his nose. "The human hive dismantling the trees?"
"The lorens are so heavy with fruit the Spirish never need to walk more than a mile to find food. These are meant for people who intend to be gone from Spiren for some time."
They watched in silence as the Minister's citizens plucked fruit to feed their soldiers in the field. Were the lorens particular to the soil and climate of the Eastern Woduns, or would these trees someday loom over Narashtovik, casting the city's ruins into such deep shadow nothing else could grow?
The ground grew sodden with rain, a recalcitrant mush of mud and leaves. Later that day, the forest floor was churned by thousands of footprints. Many of the tracks were orderly, overlapping. Dante was something of a city boy, but he'd spent enough time in the wilds during the run-up to the Chainbreakers' War to know these weren't the random steps of a loosely organized group like the harvesters they'd spotted earlier. These were the orderly tracks of a unit marching in formation.
Whenever the going wasn't so rough that it commanded all of Dante's attention, he spent his time with the stone, trying to isolate each connective tendril from the other fragments. But it wasn't like following blood, where the direction of its owner stood out like a sign in the sky. The feelings were soft and tangled. He made little if any progress.
Between the prairies of Camren that had once been a desert, and the sandy wasteland that was all that remained of the forests of Morrive, it had been possible to believe that winter was done and gone. Travel had fed that sense. With no day-to-day routine, in a place where even the air felt different, Dante's instinctive tether to the turning of the seasons had been cut.
His sense of impending spring was quickly exposed for the illusion it was. As soon as they climbed out of the forest of lorens and entered the pines, the snows returned, falling in fat wet flakes. This was disheartening in itself, but also for what it portended ahead. Before leaving the lorens behind, they'd stuffed their packs with lorbells. To prevent them from freezing, Dante had to keep them under his blankets while he slept. For the first few nights, he woke up every time he turned in his sleep and bumped his limbs into the round, heavy fruits.
With no sign of pursuit from the Minister, and the snow unpleasant but not unbearable, Dante began to dream again. It could be less than ten days until his remaining years were extended tenfold. What would he see? Should he devote a few decades to traveling the entire world, to expand his wisdom in all spheres? Or should he try to restrict himself to Narashtovik, where he would be less likely to lose his life to accidents and danger? No, the latter was out of the question. There was no use gaining such longevity if that made him so afraid of losing it that he never explored its horizons.
He considered, briefly, using Cellen for something else, but he had no good ideas. What would he do, conjure a great wall between the Norren Territories and the remains of Gask? Pointless; the norren were free, and if Gask ever moved against them, Moddegan would once more find himself fighting the alliance of norren, Narashtovik, Gallador, and Tantonnen that Dante and Blays had forged during the war.
He supposed he could use it to improve Narashtovik. But how, exactly? With a new, bigger citadel? Fit every street corner with long-lasting torchstones to make the nights safer and more pleasant? An improvement like that seemed trivial. Such a thing could be accomplished through simple hard work.
Cellen should be reserved for something impossible. Immortality fit the bill. And try as he might, he couldn't think of a better way to help Narashtovik than to serve it unswervingly for centuries.
The trees grew shorter, the snows thicker, the air colder. Ast directed them to break north and they traveled that way for a full day. It added a few miles to this leg of the trip, but it would shorten the distance across the worst of the mountains: he had cracked the map. The Minister's drawings didn't identify exactly where Cellen might be, but Ast estimated the zone covered no more than twenty square miles. Of horrendous terrain that would be impossible to comb on foot—but Dante had the deepstone to conclude the search.
The mountains were miserable with snow, but while the ponies had been necessary for the crossing into Weslee, Dante found the traversal much easier without them. He could hollow them out a cave for the night wherever he liked. Carve little staircases into cliffs that would have been impossible for their mounts to climb. Somburr assisted him where possible, shaping the nether into plows and cleaving channels through chest-deep snows that would have been a slog.
There were times it felt absurd. That they should turn around and hide in the wilds of Weslee to wait until summer. But then they stood on the divide and looked down on the mountains to both east and west. A cloud had hung over them since Lew's death—few jokes, little talk besides what was needed to guide each other up the next rise—but on the top of the world, they grinned at each other, the mist of their breath streaming away in the thin arctic air. They gave themselves a few moments to soak in what they had done, then continued on.
Ast's maps, which included a superior pass than the one they'd originally taken into Weslee, led them northwest across featureless snowfields and sudden rocky spurs. They moved as quickly as they could, removing themselves from the heights and the cold, all eyes out for kappers.
"That." Ast pointed across the whirling powders of snow to a C-shaped ridge, half of which was dark basalt, the other pale limestone—a display that made much more sense now they knew the chaotic history of these mountains. "We're in the right spot after all."
"I wasn't aware there was doubt," Dante said.
Ast flapped the papers of the map, then returned them to the safety of his cloak. "We're lucky I was able to find it at all. The maps named a single landmark I knew, the Kernig Horn. We passed it a couple days ago, but I hadn't seen another mark since. Was starting to think we were heading in the wrong direction."
"Well, thanks for keeping me informed. You're sure about this?"
The man nodded. "There's no mistaking this one. We're where we're supposed to be—assuming the Minister knew what he was doing."
"He's banked everything on it." Dante scanned the landscape. They were still above the treeline, but had come down far enough to see woods elsewhere, including in an oval-shaped valley below them that might be sheltered from the worst of the winds and storms. "We'll set up there. Then I'll see if I can follow the deepstone to the Star."
The descent was trickier than it appeared; they didn't make it down to the valley until late the next morning. Dante excavated a cave twenty feet up a cliff wall, etched steps/handholds up to it, then installed himself within. The others left to scout for any trouble or sources of food (the former seemed likelier than the latter). Dante got out the stone cube and set it in front of him. The cave faced north and received no direct sunshine. As soon as he moved into the stone, the cave filled with green light.
He had been reaching into the stone each night to make sure nothing had changed, but those had been cursory efforts. Now, he gave it every ounce of attention he had.
Nothing was different. The signals were a tangled mess, pointing every which way. A lump rose in his throat. His eyes stung. Before he could scream or cry or both, the noise faded, sinking away like a flash rain on parched ground. Soon, all but three of the signals were nothing but white noise in the back of his mind.
He took a shuddering breath. With each path discrete and clear, he focused on one, closing his eyes, letting his mind sail along the course of the link. It was difficult to keep his bearings in this nebulous world of nethereal sensation, but this one felt...wrong. Too stretched, too distant.
The second line felt promising, strong and easy to read. It pointed north-northeast. He tried the third line, but it was nearly as bad as the first.
He climbed down from the cave and waited for the others to get back. "I think I have a bead on it. It might not be more than a couple miles from here. If anything happens—if for any reason we're split up—reconvene in the cave."
"What exactly do you think might happen?" Cee said.
"I have no fucking idea."
She chuckled. "I expected as much."
To lighten their load and provide themselves with a fallback cache in case they were forced into a chaotic retreat, they left a small amount of food and supplies in the cave. This in place, they hiked north across the valley. After smelling little but snow and himself for so long, the scent of the pines was so thick it felt as if Dante could carve slices of it from the air. He hardly noticed, though; he was lost in his head, following the pressure building in the front of his brain. The valley sloped up, pines leaning from the snowy incline like old men lowering themselves to bed.
The pressure in his mind increased so slowly Dante wasn't sure it was happening until they'd crossed the valley, climbed the ridge, and made it a half mile into a plateau strewn with boulders and stunted trees. Much of the snow had been scoured away by the winds and it made for easy going. Ahead, it looked as if the plateau was creased by another valley, but it turned out to be a short dip that required no extra effort to cross.
The bulge in Dante's head mounted to the brink of pain. He began to sweat. He stopped to close his eyes and confirm they were still on target, adjusting course to lead the way up to a butte. The pressure began to peak and ebb, throbbing like his heart, though not nearly so fast. He reached the top of the butte and walked toward the edge a hundred yards away. Halfway across, the pressure erupted down his spine and up through the top of his head, as if he were a spike being driven into position.
"It's right here," he croaked. He scuffed at the snow. "Help me melt it, Somburr."
Together, they unleashed the nether on the snows until it ran in rivulets across the thawing earth. He feared they'd have to melt the whole butte, but whenever he stepped more than five feet from the spot he'd been spiked, the turgidity of his head soothed, letting him know he was heading the wrong way.
He cast around the circle of ground he and Somburr had laid waste to. Striated limestone showed beneath the slop and mud. Pretty, but nothing like the deepstone. Dante swept his hands to the side and the mud swept away, too. Damp white rock steamed in the sun.
"You're sure you're in the right spot?" Cee said.
"Pretty damn sure."
"You've done this before, have you? Then it seems like we could have saved an awful lot of travel."
"I know it's here," Dante said slowly, "because it feels like Arawn is tapping a rod straight through the top of my skull."
He turned in a circle. A few boulders and trees sat around, branches stirring in a sudden wind. It was as desolate and inconspicuous as every other part of the mountains. Yet he felt certain in his bones—not to mention his head—this was where Cellen had last been used. Where it would return. Where it might already be lurking.
"You're supposed to find a black star in the night sky, right? Maybe we're looking in the wrong place." Cee tipped back her head at the bright blue sky. She froze. Her eyes and mouth went wide. "Wait. It's not in the sky. It's right underneath you."
"What are you talking about?" Dante picked up his right foot, then his left, hunching over for a better look at the ground. "It can't be it. This isn't the right kind of rock."
"Look underneath it."
He laughed in disbelief. It was so simple. A thought he ought to have had for himself. In time, perhaps he would have. But this was why you needed others: their brains operated differently. Frustratingly so, too often, but sometimes their shape of crazy was the perfect complement for your own.
He moved to the edge of the circle of bared stone. "Stand back."
The others got behind him. He crouched and touched the rock. It had already cooled. He was still bleeding from the cut he'd opened to melt the snow and he drew on this again as he moved into the nether within the limestone. It flowed away from a ten-foot square of ground, mounding to the side in a lazy heap. He could have ripped the whole thing apart in one crack, but that might damage what lay beneath. He had no idea whether he could harm Cellen, but at this point in the game, he had no intention of ruining everything out of haste. Not when they were alone in a stark white wilderness.
Once he was three feet down, dark squares began to reveal themselves. Silver-spangled chunks of deepstone. Dante hesitated, thrown by their sudden appearance. Not wishing to disturb them, he delved his attention into one of the blocks to learn how it felt, but could detect no difference between it and the limestone. He could, however, feel the borders between them. Using these as a guide, he continued to remove the white rock, revealing long black pillars.
Inch by inch, the surface fell, limestone draining away. Eight feet down, Dante stopped to take a breather and assess where he was at. By exploring the boundaries of the rocks, it felt as if there might be a floor of deepstone another eight or ten feet down. Such painstaking work was tiring, but he'd moved much larger portions of earth before, and he thought he ought to be able to make it to the bottom without flagging.
"Spooky out here." Cee gazed across the line of mountains to the east, the blank fields and powder sparkling in the punishing air. "Like we're someplace we shouldn't be. And the mountains know it."
"The mountains always feel that way," Ast said. "Even when you've made them home."
"Why stay here? What happened was so long ago. The world is so big. Why not move on?"
"Because this place is a part of me."
"Then it seems to me you'll carry it with you wherever you go." She shook her head, then her whole body too, like a dog shaking off the water. "I can't imagine staying in a place that only reminds you of what you had and lost. Onward and outward, that's what I say. Until you find somewhere with more future than past."
Dante thought he'd been thinking of nothing, spacing out, but as he returned to himself, he found that Cee had prompted him to wonder what Blays was doing. Caught up in the bluster surrounding Cellen, he hadn't given his former friend any thought in weeks. Perhaps that was as it should be. He had a city to run. A life to live. And if things went according to plan, that life would stretch across centuries, persist through dozens of generations. He was going to have to get used to loss. He couldn't let himself be tied down by the memory of what was gone. Not when there was so much future to be had.
He got back to work. Limestone flowed up the side of the pit in an unearthly reverse waterfall of liquid rock, spilling over the lip and puddling on the other side, hardening as soon as Dante withdrew his attention. Clouds moved overhead, piling against the peaks. It was early afternoon but the sky darkened as if sunset approached.
The pillars continued to emerge from the excavation, green squiggles glowing on their sides. Another four feet lower, and the last of the limestone trickled up the wall, revealing a floor of solid deepstone. Dante felt a hum in his chest, but the only sound in the air was the snow scraped across itself by the wind.
Not wanting to disturb the deepstone, Dante brought back some of the rock he'd removed, shaping it into a staircase along the side of the pit, which was close to twenty feet deep. He glanced across the butte, then started down. The others followed.
As he neared the bottom, the green squiggles on the pillars began to fade. Before they disappeared, he saw they weren't swirls in the deepstone. They were runes. He thought he recognized some from the written language of Old Narashtovik, but they vanished before he got close enough to be sure.
He stepped onto the floor. Snow dusted from above; he wasn't sure if it was being blown in from what was already there, or if it was a fresh fall. He stopped mid-step. When he'd been looking from above, his perspective had made the tops of the chest-high pillars appear flat and empty. Most were. But one bore a round black object the size of a grapefruit. At first he thought it was a piece of deepstone, but as he moved closer, he saw no silver flecks in its surface. It was perfectly black. Matte. Lightless. Like a hole through the world.
A chill swept through him, stronger than any the Woduns could bring to bear. "That's it."
"What's what?" As if drawn to it, Cee's gaze found the ball. "No way."
Somburr licked his lips. "If it's here now, why hasn't the Minister come for it already?"
"I don't know," Dante said. "Maybe he didn't know it was back yet. Or maybe he was missing a piece of the puzzle. Could be his nethermancers hadn't yet figured out how to get it out of the rock." He continued to gaze on the object, hypnotized by the endless void contained in the small sphere. "More likely, he was waiting until his troops were prepared and the weather improved. If no one else knew how to find it, it would be safer here than in Corl."
Whatever the explanation, it didn't matter. All that mattered was that Cellen was in front of him. His for the taking. He moved toward it. Time seemed to slow, as it did in dreams. Questions swirled like the powdery snow: Should he try to use it here and now? Would he even be able to, or was its expenditure something that would require research and tests? The people from the stories had seemed to know how to use it intrinsically. Would its wisdom flow into him as soon as he touched it? What if he became immortal? What would happen if the world ended before he did?
He reached toward it. He held it in his hand and it was heavy yet light. A spark of green showed within it.
And then it vanished. Dante screamed.
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Blays would have paid all the money he'd ever earned or would earn in the future for a portrait of the look on Dante's face.
Hidden in the world of quicksilver, he dashed past the others—weird old Somburr and the two strangers, faces going wide with shock—and up the stairs Dante had helpfully built into the wall. He had to get out fast. Even with the kellevurt shell on hand, he figured he had ten minutes, fifteen tops, before he was forcibly discharged from the shadowlands. The surrounding landscape was nothing but snowfields and busted chunks of rock. Awful cover. Unless the snowstorm picked up, he'd be visible for miles.
He had to make it to the valley to the south. That's where Dante had set up camp, and he'd surely return to it in time, but Blays had to get into the cover of the trees there. He'd only seen one good way down to the valley, the trail Dante's people had used to get to the butte—the same one Blays had taken as he and Minn followed them, darting from rock to rock, slipping into the shadows whenever they had to cross open ground. It would be dicey. He'd leave tracks. He could do what he could to conceal them by running on bare rock when possible, but he'd have to hope that Dante mistook his tracks for those of the others in his group.
Down in the pit, Dante was shouting at the others, demanding to know what they'd done with it. As Blays reached the top, Minn fell in beside him, sprinting over the top of the snow; somehow, this held their weight. The ball of blackness in his hand felt as dense as iron yet light as an empty shell. As if it were skimming on the surface of reality much as he and Minn were dancing atop the snow.
They got down the butte and raced across the snowfield. The ground was level and he ran across it as fast as he would down a paved road. The sun was hidden by a mountain of clouds, but in the world of nether, shadows sparkled on the snow.
Flurries skirled from the clouds. Maybe he wouldn't have to worry about tracks after all. Within five minutes of leaving the pit, they got to the edge of the valley and hurried down the switchbacks as fast as they dared. He began to get "winded," his grasp on the nether slipping. He had to hang on. If he could make it to the bottom and get just a couple hundred yards north of the cave, he'd leave no tracks to follow. Knowing he'd been followed and robbed, Dante would have the smarts to search around, but by the time his aimless search reached the place Blays had rematerialized, his footprints would be obliterated by wind and snow.
He had half a mind to leap to the bottom and see if he'd land as lightly as his steps did on the snow. But he stuck to the trail, forcing the nether to stay with him. Halfway down, he began to fade fast. He clung to the shadows with everything he had. He started to get lightheaded, legs going weak. As he started down the last set of switchbacks, the nether yanked free from his grasp.
He found himself abruptly real again. His feet sank into the snow mid-stride. He tripped and skidded down the path, clawing for purchase, snow billowing behind him. Blays slid into open space.
He wasn't sure which way was which, so he tucked his chin to his chest and hugged the black ball with the crook of his arm. He landed back-first in a deep drift. Something banged into his hip. He rolled from the snow, aching and addled. And found himself staring up at a stranger.
The man, by virtue of being a man, was not Minn. He wasn't Dante or any of the people Dante was traveling with. Odd, that. Blays and Minn had been watching Dante for two days and were positive his party included just four people. Peculiar that this stranger would be up here, then, given that "here" was the monster-infested mountains in the middle of winter.
The man was lean and tall and his jaw was angled like the head of a shovel or a snake. He smiled—it wasn't a smile Blays liked—and grabbed the black orb from Blays' hand.
"Should I thank you for delivering this to me?" He spoke in a strong, pinched accent Blays had never heard before. Blays didn't like his tone, either. There was cruelty in it and the wrong kind of confidence. The man grinned unkindly. "Then again, it would have been mine either way."
Blays wobbled around, holding his head and making a show of it while he gathered his feet underneath him. "Who are you that I've just done this favor for?"
"Its owner."
"That's funny, because the guy I took it from sure wasn't you. How about you hand it over before I'm forced to become rude?"
The man's eyes twinkled. "Don't do anything you wouldn't do in front of a crowd."
People moved in the pines behind him. They'd been there all along, Blays saw, but he'd had other things to be concerned about. A woman and two of the men looked like bad people. They were supported by a dozen other men who wore no uniforms but moved with the quiet surety of professionals.
It all added up to one thing: he was dead.
"Run!" Minn's voice bounced between the valley walls. It took him a moment to home in on it. She was calling from somewhere in front of him, behind the stranger who'd taken Cellen. Roughly the direction of the cave. The others turned in surprise, casting about, but the man's gaze remained stuck on Blays.
Blays lunged at him, but he danced back with agile steps. Fighting him for the ball would mean dying. As Blays wasn't inclined to make a permanent trip to the netherworld, he swerved left, heading straight toward Minn's voice. Anyway, the ball didn't really concern him now. The man was clearly a foreigner. Let him go do what he would in foreign lands. The important thing was that Cellen had been kept away from Moddegan—and Dante.
Snow kicked from Blays' heels. The man sighed. One of his people shouted. Pines whisked past Blays' face. He felt nether streaking toward his back and he hunched over, grimacing, waiting for the spear of force to strike his ribs. Ahead, a dark bolt raced toward him and continued past. The two energies met and burst over his back in a shower of black sparks.
Minn ran toward him through the woods. He didn't ask where she'd been, just fell in beside her. The strangers crashed through the branches behind them. An arrow whirred past. A second later, Blays juked, and another arrow passed through the space he'd just occupied and thwacked into a trunk. Minn pitched forward, stumbling. He slowed to help her catch her balance.
"Keep going!" she snarled.
He ran ahead. She pitched along, windmilling hands grazing the snow. Rock crackled and roared, pluming snow and dust behind them. Men shouted in fear. Blays glanced over his shoulder. A gap yawned in the ground. It wasn't all that long, but the men on the other side were running away in terror. He laughed and kept going.
The slopes surrounding the south edge of the valley loomed ahead. "What now?"
"Into the cave," Minn panted.
"You mean the easily accessible enclosed space with no exit?"
"If you want to live."
Further back, the man was yelling at his people in total gibberish. Some had resumed the chase, but Blays and Minn had a good lead on them. At the cliffs, Minn motioned Blays up first. He dashed up the makeshift stone rungs and turned around to give her a hand up. When she was halfway up the carved ladder, another lance of shadows tore through the air. She flung up her hand. Again, the opposing nether exploded into black powder, wafting to the ground like negative flakes among the wheeling snowfall.
She threw herself inside and shoved Blays back. Stone groaned and flowed across the entrance, sealing them in total blackness.
"I see," Blays said. "What about that air we need?"
"Do you have a better idea?" Her voice sounded like it wanted to echo, but the space was too tight. "Well, please think of one before we suffocate."
Blays bit his lip. It seemed pointless, given the utter darkness, but he crawled around the little cavern, feeling his way along the walls for any hidden passages, dragons who might be talked into an alliance, or automatic, self-feeding, repeating longbows. He found a couple bags filled with squishy, sweet-smelling objects whose outsides felt disturbingly like human skin; a few extra blankets; a pile of clattering cookware. But no tunnels out or tools that could turn the tides.
Something slammed into the sealed mouth of the cave. Blays jumped away, banging his back against the wall. Dust whispered to the ground.
"Well, that's—"
Another crash. Blays winced. Daylight peeped through a crack in the wall, spearing the dust. Before he could speak, Minn sealed it back up.
"I don't know how much longer I can last," she said. "Do you have anything left?"
He shook his head, then realized she couldn't see him. "Mine gave out on the switchback. That's why I fell."
"I thought so." She sounded sad, in the resigned way you might talk about the passing of a beloved old pet, a death that had been coming for a long time.
"I've still got swords. Nobody likes getting jabbed by swords."
A wallop of nether rattled the cave a third time. In the brief light, Blays saw sweat sliding down Minn's temples. She patched up the cracks again. Everything went quiet. Their breathing seemed to fill the cave. Blays became conscious of little else. As a kid, he'd loved catching bugs in jars, and had been heartbroken when, after finally capturing a scar-beetle and going to sleep with it bottled beside his bed, he'd woken to find it on its back, legs crossed. That was when his mom had told him there was a spirit in the air and that's why you needed to breathe. But breathing in used that spirit up—so, in short, poke some holes in the lid of your jar next time, dummy.
He'd done that next time, and had run into no other surprise suffocations across a childhood that went on to involve countless instances of bug-hunting. Yet ever since, he'd been wondering how fast a person could use up the air in a room. For a while, it had even been a phobia—his mom had mocked him for leaving the door of the privy open even when he was raising a stink.
He'd gotten over it. For the most part. But now he was in a cave with a limited supply of that airborne spirit, and outside, men who wielded a spirit of a much darker kind wanted him dead.
Just as he was readying to suggest Minn open a hole for a peek outside, another bolt slammed into the wall. It went quiet after that, but it was quite possible the man's nethermancers were biding their time, waiting for him and Minn to come out for air.
"Well," Blays said after another couple minutes. "If I've gotten us killed, I'm terribly sorry about that."
Minn laughed, then laughed a little harder, surprised by herself. "It's been quite an adventure. Now that I've been away for a couple weeks, I know I've been wanting to leave Pocket Cove for a long time. Not for good, mind you; just long enough to breathe for a while. I love it there, but it's so...claustrophobic."
"Please don't say that right now."
She laughed again, wryly this time. "We're not dead yet. You'll find a way out, I think. It seems to me that's what you do."
Blays smiled, but he didn't feel as confident as she sounded. He'd recognized the look in the man's eyes. He'd seen it before: Samarand, Cassinder, Moddegan. Dante. People who got what they wanted. Without fail. Because they were willing to do whatever it took.
After a while, the cavern began to warm up. He supposed that was their body heat doing its thing. He felt tired, but in a good way, like after a long day of sparring. He drew up his knees and rested his chin on them and started counting to three hundred. In five minutes, he'd suggest she open up the wall. Not all the way. Enough to stir the air and get a look outside.
He gasped, eyes wide but blind; he'd been asleep. There was something he'd meant to tell Minn. It felt important. He furrowed his brow, but he couldn't remember it, and the way she was breathing, she must be asleep. He didn't want to wake her. Not after all she'd done for him.
He put his chin back on his knees. It was the best sleep he'd ever had.
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The nether was slow to come, protesting like a child yanked from bed. The backs of his eyeballs were itchy, his hands shaky. He'd already pushed his limits on the day.
But if one of the Minister's sorcerers were inside the cave—some fiendish trap or rearguard (and what else could it be, other than an attempt to leave them exposed to the kappers?)—Dante would need to draw on even more.
Hanging from the ladder, he softened the stone and drew it away from the entrance. He glanced down at Somburr, who waited inside the treeline, nether at hand. Cee crouched beside Somburr, peering up at the cavern over the length of an arrow. Ast had a couple slim knives in his hand. Dante got out his torchstone, blew on it, and lobbed it inside the cave.
It landed with a clack. He scrambled up after it, forcing the nether to stand ready. Dante thrust his head above the lower edge of the cave and nearly fell off the ladder. Inside, Blays sat tangled in the blankets, blinking, chest heaving, face contorted as he shielded his eyes from the glare of the stone.
He got out one of his swords, waving it clumsily. "Back, fiends!"
"What—?" Dante swallowed down the lump in his throat. He didn't understand how Blays could be here, in the Woduns, sealed inside Dante's cave. Then it came together in his head with a violent crescendo of understanding. "Where is it?"
Next to the entry, a lump lifted its head and squinted its eyes. Dante jerked back. A young woman, pretty, weathered from travel.
"Hello," she said slowly.
Dante could only stare; she was a stranger. He snapped his gaze back to Blays. "Cellen. The Black Star. You stole it and ran off like a thief. How did you do it?" He looked around himself. "And what the hell were you thinking, hiding yourself in my cave? Did you think I wouldn't notice the shelter full of my things had mysteriously gone missing?"
Blays' brows beetled. "It was the guy. Soul like a quenched brand."
Dante gritted his teeth and climbed inside. The woman moved to block him. He stared her down and crawled toward Blays. "I don't care why you're here or what you think you're doing. Just give me back Cellen."
"I can't." Blays' voice grew steadier. He breathed in and out, staring down at his hands, turning them back and forth in astonishment.
"We're the only gods damn people for a hundred miles! Don't act like it wasn't you."
"Oh, I took it all right. Lyle's left nut, you should have seen the look on your face. Then again, I probably looked just as silly when it was stolen from me."
Dante reached for the collar of Blays' cloak and pulled it tight, gathering the nether in his left hand. "If you don't—"
"He's telling the truth," the woman said. "A man took it from us. Tall, mean, dressed in black. He had sorcerers with him. I had to close us inside the cave to protect us."
Dante's stomach sank until he felt it might splash across the bare floor. A shrill noise sounded from the back of his head. "Did this man talk to you?"
"Sure," Blays said. "The usual death threats. Had an accent like he was holding his nose at my stench. Not from any part of Gask I've ever been to."
He sat down. "That's because he's not from Gask."
"Well, he certainly wasn't from Mallon. The Western Cities?"
"You're getting further and further away. Try the other side of the Woduns."
Blays cocked his head. "Across the mountains? What's even over there?"
"A maniacal killer and his massive invasion force," Dante said. "And you just handed him the most powerful weapon in the world." He had more, but all the energy and anger drained out of him. He pressed his palms to his forehead. "Get down from here. We have to catch him."
"I've discovered I don't have to do anything," Blays said, but Dante knew him too well not to hear the doubt that had entered his voice.
Dante scooped up the torchstone and headed down the stone ladder. The others approached, lowering their weapons.
"What's going on?" Cee said.
"Nothing much," Dante replied. "My dearest friend stole Cellen from me, and then my worst enemy stole it from him."
"The Minister?" Her voice climbed. "What's he doing here? For that matter, what's Blays doing here? How is any of this possible?"
"Because your boss cuts himself every day of his life." Blays stood ten feet apart from the group. "And he's got a bad habit of leaving the rags he cleans those cuts with lying around in his room."
Dante glanced at the woman. "You're a nethermancer?"
"So's Blays," she shrugged.
"I bet," Dante laughed.
"That explains him," Cee said, jerking her thumb at Blays. "But what about the Minister?"
"I have no idea. Maybe he followed our piece of the stone. Or maybe he figured out what we were up to and beelined for Cellen. It doesn't matter why. We have to go after him right now."
Ast gestured at the falling snow. "We can't follow him in this."
Dante raised his eyebrows. "If it's not stopping him, it won't stop us."
"It will be dark sooner than you think. Are we in condition to protect ourselves from kappers?"
"Blays, when did the Minister take Cellen from you?"
Blays shrugged. "We ran straight here. Couldn't have been more than ten minutes."
Dante snorted. "How did you get back here in less than ten minutes? It took us four times that long."
"Magic?"
"Their tracks are all over the place. They can't be more than a half hour ahead of us. We're following them."
"You really expect me to come with you?" Blays said.
"You don't understand what you just did." Dante fought to keep his voice level. "That man blames Narashtovik for a terrible disaster that befell his people centuries ago. Now, he's going to use Cellen to bring down the mountains. His armies will burn the city to the ground." He walked forward, stopping a couple feet from Blays. "You may not give a shit about me. But you can't let my people face a second war so soon after the first."
"Are you being serious? Why would he give a damn about something that happened hundreds of years ago?"
"He's telling the truth," Minn said.
Blays' head cranked around. "How can you possibly know that?"
"Because I know what's on the other side of the mountains."
"We're wasting time," Dante said. "Come with or go home. I don't care."
He turned and walked briskly along the tracks marring the snow. The Minister's people had headed out double-file—assuming they had turned around, and these were the right tracks—but he could tell there were at least ten of them, maybe double that many. At least two of whom were nethermancers. Meanwhile, he was exhausted. Somburr was good to go, however. Additionally, the woman must have some skill with the nether—she must be from Pocket Cove; they were the only others who could move the earth, and had, in their way, taught him.
But he'd seen the rift she'd blasted in the earth. She'd sealed herself and Blays in the cave, and she must have tangled with the Minister's people before that. Much of their firepower was depleted. They were outnumbered. And the Minister had Cellen. For all Dante knew, the man could use it to make them all drop dead on the spot.
He doubted the Minister would do that, though. That would mean forfeiting his attack on Narashtovik. However poor their odds might be, then, they had a chance.
So he hiked up the hill, trailed by the others, falling snow lining the folds of his cloak and lodging in his eyebrows. The storm was growing worse. Gusts threatened to knock them down or blow them off ledges. The snow whirled so thickly that the Minister's tracks had already begun to fill. Visibility shrank, a dwindling circle of color hemmed in by erratic walls of white.
He crested the south ledge of the valley and could no longer see the cliffs to the north. Previously, this vantage point would have let him see for miles on all sides, but at the moment, he could see no further than a few hundred yards. They wouldn't be able to see the Minister's group until they were nearly upon them. In the short time it had taken to scale the rise, the sky had dimmed like a dying torchstone. He knew they had to get back to the cave—forget the kappers, the storm alone might kill them—but as the others waited behind him, stamping their feet and sniffling, all he could do was stare into the blank and empty world.
Blays moved beside him. "Come on. Any more of this, and we'll lose our lives along with the trail." He bumped Dante on the shoulder. "Anyway, you've got a hell of a lot to explain."
"That makes two of us," Dante heard himself say. He took one last look around. A dozen emotions squirmed inside him, but they were as weak as newborn kits. He turned around and headed back down the trail. Twilight reached the valley before they did; by the time they'd climbed into the cave, and Dante narrowed the entrance to keep out the wind and snow, it was almost as dark outside as inside.
"Save your breath," he said to no one in particular. "I know we can't follow them. Even if we assume they're headed straight to Corl, we don't have enough food to make it to the other side."
"It isn't the end of the world just yet," Cee said. "You won your last war, didn't you?"
"And learned I never want to fight another."
Ash laughed wryly. "That doesn't sound like the sort of thing a person gets to choose."
Somburr tapped his fingers against his knee. "Nothing is a foregone conclusion. Not until the Citadel falls."
"Right," Blays said. "First things first, I don't know half of you. Second, since we're trapped in a hole for the foreseeable future, would anyone care to tell me what happened today? Hard though it is to believe, I came here to prevent disaster, not start a new one."
Dante rolled his eyes. "Great job on that front. If you hear a sudden rumbling, that's just the end of the world."
"What were you intending to use Cellen for, anyway?" He screwed up his mouth. "Let me guess. You wanted to live forever. Or make yourself fifty feet tall. Something amazingly self-centered, I know that much."
"That's irrelevant. All that mattered was keeping it out of the hands of a maniac."
"Which you were going to accomplish by taking it yourself? Then your goal was hopeless to begin with."
While they were busy glaring at each other, Cee glanced around the circle of faces lit by the torchstone in the center of the cave. "I'm Cee. I'm the one who found you, Blays. I'd tell you I'm sorry, but I'm not going to apologize for being good at my job."
Blays laughed. "With that attitude, it's no wonder you fell in with him. Anyway, in case the rest of you don't know me, my name is Blays. And I intend to get the hell out of here—again—as soon as I can."
The others introduced themselves. After a short silence, Cee glanced at Dante. "So should I fill them in? Any state secrets I should withhold?"
Dante shook his head. "We're all friends here."
She smirked, then started in on the story, summarizing long chunks of it: how they'd gone to Weslee for answers, found out about the cataclysm that had changed those lands forever, how the Minister still bore a grudge a thousand years later and intended to repay it very soon. Dante corrected and expanded on a few of her points (she tended to focus on the most relevant facts while excluding bits of enriching context), but mostly let her talk. He was trying to think of their next move, but kept circling back to what had just happened.
"Holy shit on a throne," Blays said at the end. "In my defense, I had no idea about any of that. Probably because of that whole 'Spirish spies erasing decades of history' thing. If it's any consolation, before coming thisaway, I did thwart Moddegan's plans to take Cellen. I'll pause to receive your thanks."
Dante looked up. "Moddegan knew about it?"
"I'm beginning to think I was the only one who didn't. Then again, we don't get a whole lot of news delivered to Pocket Cove. Unless the gull droppings are some kind of code."
"Hold on a second. Minn meant what she said? Do you really know how to wield the nether?"
Blays donned his bluffing face, tucking the left corner of his mouth. "I don't know if 'wield' is the right word. More like 'thrash about with, while coming dangerously close to cutting off my own face.'"
"Why didn't you tell me you had the talent? I would have taught you."
"Being your student sounds like a barrel of laughs. Anyway, I had no idea. It took months of practice for me to be able to touch the damn stuff."
Dante lapsed into silence. He didn't know what to think. He didn't even know if he wanted Blays' help with the Minister. It wasn't just that Blays had ruined everything. That was so far beyond the pale Dante was incapable of holding it against him.
So much had happened prior to that. They'd gone their own paths. Dante had been named the leader-in-waiting of the Council and had worked for years to make himself worthy of that mantle. All that time, Blays had been away, doing gods knew what. Lyle's balls, he'd become a nethermancer. Dante didn't believe for a second Blays had just discovered that potential within himself. Blays had read the Cycle of Arawn, spent years around Cally and Dante and dozens of other sorcerers. In all that time, he must have felt something.
Yet he'd chosen not to pursue it. A decade ago, in the forest outside Bressel after Dante had first displayed his powers, Blays had been disgusted and afraid of the nether. He'd nearly run off. Had Blays continued to harbor the illusion that it was "wrong," and had only recently changed his mind, most likely when learning to wield it was to his advantage?
Or was it much simpler? Had he realized his ability would never be more than a fraction of Dante's, and had hidden it in embarrassment, preferring to become a master of swords than an apprentice of sorcery? Dante wouldn't blame him for that. Even so, it felt like a waste. There was no reason Blays couldn't have learned both. Supplemented his command of the steel with Arawn's command of the stars.
Perhaps, in the end, neither one had known the other as well as they'd thought. Dante had always hidden certain dreams, like his ambition to follow in Cally's footsteps and extend his life beyond its natural span. Likewise his ascension to High Priest of the Council (which had come much sooner than he'd expected). Still, his dishonesty hadn't come in the form of a blatant campaign of lies. He merely hadn't bothered to mention certain things. If Blays had ever asked, Dante thought he would have told him the truth.
But it ran deeper than that. Deeper even than the death of Lira, the event that had prompted Blays to run away while Dante lay unconscious in recovery. The problem was simple. Blays thought the world was better than it was. That you could free the norren, or lead a city like Narashtovik, without violence or strife. The war itself had proven that false. You could be a devout pacifist, but when outside forces came to take what was yours—your land, your freedom, your life—you had one choice: bow down, or stand and draw your sword.
Dante squeezed his eyes shut. The past and present were too sprawling and confused for him to look at all at once, let alone to make sense of. The only thing that did make sense was sleep. And food. They passed around flatbread and the last of the lorbells. With few words, they slept.
The storm quit a couple hours before sunrise. Its silence woke Dante and he moved to the little porthole, but it was too dark to see much. He managed to sleep a little longer, eventually woken by shuffling noises near the small hole in the wall. It was Blays, and he appeared to be attempting to pee through it. Dante rolled his eyes and swept open the wall.
Outside, there was no sign of human tracks. Just two lines of deep, round impressions, with a thin, shallow line running parallel between them.
Ast glanced through the valley. "Kapper."
"A whatter?" Blays said.
"Giant monster," Dante said.
"Is that what those things are called?"
"Are you coming with us?"
Blays folded his arms. "Narashtovik's not my home anymore. And I'm not sure how much good I'd be in a war." He kicked around some snow. "But I guess I bear some responsibility to help undo this."
"Some? You delivered Cellen straight into the Minister's hands!"
"You weren't expecting him to show up, either. He would have stolen it from you instead."
"There's no way to know that." Dante went to the ladder to get the rest of their gear from the cave. "All I know is he took it from you."
While they readied, Ast studied the maps; he'd picked out a path back to Soll the night before, but an extra foot of snow had fallen overnight and the clouds looked like they were ready for more. Grounds that would have been traversable yesterday might no longer be feasible.
"I want to try this ridge," he said to Dante, tapping the map. "It's going to be hard. We might wind up wasting time and have to turn around. But if we get over it, the glacial valley on the other side will get us out of here before things can get much worse."
Dante considered the squiggles representing the colossal peaks. "What are the risks?"
"Same as with any bad climb. But if we take our original route, I'm afraid we'll be snowed in."
"Minn can move the earth, too. We'll try the ridge."
Ast took the lead, Dante behind him, the others strung out in a line. They headed up a long incline toward a tumble of short cliffs topped by two great peaks. The ridge Ast meant to summit was strung between them. To both sides of their path, the ground fell away in deep ravines.
The way forward snaked between any number of apparently impassable peaks. But if they could get across to the glacier, Ast believed that would provide them with a relatively easy walk across ten miles of flattish ice. After, they'd still have a long way to go, but they'd wind up bypassing the worst of what the mountains had left to offer.
The ridge was only some three horizontal miles away. But Dante had spent enough time at elevation to know that didn't matter. What mattered was the vertical distance—and the willingness of the rocks to let you climb them.
They reached the cliffs and, after hiking up to two dead ends and backtracking, worked their way up to the plateau above. By that time, it was after ten in the morning. They paused for lunch and to eyeball the path ahead. The clouds were darkening, but so far the snow was falling in such small flakes they could only be seen when they gleamed in the sun.
The next leg was up a stretch of blue-white ice too slick and steep for more than a rough layer of snow to stick to it. Not wanting to deplete their nethermancers, they hacked their way up with axes; at the roughest spots, they flipped the axes around and hammered their few spikes into the ice. It was rough going, especially with their packs and cloaks, and it took a couple hours to scale three hundred feet.
Rock walls hung above them. These proved much easier to tackle than the ice: Dante shepherded the others to one side, then drew a staircase straight to the top. At the next cliff, Minn did the same. The two peaks soared to either side, hemming them in. They walked and sometimes crawled across a field of ice, then reached a seemingly impassable fifty-foot rock wall that Dante surmounted in a matter of seconds with another staircase.
"It would be unfair to claim any mountaineering records for this," Blays said.
Dante stood back to examine his work. "You can take the wall if you prefer."
Up top, they found themselves faced with a rough span of cracked ice cemented between projections of bare rock. They threaded through the cracks but were stopped two thirds of the way across by a crevasse that spanned the entire ridge. After walking parallel to it, they found a spot where the gap was less than three feet wide.
"What do you think?" Blays tucked his gloved hands into his armpits. "Got a spare bridge in your pocket?"
Dante glanced at one of the rocky upthrusts. "Could melt a door through that instead."
Cee grimaced, huffing in the thin air. "Forget how to jump?"
Before he could answer, she tensed her legs and sprung. She landed lightly on the other side, swooping to one knee to arrest any possible slide. Somburr followed. Blays raised a brow at Minn. She snorted and took a long, hopping stride across. Blays followed. Dante readied himself and leapt.
His lead foot slipped. He fell forward, the chasm yawning beneath him. Blays whirled, snagged his cloak, and fell backward, dragging Dante with him as he toppled to the ice.
Blays pushed him off. "Damn instincts."
They reached the edge of the icy saddle between the two peaks and looked down on a frozen river flowing all the way into the haze of fog and snow miles to the west. Climbing down to this was neither hard nor easy. Up close, the glacier wasn't nearly as smooth as it looked, split with rifts and ribbed with razor-sharp lines of ice. Except for the occasional hole, however, none of this proved to be a real impediment to walking, and they made four good miles before the sun got low enough to force them to stop and find a cliff. There, Dante hollowed out a cave for the night.
"This is like cheating," Ast said, voice bouncing from the close walls. "I never could have made it up those cliffs. Not without two hundred pounds of rope and another three hundred pounds of spikes."
Blays chuckled. "That's traveling with Arawn's chosen for you. It's like boxing against a man who doesn't know he's boxing. Because he's asleep."
"Well, remind me never to leave home without a sorcerer again."
"A question," Minn said to Dante. "Where did you learn to move the earth?"
"I figured out your people had built Pocket Cove," Dante said. "From there, it was just a matter of experimenting with the nether until I learned its relationship to the dirt."
"Do many at Narashtovik know how to do it?"
"I'm the only one. Would my knowledge of their skill upset the People of the Pocket?"
"It upsets them when people know they exist," Minn laughed.
As the sun disappeared, the snow returned, piling down from the sky. The constant wind scoured it from the glaciers, however, and when they resumed the trek in the morning, the thin crust provided little resistance. A long day's travel got them all the way to the end of the glacier. It spilled down a cliff in a frozen waterfall, but Dante and Minn were able to shape stairs down one of its less treacherous declines. A bone-chilling wind blew off the glacier, but that only highlighted the fact it was several degrees warmer in the snowfield they'd descended to.
Two more days got them out of the worst of the mountains. It was still cold beyond belief, but once they were into the pine forests, the going got much easier. Their load had lightened, too: they'd eaten most of their food.
All the while, Dante had been putting off informing Nak about recent events in the Woduns. This delay wasn't something he could explain. He knew he had to warn them, to give them as much time as possible to prepare. Yet he couldn't bring himself to open the loon. Perhaps doing so would cement the reality of the events. Or maybe he just didn't want to confront his own failure.
Giving mental voice to that thought made his spine go straight at last. He owed Narashtovik better. It didn't matter that he thought it would make no difference whether he told Olivander now or waited until he was there in person. Olivander would want to know as soon as possible.
That evening, as they encamped in the woods, the smell of pines and snow thick in the air, Dante moved away from the group and climbed up on a boulder where he had a good eye on the forest. He opened a line to Nak.
"We lost it," Dante said. "I had it in my hands, then the Minister took it away."
Nak gasped, choked on his own saliva, and coughed, heaving. In time, he composed himself. "How did that happen?"
"Does it matter?"
"No, I suppose not." Silence. "What should we do?"
Dante shook his head at nothing. "Let Olivander know. We'll be back in a week. Make sure the entire Council is present."
"We recalled them weeks ago, just in case. Funny thing, though. All this time, I assumed it would never come to anything. That you'd take of it. Like you always do." Nak drew in his breath sharply. "I'm sorry. I know you did all you could."
"And failed nonetheless," Dante laughed. "Which raises the question: what good is it to be noble and dutiful without the competence to back it up?"
He shut down the connection. Someone or something was crunching toward him through the snow. He called forth the nether.
Blays walked up beneath him. "Who was that?"
"Nak. He's in charge of the loons now. I got him promoted to the Council."
"I bet that's further than he ever thought he'd make it," Blays laughed. "Good choice."
Dante breathed into his hands. "He was a more obvious pick than you'd think. Narashtovik has lost a lot of talent since we showed up."
"Citizens, too. Think it's been worth it? What if we'd just stayed in Mallon?"
"Samarand would have invaded it, killing thousands. The norren would still be the tributes and slaves of the Gaskan Empire. And while Samarand focused on Mallon—where we, being homeless trash, would likely be conscripted and killed—the Minister would find Cellen and drive a knife into Narashtovik's turned back."
"Yeah, maybe so." Blays squinted, smiling without humor. "Even so, you have to wonder if we'd have been better off being farmers."
He wandered away. It was a fair question. Everything Dante had done had felt right, or at least the best choice in a multitude of bad options, but at that moment, with Cellen in the hands of the Minister, it felt as if all of it had added up to nothing. He realized he'd forgotten to tell Nak about Lew. How old had Lew been? Twenty? No more than 25. Not that much younger than Dante, in any event, and yet he was gone, returned to the netherworld that awaited them all. Perhaps Dante's rule was over before it began, and the Minister would bring Narashtovik to the ruin that centuries of regional warfare had never quite managed to complete. The only thing Dante was sure of was that the killing wasn't done.
And that he could kill the Minister before it was done.
The fastest path to Narashtovik carried them many miles north of Soll. Dante knew the people had to be warned, but there was no time for that. They found a village in the foothills and, after a brief argument that Dante concluded with a display of nether as proof of his authority in the Citadel, requisitioned six horses.
Two days later, they were in Narashtovik. Snow rested on the peaked roofs, churned grimy in the streets, but after the mountains, it was no more imposing than a spell of frost.
As soon as they entered the square in front of the Cathedral of Ivars, the Citadel gates cranked open; somehow, word had raced through the city faster than their mounts. Gant, as always, was waiting in the courtyard. For once, he looked surprised.
"Master Buckler," he said. "Should I prepare your former room? It has been left untouched."
"That's a little odd," Blays said. "Whatever's easiest. I won't be here long."
A phalanx of soldiers moved in to take their horses—Dante let them know the animals were to be returned to the village he'd appropriated them from as soon as possible—and to attend to the needs of the travelers, who were hungry and extremely dirty. Inside the Citadel, servants strode up and down the halls, delivering news of their arrival. Dante and Somburr were separated from the others. As Dante was fed and cleaned up, he was made aware the Council would like to meet at his soonest convenience.
He didn't delay. He let his servant know to summon the others to the chamber. He dressed in the black and silver of his station, fixing his cloak with the sapphire brooch of Barden. Finally alone, he sat down for a full minute, letting his mind grow still. Once he was ready, he walked into the hall.
The double doors of the Council chambers stood open. The other ten chatted around the round table. In previous years, they had almost exclusively been old men. Some such as Tarkon and Joseff remained, but the last decade had seen so much death and upheaval that their human male seniority had become the exception. Olivander, Somburr, Ulev, and Nak were all middle-aged. Hart was plenty old, but he was a norren, his white hair and beard swirled about his head like clouds. Between that and his thick stature, he looked like a statue of Taim come to life.
Foul-tongued Merria was seventy if she was a day, but decidedly female. As was Pinya, a heavyset woman in her early forties. Bitter politics among the monks had reduced her to the station of their chef, but after the Council vacancies following the war, she had applied for one of the openings. Highly irregular—nominations were the province of the Council, and nominating yourself was looked on as uncouth—but after speaking to her, and seeing her in action, Dante had backed her all the way.
Last and most recently added was Wellimer, a defector from Setteven in his early thirties. One seat remained open; they had decided to wait until the proper talent appeared instead of rushing to fill the spot with a questionable choice.
Dante moved to his seat at the head of the table beside Olivander. The others fell silent, waiting to take their chairs until he'd done so.
After a hasty blessing, Olivander leaned forward, hands clasped on the table. "The Minister has Cellen. He hates Narashtovik from the pit of his heart. I have only two questions. How and when will he move against us—and how will we fight back?"
The questions sounded open to the table, but Dante knew he was expected to respond first. "My best guess is the Minister will open the mountains in the spring."
"And follow with his army?"
"If he intends to invade, yes. But he won't be concerned about preserving our citizens or resources. I wouldn't be surprised if he angles the channel straight at Narashtovik and floods us, softening us up before sending in his troops. We'll have to build levees; I'll handle that." Dante rested his palms on the table. "There's also a chance he'll forgo the invasion in favor of conjuring a mountain beneath us instead."
The others glanced between each other. Tarkon's thick brows twitched. "He can do that? How close will he need to be?"
"I couldn't guess."
"We'll set up pickets in the foothills," Olivander said. "Post men on every road and hilltop. Equip them with loons. At the first sign of foreigners, we'll ride out to capture them."
Merria scowled. "So this 'Minister' can blow our balls to the stars? Where they'll hang forever as the thirteenth icon of the Celeset?"
"If he wastes Cellen destroying our outriders, at least we'll die knowing Narashtovik's intact."
"That's why he won't take that route." Somburr's eyes darted across the table, avoiding the others. "He won't chance getting intercepted on the most obvious, direct path to Narashtovik. If he wants to destroy the city outright, he'll come at us from our blind side. He'll take the Five-Meddenlan Way. A year or two from now, he and a few of his finest will stroll within sight of Narashtovik, and that will be the end of us."
"That's a little prophetic," Hart rumbled.
"If that's his path," Somburr said. "I don't think it is. I think he intends to retake this city. Enslave us. Accomplish what his ancestors never could while unleashing centuries of bitterness upon us."
Olivander turned to Dante. "Do you agree?"
Dante bulged his tongue against his lip. "Yes. The Minister's soldiers were drilling everywhere. He wants Narashtovik."
"Is there no hope for a diplomatic solution?"
Dante and Somburr met eyes and laughed. Somburr opened one palm. "What would we offer? What could we give him? He hates us, Olivander. There is no appeasing his wrath."
"This is confounding!" Olivander bellowed, looking surprised at himself. "A couple of months ago, I didn't know this man existed. But it's been his life's work to destroy us? We've done nothing to him. I say we send a delegation. At the least, it may buy us some time. Maybe we'll learn he's more reasonable than we think. Unless he's a lunatic, he can't truly believe we're responsible for whatever happened in Weslee."
"He does." Minn moved through the open doors, trailed by Blays and a couple of mortified servants. They grabbed at her elbows, but she yanked her arms free. "And he's right to do so."
Shock rippled through the chambers. The servants looked to Olivander for direction. He rubbed his hand down his beard, confounded all over again.
"I think you'll want to hear this," Blays said.
Dante stood, a chill of foreboding shooting through his body. "Let her speak."
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Minn smoothed her sleeves and drifted toward the table. Blays watched her from near the door. A moment ago, she'd forced her way into the room, but under the combined gaze of the Council, she now looked as confused as if she'd wandered in from the docks.
"You really don't know?" she said, casting among them. "We did our job that well?"
"Out with it," Dante said. Blays gave him a hard look. Dante rolled his eyes and gestured for her to continue. "We're in the dark. Please tell us what you came to say."
She moved toward the open chair. "Should I sit?"
"Whatever will be most comfortable."
She nodded vaguely and sat down. Despite being a common guy with a sword, Blays used to attend all the Council meetings, but he presently felt more than a little awkward. What the hell, he decided: Minn was about to drop some serious wisdom on these old bastards. As the one who'd brought her here, Blays deserved credit. Lots of it. He walked around the table and stood at attention behind her chair. That ought to lend her a little more authority. People always paid attention to you when you had armed men around to look tough.
"What I'm about to say can't leave this room," Minn said. "If it becomes known that I told you, I will be killed. Pass it to future Council members, if necessary for Narashtovik's safety, but I won't speak another word until each of you swears before Arawn to bear my secret to your grave."
"I so swear," Dante said.
"By Arawn!"
"Beneath the judgment of Arawn, and on the life he's seen fit to give me, I swear your secret won't ever leave this Council."
Minn nodded once, then glanced at the others. "You too. All of you."
One by one, they repeated Dante's promise. Blays tried not to smirk. Good to see these power-mongers humbled for once. He found himself surprised by his own resentment. He didn't even know some of these people, and considered others friends, such as Olivander and Tarkon. Hart, too. As Minn drew in a breath, he realized he'd missed them.
"You at least know that Narashtovik has a war-torn history," Minn said dryly.
Tarkon chuckled. "Hadn't noticed. Would you care to buy one of the ruins on the outskirts? We've still got a few left. Charming little places—all they need is a roof, some new walls, a foundation, maybe a well..."
She smiled, put at ease by the old man, then grew somber. "It goes back longer than you know. Some twelve hundred years—and the old wars were worse than any of the last few centuries. In those days, Narashtovik was much smaller, the wilds much bigger. Even then, however, the city was a center of nethermancy, the heart of Arawn's worship; it grew and it prospered.
"But that prosperity drew attention from those who lacked it. At that time, the Woduns were a fraction of their current size. They bore a few ranges and high peaks, but most of the land between here and Weslee was open fields and rolling hills. This was the homeland of the Elsen. Nomadic horsemen, for the most part. They too worshipped Arawn, but they resented Narashtovik, its temples and fields and easy life. They began to raid it. They were good at it, darting in and out on their horses.
"This went on for decades. There wasn't much Narashtovik's priests could do—the Elsen had nethermancers, as well. So Narashtovik began to study the earth. They taught themselves to move it. They staggered the eastern plains with ramparts and hidden pits. For a while, this slowed the Elsen. As they withdrew and regrouped, adjusting to the new defenses, Narashtovik thought their enemy's strength had faded, and struck back. They intended to wipe the Elsen from the plains."
She gazed at the wall across the room. "That was a critical mistake. Their entire force was slaughtered. Only a handful made it back to tell the others. Narashtovik's army had managed to stomp out a few villages, but the Elsen remained. And they were much stronger than Narashtovik had guessed.
"Outraged by the massacres of their villages, they resumed their raids with redoubled intensity. They started to take less and burn more. Narashtovik's years of wealth were long behind it. The way the story is told, it was certain that the city would soon fall.
"But that's when they heard about the lights in the norren lands to the south. Narashtovik dispatched an expedition. That expedition returned with Cellen. As soon as they figured out what they had in hand, the Council forged a plan. One that would ensure the Elsen never threatened Narashtovik again.
"A small group traveled into the eastern hills of the enemy's territory. They took Cellen with them." She lifted her hands high, then swept them to the sides. "And thus, in a span of minutes, the Woduns were born, and the Elsen died."
The chambers were so quiet you could hear the wind whistling from the balcony.
Dante leaned forward. "How do you know all this?"
"For the same reason I swore you to secrecy: because the People of the Pocket were once from Narashtovik."
The Council exchanged another round of looks. Olivander tipped back his head. "We have no record of that."
"Of course you don't," Minn said. "The nethermancers underestimated Cellen. They never thought the mountains would be that big, that total. They sent scouts across the Woduns, but what they found was even worse than they'd feared. Tens of thousands were dead. The guilty and the innocent alike. Faced with the horror of their own actions, a civil war erupted in Narashtovik between those who wanted to build on what they'd just done and those who wanted to renounce it. Many died. That's when most of your records were lost. Anything else was taken by the earth-movers when they left for Pocket Cove.
"We took our knowledge with us. Knowing nothing like the Woduns could ever be allowed to happen again, we vowed to teach no one the skills that had allowed us to decimate the Elsen. Over time, we built our walls, ensuring we'd be left in peace, and would never again have anything to do with the world." Minn lowered her gaze. "Until now. Because I've betrayed my people to tell you this."
Blays put a hand on her shoulder. "Given how many other things we've done to piss them off, I doubt one more crime will matter."
"And the Minister blames us for this?" Olivander pressed his palm over his mouth. "We didn't even know such a thing had been done. How can we bear its responsibility?"
"Oh, it doesn't matter who did it," Tarkon said. "Things like that don't just go away."
"Time erases everything. Unless you keep reopening them, all wounds heal. Do you know how many spats, skirmishes, and wars Narashtovik has weathered over the years? How many of these former enemies are we still hellbent on putting to the sword?"
The old man scrunched up his face, wrinkles deepening. "None of them?"
"Correct," Olivander said. "I don't know when an atrocity becomes inert, nothing more than another piece of history. But I do know that even the most befouled stream eventually runs clear. Once the poison has passed, civilized people can return to the river and drink together."
Somburr scowled at the table's rich grain. "We'll send a peace envoy anyway. Purely as a delaying tactic."
"We can't send anyone to see the Minister," Dante said. "He'll execute them on the spot."
"Then be sure not to send anyone important."
Olivander closed his eyes, lowering his voice so much the others had to hush to hear him. "That's just a a ploy. What we need is a strategy."
"They're going to have logistical problems." Dante pinched his temples between his forefinger and thumb. "If they open a passage through the Woduns, we can use that against them. Fortify it and fight them for every inch. Meanwhile, we raid their supply lines from behind."
"Not a bad idea. But we're going to face a significant problem with personnel. Our standing army won't be an issue, though it's still depleted from the last war. But it will be hard hoeing to convince citizens to join a defense against an enemy they've never heard of. In the meantime, if Moddegan senses weakness, he might strike while our back is turned."
"We'll need scouts and spies," Somburr said. "Equipped with loons. We should send them to Spiren immediately."
"Son of a bitch has put himself in one sweet position," Merria said. "He can hit us whenever he wants, but we've got no way to hit back."
Tarkon stuck up his head and peered around like a rooster. "He'll be thinking the same thing, won't he? Snug as a bug behind his miles-high walls. If we could get just a few dozen raiders over there, there's no telling how much panic they could stir up."
"No part of that is feasible," Dante said. "Crossing the Woduns requires nethermancers, but the Woduns are infested with man-killing kappers that are impervious to nether." He narrowed his eyes at Minn. "Which can't be coincidence. One more thing we have to thank our forebears for, don't we?"
"That's beyond my knowledge," she said.
Dante turned back to Tarkon. "Even if we got people across, after our first attack, the enemy will fortify the other trees. You'd need an army to fight your way up the stairs of a fortified loren. We'd only have one shot."
"Okay," Blays said, his head buzzing with light. "So we take it."
Dante frowned. "We do the thing I just said was impossible and stupid?"
"That's the one."
The scorn in Dante's face retracted. He was watching Blays closely now, the way a fox and a badger might regard each other at dusk. "What have you got in mind?"
"Know what, nevermind. It sounds like you think it would be dumb."
"Given what we're up against, every idea is dumb. Why don't you spit it out and add it to the crowd?"
Blays thumbed his nose. "Well, my feelings are hurt. So why don't you beg me for it?"
Everyone was watching them now. Dante leaned back in his little throne. "Quit this nonsense. Tens of thousands of lives hang in the balance."
"It isn't my city."
"You'd put them to death out of spite?"
"Blays!" Minn turned and craned back her head at him. "That's enough."
"Oh, all right." He paced behind her chair. "Traveling over the mountains is a no-go, right? So we don't go over them. We go under them."
Dante grasped the basic idea at once, shaking his head. "I don't have the power for that. It would take me months to tunnel to Spiren."
"You've gotten really bad at this, you know? You wouldn't be acting all by yourself, Sir Lone Wolf. You'd be assisted by other people. Like, of the Pocket."
Dante laughed dumbly. "That...could work."
"The People would never go for that," Minn said.
Blays adopted a stung expression. "I can be very convincing."
Olivander glanced from side to side. "Even if we have a passage to Weslee, what of it? We hardly have the forces to defend ourselves, let alone to mount an offensive war in a distant land."
"We're not going to attack them with an army," Dante said. "We're going to sneak in with just enough people to make one raid. And we're going to take back Cellen."
Another silence overtook the Council. After a few seconds, Tarkon started laughing. He elbowed old Joseff in the ribs. Joseff scowled and punched him on his bony shoulder.
"What size and composition of force do you suggest?" Olivander said.
"The People of the Pocket are critical." Dante pressed his palms together and leaned over the table. "Without them, we've got nothing."
Blays bit his lip. "I can get them to open a tunnel for us. Probably. I severely doubt they'll help us after that."
"An army's too many. No way we can march thousands of troops to Corl without being seen. But we might be able to make it with a couple hundred—enough to fight our way to the palace if it turns out we can't sneak in. A few platoons of our best soldiers. As many monks and Council members as we can spare—and are willing to volunteer. And I think it's time to call in a favor from the norren."
"What if the Minister decides to unleash Cellen upon you?" Olivander said.
"Like you said earlier. If he uses it to destroy a few of us, Narashtovik is safe until the next time it rolls around."
"If he doesn't need Cellen to defeat this hypothetical incursion, your loss would leave us considerably less able to defend ourselves."
"I don't think Narashtovik has much chance with or without us." Dante let out a breath, deflating. "If you think we're better served staying here, say the word. I put the decision before the Council."
Blays watched their faces with the attention of a dog parked beneath the dinner table. The Council—those he knew, anyway—were good people. Smart. Capable. Probably knew things about the Cycle of Arawn that could blow his simple mind. But many of them were strangers, and with the exception of Olivander, Somburr, and Dante, he doubted any of them had Blays' experience in the field.
"Someone say something before I forget what we're talking about," Tarkon said.
Laughter coursed around the table. Joseff was the first to recover. "It's what Cally would have done."
There it was again, the former leader's ghost hanging over the table like a morbid chandelier. For all Blays knew, Dante had filled his place more than adequately. He sure idolized the old man. Even so, it was very strange to think that Dante was—or soon would be; Blays wasn't quite sure how the Council's power was currently distributed—responsible for the entire city. Weren't they still children? Maybe not. Maybe they'd seen too much for that.
But they weren't far from it. That could have been part of it, his urge to run away. Things had become too big, too real. So many lives depended on them. It was more than that, Lira and the rest of the war and the way Dante seemed able to shut out all the consequences so long as they were in pursuit of "what had to be done," but there was also this other thing, this feeling that it was time to step into his father's shoes but his feet were too small. It was so tiresome. He wished his mind would make up its mind.
Around the table, the others were nodding, murmuring in agreement, verbally patting each other on the back. They'd reached a consensus.
Olivander inclined his head forward. "Blays, would you like an escort to Pocket Cove?"
"They're more paranoid than a man whose wife has received a private invitation to see the baron," Blays said. "If they see me traveling with anyone but Minn, they'll never let us inside."
"Then we'll send you with nothing more than a loon, the fastest horses we've got, and our prayers. Somburr, gather whatever you need for your skullduggery—we'll send you with the main force. If they fail to attain Cellen, perhaps you can still tangle the Minister's feet with your machinations. Dante, if you feel like the norren can help us, get to it. I'll gather a list of soldiers and prepare the logistics. The rest of you, start thinking about whether you can better serve on the expedition or here at home. In the meantime, if you have any ideas, any concerns, any little thing that might save our hides—for the love of Arawn, come tell me about it."
The faces around the table were grim, but their eyes and spines showed the steel of people who knew what they must do. Together, they stood. Minn followed Blays back to his old room. As he opened the door, she lifted her eyebrows. He let her inside.
"Are you sure you want to do this?" she said.
"This city hasn't been my home for a long time." He went to the door to his balcony and threw it open. The snow-coated city glimmered below him. "But this is the best I've felt in a long, long time."
She smiled. "I'm glad."
"Hang on, am I getting the sense you're proud of me? Let's hold off on that until we've got more compelling results than 'convinced a bunch of people who've never been to Pocket Cove that its fanatical hermits can be reasoned with.'"
Minn took a moment to sort that out. "It's an incredible plan. If it falls apart, I know you'll be able to come up with another."
She left his room for her own. He knew he needed to get to bed so they could leave first thing in the morning, but he stood on his balcony a long time, watching the city.
A servant came around in the morning to make sure he was up and to deliver breakfast and a bundle of clothes fit for travel. Blays ate, dressed, and made his way down to the courtyard. In the gray light of the approaching dawn, a half dozen horses stood saddled and provisioned, snorting and tossing their heads, as sleek as the thighs of a woman raised to fight.
The Citadel door opened. He expected Minn, but it was Dante, lobbing a small clinking sack to himself.
"Riches." He underhanded the pouch at Blays' chest. "Use them wisely. Failing that, amusingly."
"Fifteen thousand codpieces it is." Blays tucked it away in the pocket of his doublet, a clean, clingy shirt that felt like this was the first time it had been worn. "I'll see if I can bring back the People of the Pocket, too."
"Think you can do it?"
"Sure thing. I know a surprising number of norren tailors."
"The People, smart guy."
"I have about as much confidence in this as I've had in any of our other ventures."
Dante's laugh echoed across the courtyard. "Then maybe we should try to negotiate with the Minister."
He stood there, watching. Blays turned to the horses, checking to ensure their various straps were secure. By the time he looked up, Dante was gone.
Minn arrived a few minutes later. She too had been given new clothes, gray leggings and shirt with red stitching and piping.
"Don't you look fancy," Blays said.
"It was this or the silver and black." She swung herself into the saddle. "If my people see someone approaching in Narashtovik's colors, they'll dump us into the center of the earth."
Blays frowned at his clothes. "Then I suppose we should grab some scissors before we leave."
He sent a servant up for a pair and quickly doctored his clothes to make them more agreeable to the people he was about to ply for aid. There was no big fanfare to see him off. Everyone was too busy with their own duties. The gates creaked closed behind them. As Blays rode forth, he was struck with deja vu. To be doing this again. Questing, like some hero from the sagas. He supposed he'd know that he'd really made it in life once he was the one watching from a high window as young armed people clattered across a courtyard to accomplish great deeds for him.
They exited Narashtovik and tore down the road. He'd had faster horses, but these were built for the duration, and with three apiece, they were able to gallop along like they were outrunning a fire that threatened to devour the world. He knew the road well, its villages and inns and stables. Each night, he checked in with Nak. Dante had left for the Norren Territories a day after Blays, and the Citadel was a hive of preparation, but there had been nothing new out of the Woduns.
He and Minn reached Dollendun, followed the road down the river toward the north coast, then cut overland around the northern horn of the Gallador mountains. This carried them within spitting distance of Setteven, but they were off the roads, trotting through a patchwork of foothills, pine forests, and prairies, and Blays knew the land well enough to avoid the manors of the Gaskan lords.
With no other need for the nether, Minn deployed it to cleanse the muscles of their mounts. She tried to show Blays how to do the same, but it wasn't something that came natural to him, and when they stopped to rest he was generally too tired to practice. Incredibly, just five and a half days after leaving Narashtovik, the black wall of Pocket Cove manifested on the horizon.
"Suppose they'll see us coming?" Blays said.
"There's always someone watching from the Fingers."
"Suppose they'll let us in?"
"In ten years at the Pocket, I've only seen two people leave. They never came back."
"Then we'll have novelty on our side." Blays moved to brush his hair from his brow, but Narashtovik's barber had seen to it during their brief stay. "I'm guessing you should do the talking."
Minn laughed. "If they're willing to talk at all."
Blays thought she was being pessimistic. She was one of them, after all, and if you were going to break the big rule about never leaving, your excuse could hardly get better than stopping a couple of royal bastards from smashing up the world. On the other hand, she knew her people much better than he did. Despite spending months with them, he'd lived in a hole at the very fringe of their settlement. That was a pretty good metaphor for how deeply he'd been allowed into their culture, too.
The cliffs concealed the sun behind them before they rode up to their base. Minn could have built her own passage up to the Fingers, but apparently this would have been frowned upon. She rode south, peering up at the blank rock, hunting for a staircase she was used to seeing from above.
"Ah." She stopped short, hopped down, and tied her horses to a patch of stunted trees.
Blays did likewise. The cliffs looked the same as ever, but as they walked up to them, a woman appeared high above, blurred by the mists streaming from the Fingers.
"Stop there," she called down. "Or die there."
Minn pulled back her hood. "It's me, Koa."
"Then I sound my warning twice as loudly."
"Oh, cut the horseshit! Go tell Ro it's about Cellen. See what she has to say to that."
Koa said nothing, then disappeared.
"We'll stay here," Minn said to Blays. "Climbing up top would be looked on very unfavorably."
He nodded, more than content to follow her lead. They waited twenty minutes before three silhouettes poked above the ridge.
"You're back," Ro said. "And you brought your project with you."
I brought news, too," Minn said. "We've traveled far to the east. The Black—"
"There is nothing to speak about!" Ro's voice cut through the brittle air. "You left the Pocket, and now the Pocket is closed to you."
With a bone-rattling roar, the stairwell collapsed into dust.
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The hills stretched before them, relentless and ancient, untouched by the geometry of homes, the order of crops, the garbage of habitation. At first the hills were brown and gray, but as the group crossed from human lands into norren, the slopes shaded to dull green and the white of snow. The Woduns held more grandeur; so had the lorens of Spiren, the grasslands of Camren, and the sweeping dunes of the unnamed desert. Anyone would agree. By comparison, the landscape before them was common and bland.
Yet something about the norren hills captivated Dante. The age. The pristine quality of their gnarled, bare ridges. The tenacity of the grass that fought to fill every inch of soil, slumbering for months at a time under thick mats of snow. These hills were a reminder of how old the world must be, and by contrast, how fleeting his human, mortal concerns must be. Dante hadn't thought of it before that moment, but he was glad that, whatever happened next—whether they plowed through the mountains to strike at the Minister, or fortified Narashtovik in advance of his wrath—his last free moments would be spent here, among the empty hills.
"Think that's them?" Cee pointed down into the next valley. Shrubs and short trees spotted the bottom, dabs of color in the snow. He didn't see any people there until he did, and then he couldn't not see them.
"You've got eyes like a hawk," Dante said. "One that hasn't eaten in about two weeks."
"I'm not sure dead hawks can see. Unless they're being piloted by you."
They rode toward the glen where the clan was encamped. Dante supposed he ought to loon ahead and make sure it was the Herons, but doing so would make him look foolish (not to mention distrustful of norren). Poor idea, considering what he was about to ask of them. Anyway, as far as he knew, he didn't have a single enemy among the norren.
Though you never knew anything for sure with the norren.
He led his horse down a game trail stamped into the snow. He didn't see the clan scouts, but knew they were watching him from behind cover. The fact they gave no audible warning to the others was either very good or very bad. Just in case, Dante kept the nether close.
The horses' hooves turned up the smell of damp earth. Tents were strung between trees, yurts concealed behind screens of shrubs. Dante's paranoia faded. If the clan were concerned, they would never have let him and Cee within bowshot.
Instead, the norren sat around on logs and stones, chatting and working at their nulla: sewing, carving, fletching, painting. A few looked his way, but none acted surprised or interested. To someone unfamiliar with norren ways, such cavalier disinterest in strangers approaching their winter camp might feel ominous, but that was simply how they were.
The first person to greet them was Orsen, a gangly boy whose friendliness was uncharacteristic of both teen males and norren of any age. He grinned at Dante. He still had some growing to do, but even though Dante was on horseback, Orsen was already so tall he hardly had to look up to meet Dante's eyes.
"Where's the trouble?" he said.
Dante glanced around. "Who said anything about trouble?"
"The only time you come to visit your clan is when you've got trouble." His gaze slid to Cee. "Is it her?"
"She is only trouble in the sense that she's as hard to remove as a tick." Dante glanced at Cee. "A very competent and useful tick."
"Don't worry," she said. "I took it as a compliment."
He turned back to Orsen. "Been tossed out into the woods for your trials yet?"
"This spring," he grinned. His beard wasn't as thick as the men's, but it was far denser than what Dante could grow. "He's down by the water. Of course."
"Of course." Dante smiled and rode past.
The water, in this instance, was a lazy stream half frozen over by the ice accreting on the banks. Hopp crouched over it, dabbing a paintbrush in the frothy current. A canvas was stretched on a frame beside him. Two black lines streaked its surface.
"How can it take you so long to paint so little?" Dante said.
Hopp looked up, brows bent. "That the lines are so few is why each takes so long. What do you want?"
"For you to help me sneak into a foreign, impenetrable nation and steal an item of unimaginable power."
"Oh. So you failed to find Cellen."
"Wrong," Dante said, flushing. "I found it. I had it. It was stolen from me."
Hopp sidled toward his canvas, crab-like, and dabbed his brush in a pot of black ink. "How many days did you cry for?"
"The person who stole it is going to use it to destroy Narashtovik."
"And thus you haven't stopped crying? Then it appears I have asked a trick question."
"This isn't a joke, Hopp."
His brush hovered over the canvas. "Does it sound like I'm joking?"
Rather than argue, which was exactly what the norren chieftain wanted, Dante launched into the story. It took more than a few minutes to relay. As he spoke, Hopp moved the brush near the canvas, withdrew it without touching, then extended his hand again. As Dante neared the end of the tail, Hopp laid a single stroke below one of the others, a parallel mark that neatly showed the bristles of the brush at its end.
"I am impressed by the severity of your situation," Hopp said after he finished. "And as your chief, I am, naturally, concerned for your safety."
Dante sighed. "But what does this have to do with you?"
Without turning, the norren smiled. "I knew I was smart to permit you to join the Broken Herons."
"First off, as you mention, I'm a member of this clan, and worthy of support, I'd say. Second, if the Minister destroys Narashtovik, you'll find yourself sharing borders with a madman."
"We don't have 'borders.'"
"If he has his way, you won't have anything else, either."
"You don't know that."
"He's violent and moody. He killed one of our monks for trespassing. For being in the wrong place. How do you think he'll take to the panoply of norren eccentricities?"
"I couldn't say. I don't know him, and I doubt the two of you have had much in the way of deep, personal conversations, either." Hopp slashed another line across the canvas, connecting it to the tip of the previous line at a perpendicular angle. "We suffered in the war as well."
"I know," Dante said. "I was there."
"Do you think there is something in you that likes these things?"
"Who likes war? Besides the worms?"
"Have I ever told you the story of the flagfish?" Hopp smirked; Dante smoothed the impatience from his face. "Don't worry, it's not a lengthy story. In the old days when all such things happened, the flagfish was the most beautiful creature in the river. Its fins fluttered from its sides like silken banners. The trout and the perch watched it strut past with envy; the catfish buried itself in the muck to hide its ugliness.
"The flagfish saw this, and was prideful. It turned this way and that, putting itself on display. Finally the catfish could stand no more. It burst from the mud and bit the flagfish's shimmering fin, spitting the piece out in the water. 'What did I do to deserve this?' the flagfish said. The others gave no answer. It turned with a flourish and the perch nipped its tail.
"The flagfish fled down the river to a pond. For a while, it kept its fins tucked close. Soon, however, it was flashing them again. When the schools of carp could stand no more, they swarmed the flagfish and chewed its fins down to the nub. The flagfish could no longer swim: so of course it died."
"Illuminating stuff," Dante said. "This time, it wasn't my fault."
Hopp dabbed his brush in its ink pot. "I will have to take your word."
Dante scowled at the rushing stream. He knew the norren as well as any human alive, yet there were times their thoughts remained as opaque as when he'd first met them. Opaque by human standards, that is—and that was his problem, he was thinking like a human. In virtually all situations, norren valued the abstract above the concrete.
"If the Minister smashed Narashtovik and menaced the Territories, you would just walk away with the clan, wouldn't you? Or hide in the wilds where he wouldn't care to hunt you down."
"That sounds likely."
"I won't pretend you're in our debt," Dante said, sounding out his thoughts. "The war benefited Narashtovik, too. We're our own place again, as we used to be. So the question is this: Is Narashtovik's existence, as a material thing and an idea, worth fighting for?"
"To you, that's the most compelling question? If we fought for everything worth fighting for, when would we not be at war?"
The question put Dante back on his heels. "But if you follow that path to its end, nothing is ever worth fighting for. How can that possibly be true?"
Hopp smiled slowly. "Now that is a question that cuts."
"Can we agree there is no responsibility to fight for anything except survival?"
"Assuming survival is deemed to be good? We can agree to that."
"Then I ask you to ask the clan if they value Narashtovik enough to fight for it." Dante smiled. "Tell anyone who does to be at the Sealed Citadel in no less than a week."
Hopp grinned, added a final stroke to his canvas, and stepped back to regard it. "A good dodge."
Dante spent an hour catching up with anyone who felt like speaking to him; he spent less time with his clan than he liked, but still felt as if many of them were his friends. He and Cee rode out at mid-afternoon.
"So?" she said.
He glanced downhill at the camp in the trees. "Hopp rightly views this as a suicide mission. He won't unilaterally decide to throw the clan into that. But he was unable to object to asking for volunteers."
"That's what all that talk about philosophy and mythical fish was about? Why not come out and say what you mean?"
"Because he's a norren. And a chieftain. His people chose him because of that ability to see and pursue the meaning behind the decisions posed to him."
She chuckled dryly. "No wonder Gask kept them in chains for so long. Imagine if human leaders were expected to act the same way?"
"I try to."
"I'm sure you do," she said with irritating lightness. "Where to next?"
"The Nine Pines." Dante fiddled with his earring. "Except Mourn isn't answering his loon."
"What could that mean?"
"He's asleep. Or he isn't wearing it. Or he lost it." Dante's horse crested the hill and started down the other side. "Their territory is a couple days' ride from here. I'll keep trying."
They rode until sunset, then camped in a draw. Dante had no idea what the Broken Herons' response would be to his plea. He would be no less surprised if none of them volunteered than if all of them did. He was consoled by the fact that recruiting the norren wasn't critical to the success of their mission. A troop of norren warriors would be an extremely valuable asset—and they needed every single advantage they could get—but they could infiltrate Corl without a single norren beside them.
Blays' end of things was a different story. Dante checked with Nak every night for updates, but there was little to hear. He was fairly certain Blays meant to do as he said, and when it came to getting things done, there was no one Dante trusted more.
But if Blays' heart wasn't in it, or it was beyond him, Narashtovik would find itself in dire straits. They could still attempt to cross the Woduns the typical way, but the logistics would be a nightmare. And there would be casualties. Impossible to guess how many. The cold would claim more than enough. He couldn't possibly hollow caverns large enough for a full troop of soldiers and their beasts of burden. A single kapper attack could decimate them. They would be much slower, too. What would befall them if they were deep in the Woduns when the Minister cracked apart the peaks?
That didn't sound like much of a plan. Better to wait in Narashtovik and prepare the best they could than to throw away soldiers, nethermancers, and resources doing battle with the mountains.
Two days later, they entered the lands where Dante believed the Nine Pines spent the winters, the rough hills (some grassy, some pine-coated) that abutted the mighty river demarcating the border between human and norren. Mourn still hadn't answered his loon. It must have been destroyed or lost—or its owner was.
Dante rode from ridge to ridge, checking every stream and pond big enough to sustain a clan of fifty-plus norren. At one, they found fish bones, still clean and white, and filled-in latrines. Tracks indicated the norren had headed upstream. A couple miles later, they found more bones and refuse. The third such site was fresh enough you could still smell the dung. It was at the end of the line, a hill-fed pond out of which the stream sprung.
But they hadn't seen a single norren all the while.
Cee toed a chunk of antler that had been deemed unfit for carving. "These guys are supposed to be friends of yours, right?"
"I'm closer to many of them than I am to my own clan. Why?"
She stood. "Looks funny, that's all."
With no more trail to follow, they burned two more days criss-crossing the hills. These felt endless, but the territory of any given clan was relatively circumscribed, and Dante thought they'd covered much of the Nine Pines' grounds. On the clan borders (which were unmarked, permeable, and elastic), they twice ran into other clans, one of whom Dante knew fairly well. He stopped to explain the situation to the chief and was allowed to address the entire clan. Unsurprisingly, most had little interest in running off to die for Narashtovik, but two young men and one middle-aged woman volunteered on the spot. He asked them to head to the Citadel as soon as they could.
Both clans claimed to have seen the Nine Pines recently and suggested they were still in the area. Dante got Nak to loon the tribes Narashtovik was in contact with. None had seen Mourn or his people, but Nak informed Dante, with no small pride, that he'd been able to convince three warriors to join the cause.
Dante wondered if he should give up on Mourn and visit the other clans instead. There were thousands of norren scattered across the hills, and Dante would be happy to come away with just a score of recruits. But he trusted Mourn and the Nine Pines above all others, both personally and as warriors. Anyway, at this point, he was starting to get worried about them.
On the morning of their sixth day since leaving Narashtovik, with three to go before they'd need to head home, Cee returned from foraging with a sack of frostberries and an odd look on her face.
She glanced back into the trees. "You up for something really stupid?"
"You're going to have to be more specific about the nature of this stupid. Is it potentially lethal stupid?"
"Nothing that would get you killed. More likely, you'll want to crawl into a hole until the shame goes away."
"That's where all my best ideas come from," Dante said. "Let's get dumb."
"Great. Hand over your clothes."
"You didn't say anything about nude stupidity."
She rolled her eyes. "Your spares. And your cloak. Let's go."
He handed over his cloak and the change of clothes he carried in case he got soaked or soiled. Cee glanced into the woods again and carried his clothes and her pack into a thicket. Twigs snapped. Leaves crunched. Dante sat on a rock and tallied up the other clans who might be worth contacting. If they called off the hunt for the Nine Pines today, they could take a meandering route back to Narashtovik, with time to speak to several clans along the way. That decided it. Better to come back with his second choices than to return with nothing.
Cee emerged from the brush dragging a bulky object that snagged in the twigs and thorns.
"What—?" Dante started.
She shushed him. "Get in the thicket. Don't say a word. Got it?"
He nodded and moved past her. She was lugging a scarecrow made from his clothes. As he settled himself inside the shrubs, she heaved it on top of his horse and lashed it in place. She mounted up and led his horse out into the clearing just past the trees.
Dante crouched in the thorns, feeling as foolish as she'd promised. He was cold without his cloak but not so much that he was shivering yet. He didn't know how long he was supposed to wait. Until Cee decided to come back, he supposed. He wrapped his arms around his legs to stay warm.
Ten minutes later, an animal rustled the branches the opposite direction Cee had gone. Dante went still, ducking his head. Two norren walked through the trees, a man and a woman.
"Oh hell." Dante stood and forced his way through the brambles, screening his eyes against the thorns. He emerged to the sight of two drawn bows. He sighed. The two norren lowered their weapons, looking sheepish. "How long have you been following us, Fenn?"
The woman shouldered her bow. "A couple of days."
"Where are the others?"
She was silent a moment. "Following behind us."
"So you wouldn't ever see us," the male added, confirming what Fenn had implied; Dante had met him before, but couldn't recall his name offhand.
Dante cupped his hands to his mouth. "Hey, Cee! They fell for it!" He turned to Fenn. "Well, come on and let's go see Mourn."
Cee rode back grinning in triumph. She shook the leaves from Dante's clothes and handed them over. He walked his horse behind the two Nine Pines scouts. Mourn and the others were encamped in tents in the woods a couple miles away, on ground Dante and Cee had covered earlier that day.
As soon as they arrived, Mourn walked out to meet them, massive shoulders rolling. "Oh. There you are."
"Why do I feel like you already know why I'm here?" Dante said.
"Because you're reasonably intelligent." Mourn shook his head. "This sounds like madness."
Dante's face fell. "You won't help us."
The norren lifted his eyes. "I didn't say anything about whether I or the Nine Pines would help. All I said was this sounded like madness. As mad as trying to swallow your own bones."
"But your bones are already inside you."
"Exactly."
"If you didn't say you won't help us, does that mean you will?"
"I still haven't said anything about that, have I?" Mourn's shoulders slumped. "Of course I'll say yes."
"What? Then why hide from me?"
"So I wouldn't have to say yes."
Dante bent with laughter. "I don't know if I've ever heard you more miserable in all my life."
"Me neither. As long as you're here spoiling my day, you may as well take some of my stew, too."
He led Dante and Cee to a blanket on the grass. Someone had started a fire beside it and a handful of norren were poking at the kindling and setting up racks and pots above it. The air filled with the smell of roasting potatoes and melting fat. While they waited for it to cook through, Dante related the full story; Mourn had the broad strokes, presumably from Hopp or one of the others Nak had spoken to, but was missing many of the fine touches.
"Blays is back?" Mourn said. "Somehow, that's more surprising than anything else."
Dante eyed the simmering stew. He hadn't had a hot meal in days. "He feels guilty about handing Cellen over to the Minister. But getting it back will likely mean violence, and then he'll feel guilty about that, and run off again."
"A person who feels guilty about hurting others? He sickens me."
"It isn't the guilt that's the problem. We all feel it. But he lets it rule him. Even when we had no other choice. When our actions made the world a better place."
Someone handed Mourn a bowl of stew. He held on to it, ignoring the steam curling from its thick surface. "And you can set it down like I can set down this bowl?"
"In time? Of course."
Mourn honked with laughter. "You don't know how lucky you are."
Dante had nothing to say to this. "You still haven't told me what you think of the plan."
"I think that if I die, I'll be able to quit pretending I know how to lead this clan."
"Is it really that bad?"
"Don't tell me you like being in charge of Narashtovik. Because, now that I think about it, I know you do. So telling me that would be redundant." Mourn gazed across his people as they ate and worked and talked. "The only thing that I have learned as a leader is that I'm not fit to lead. And neither is anyone else."
Someone delivered Dante a bowl of stew and conversation ceased for a while. After he finished, he sat back, comfortably stuffed, lips slick with grease.
Without warning, Mourn stood. He stared into the twilight and raised his voice to his clan. "I'm about to ask you if you want to do something very foolish. Foolish in the sense it will be dangerous to your physical well-being. Some of those who go with us may not make it back. Because we won't be able to carry the bodies back with us."
He paused. Possibly it was a dramatic choice, letting his people conjure up wild scenarios in their heads, but Dante thought he was doing just what he appeared to be doing: fighting to find the best way to express what he felt inside.
"But perhaps it would be foolish not to go. Because our goal is to avert a war against Narashtovik. They are being attacked because of a crime committed so long ago that no one in these lands remembers that it happened. They have no choice in the matter. But we do, and here is our question: do you value Narashtovik's existence enough to risk your own?"
Pale things moved in the firelight: hands being raised. Not all of them, not even a third, but it was as many as Dante could have hoped for. Yet as he sat beside Mourn, watching as people with no ties of blood or power to Narashtovik pledged to fight for it, sadness coiled in his chest.
Because Mourn was right. Some of these people would die. And Dante was the one who had brought that death to them.
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A thick cloud of powdered stone gushed from the wall. Blays turned and pulled his cloak over his face. The dust whispered over him, layering the damp grass. Minn stood undaunted, face caked with it; she flipped back her cloak, knocking it off with a flourish.
"You will listen to me, Ro! Cellen has returned—and it has been taken."
Ro remained standing at the edge of the cliffs. She was an intimidating leader and knew the best time for an exit is after a dramatic moment like pulverizing a staircase. The fact she was listening made Blays think Minn might have a chance.
"So what?" Ro said.
"The man who took it is from Weslee. He still blames Narashtovik for the devastation of his homeland. He's going to use Cellen to destroy them."
"I say again: So what?"
"It's a crime they had no true part in! If anyone deserves to be punished, we do. It's our responsibility to save them. Hiding here is wrong."
"We washed our hands of Narashtovik and all it represents an age ago," Ro said. "It was their decision to stay."
Minn lowered her eyes and glared at the dark cliffs; Blays could see her willing herself to calm down. "Ro, you don't even know what you're refusing. We could save thousands of lives at no risk to ourselves. If you'll let me up to talk to you for five minutes—"
Blays touched her arm. "She's gone."
Minn lifted her gaze back to the cliffs. The three women were nowhere to be seen. "Ro!"
The wind answered, shuffling through the grass. Blays folded his arms. "Should we go, then?"
Minn turned on him. "Should we go? Your whole city is depending on us."
"That's true. Which is unfortunate for them, given that we can't force Ro and all your friends to march eight hundred miles across the continent and then burrow their way through another hundred miles of mountains."
"All we have to do is get inside Pocket Cove. If I can make Ro hold a real conversation with me, I know she'll see reason."
"'Reasonable' isn't the word I'd use for Ro. More like 'intractable.'"
"I don't believe you'd come up with a plan this good, spend the next six days dashing across the country to see it through, then turn around at the first hint of resistance."
"Hint?" Blays laughed. "You call destroying our only path into your home a 'hint'? If you tried to rebuild the stairs at this point, what do you think they'd do?"
"The same thing they would have done to you if you hadn't gone away: bury us in a rockslide."
"Is that a subtle way of reminding me how much I owe you?" Blays put his hands on his hips and shot a nasty look at the beetle trundling over the tip of his boot. "Well, if we can't get in by going over, we'll have to go around."
"By boat?"
"Why not? I mean, besides the fact we don't have one."
"It wouldn't have to be much," Minn said slowly, working this through. "At the north end of the bay, the sea flows from the north between Fo-o Island and the mainland. From there, it sweeps around the curve of the cove. All we'd have to do is build a raft. The tides will take care of the rest."
It was growing dark, but Blays didn't waste a minute. They untied the horses and followed the cliffs north, slowing as the light faded. The rock wall curled west to meet the sea.
"You're sure we can't just build some stairs right here?" Blays jerked his chin at the walls to their left. "We must be fifteen miles away from our last encounter. Surely they're not watching every foot of their turf."
"No, but they're in tune with it. They have to be. If Gask ever tried another invasion, we have to be able to sense it before the king's army would be able to scale the cliffs."
Blays found it hard to believe they could keep tabs on so much space, but he kept his trap shut. They'd built this place, after all. Maybe that gave them a special connection to it. Anyway, he and Minn had another plan.
They set up camp beside the northern cliffs. Surf rolled through the darkness, but the noise was thin, and Blays knew sound traveled far on the seaside air. When morning came around, he saw that he was right—they couldn't even see the ocean—but after a quick ride, they were upon it by early morning. To their left, which was now the south, the cliffs extended into the water and stopped cold. An island hung a few miles off the coast. All they had to do was put together a vessel, then hop into the channel.
And do a hell of a lot of praying, because there were no villages in sight and Blays hadn't exactly come laden with his shipwright's tools. He had an axe, but it was a hatchet for whacking twine and twigs. It would barely be able to dent the rugged trees along the shore.
He did, however, have a length of thin rope, the sort of thing you carried whenever you rode out into the wilds. And a whole bunch of blankets and canvas. While Minn cut these into strips, Blays lugged driftwood from the beach and gathered fallen logs from the patchy forest. It didn't have to be pretty. It didn't even have to last all that long; frankly, they could probably make it by clinging to a loose pile of branches.
He didn't love the idea of dangling in the water across five-plus miles, however. Not only because of the horrible cold, but also the infinitely more horrible sharks. Now that the ocean had had all winter to cool down, maybe it was too frigid for sharks, but chilly waters hadn't stopped the one at Ko-o from spoiling their day.
They spent the early morning lashing together a platform of mismatched logs. It wasn't the sort of thing they'd be able to sell, but it looked like it would do the trick. They dragged it down to the sand.
"Are there any wolves or other large predators around here?" Blays asked. "I mean, besides Ro?"
"Not this close to the sea. Why?"
"Just curious."
Leaving the horses tied up seemed cruel—probably because it was—but it was either that or bid them farewell. That, in turn, would mean running on their own legs to Gallador and picking up horses from Lolligan. The return trip would take twice as long.
He made a silent vow to come back for them. If anything happened in the meantime, they'd have to be another sacrifice to the greater good. Blays shelved the thought and pushed the raft into the surf. The water was testicle-withdrawingly cold, but the waves weren't too bad. After a couple exhausting minutes, they were out in the strait.
Just as Minn predicted, the current swept them along the curl of the cove, drawing them along at a couple hundred yards from shore. Blays had found flat pieces of driftwood to use as oars, but they proved useless against the waves and tides. They continued in the desired direction, however, the raft twirling slowly, just large enough to keep its surface above water except during the roughest waves. They had to kneel to avoid losing their footing, and the shins and knees of their pants grew sodden.
His loon pulsed. Blays winced. He'd forgotten to check in with Nak last night. He could ignore it, but that would only raise more questions later. He got Minn's attention and pointed to his ear, then said, "What's up?"
"Nothing special," Nak said. "Just checking to make sure you hadn't fallen off the end of the earth. Run into anything unusual?"
Blays curled his arms over his head to try to block out the sound of the waves slopping over the raft. "Nope. Still dead quiet on this front."
"Oh? You sound preoccupied."
"We're riding, that's all. Very fast. Should probably pay attention to that, in fact. How about I tell you about it later?"
He closed down the loon. The smell of salt was dense in the air. A few gulls floated on the winds, cawing forlornly. The raft came around the top curve of the C-shaped bay and swept down the long north-south beach. Blays thought he could see a canoe far to the south, checking the traps or the nets. A couple people might have been standing on the sand across from the canoe, but they were too far away to be certain.
Not for long, though. Traversing the bay in this fashion reminded him how achingly small it had felt during his brief time there. From one tip of the C to the other, the bay was about twelve miles across, fifteen tops. He still didn't understand how the People could stand to spend their whole lives in such a limited space.
Seeing it all at once, though, even from the less-than-sweeping perspective of a waterlogged raft less than a quarter mile from shore, it made a little more sense. You could spend years exploring its beaches, its tides, its flourishing pools. Not to mention the Fingers. The mist alone would make each visit feel like coming to a different place. It was its own little world. Its people were, too. He'd hardly scratched their surface. Perhaps they were happier to be able to know their corner of things inside and out.
Had it been a mistake to leave? Fumbling Cellen straight into the Minister's hands certainly felt like a cock-up of epic proportions. The kind of blunder so bad that all you could do was laugh. Laugh, and start a mad dash across hundreds of miles to try to make amends.
The thing was, going to Wending had not been a mistake. They'd saved Minn's cousin. Mended family rifts. Foiled Tallivand's attempt to snatch the Almanack and bolster Moddegan's effort to capture the Black Star. All that could be seen as nothing less than a Good Move (capital G, capital M). In hindsight, it hadn't been necessary to continue to Setteven and chase down Kinnevan, maybe, but who knew; if the king's sorcerer had hung onto the norren idol, perhaps he could have beaten everyone to Cellen. Stopping him had been another good move, then. If a lower case one.
The mistake, if there had been one, lay in going after Dante. There it was, his error glaring like the nimbuses in the quicksilver world of shadowalking. He'd figured Dante would be up to something selfish and egotistical, and thus had to be beaten at all costs. But Blays should have anticipated that everyone else pursuing Cellen meant to use it for something far worse than personal gain.
"What's so funny?" Minn said.
"Let's just say we'd better get this done."
The raft floated along the coast. Sub-currents pushed and pulled it this way and that, but it never came closer than a hundred yards to shore, nor further than double that. Blays tried to adjust course with his paddle, but it was as useless as before.
He set it on the deck. "We're going to have to swim in, aren't we?"
"Just figured that out?"
"Will have to ditch our cloaks. Maybe our boots, too. If they refuse to see us, things are going to be crummy for a while."
Minn's mouth twitched. "If they refuse us, what does it matter what happens next?"
"Well, there's the fact that, unless Ro's really upset with us, we'll still be alive. And thus in need of not stepping on sharp things and freezing to death."
"Good thing I had you train barefoot in the Fingers."
The memory made him shiver. "Hang on. When we were in the Woduns, we were able to shadowalk over the top of the snow. What happens if you shadowalk on water?"
"You sink."
"You sink on water, but not frozen water? What kind of sense does that make?"
"Let me ask Arawn about that," Minn said. "How should I know? You can walk on top of snow in the real world, too. It just crushes down some. If you were able to shadowalk on top of the water, that would be no different from flying, would it? Which we can't do. So I suppose the netherworld retains some of the properties of the physical world it mirrors."
"Do you swim through nether-water just like the normal stuff?"
"Not exactly. You'll see."
They had come a couple miles down from the upper curve. To the south, the sea and beach were now deserted. A wave washed over the raft, soaking Blays' folded legs some more. It was on the miserable side, there was no denying that. Not exactly breaking any speed records, either.
When they were about a mile from the entrance to the tunnels, a steady diagonal current pushed them closer to land. Blays paddled madly, trying to get them close enough that the breakers would push them in the rest of the way, but as the swells began to bulge, a riptide drew them away. He pulled off his boots, knotted them, and looped them around his neck. Minn saw what he was doing and did the same. There was no saving his cloak, however. He transferred the contents of its pockets to his doublet and dropped it on the deck, where the heavy fabric immediately sopped up seawater.
The raft quit angling away and resumed moving parallel to the beach. Blays glanced at Minn. She nodded. The surface was too unstable for a running start, so he walked off the edge. Before he hit the water, he delved into the shadows.
The ocean turned as dark as night, spangled with silver ripples. The water beneath his right foot felt like thick gelatin. He was sinking, but he was able to step forward, his left foot plunging mid-shin into the gummy ocean. The next step took him past his knee. Then he was wading, slogging forward, continuing to sink to his waist. Minn flowed past him. She was doing a crawl stroke, but she seemed to be moving faster than she ought to be able, as if she had a rope around her waist and someone was hauling her in from shore. Blays' momentum flagged. He leaned forward and pawed at the water. He hardly moved.
The water wasn't helping, but the shadows within it could. He dipped into them and surged forward. It was cold, but not in the heat-leeching way of a wintry sea. He didn't feel all that wet yet, either. Very odd. He thought about going back for his cloak, but he could no longer see the raft.
He continued toward shore. Rubbery mounds of black water rolled to all sides, alive with silvery foam. It felt like swimming and yet not. With a frown, he wondered what would happen if he inhaled any of the thick liquid.
Ahead, Minn stood, slogging in to shore, waves tumbling up the sand and shining around her knees. Blays dangled his legs and touched bottom. He followed her in. Once he was above the tideline, he stepped out of the shadows.
He blinked against the overcast glare. He was damp rather than soaked, but he was tired of trying to make sense of this. He plopped in the sand and pulled on his boots. The beach was still empty. They stood and walked south toward the cave mouth. A stone's throw from the entrance, Minn stopped. There was no entrance. Just blank, slabby basalt.
Blays cocked his head. "This is it, isn't it?"
"Yes."
"Then where's...it?"
"They've closed it," she said. "They saw us coming."
Blays walked up to the wall and knocked where he thought the entry had been. "Well, that's rude."
"It's their form of mercy. It's what they do when a stranger sails into the cove, but they don't want to kill him."
"I'm going to choose to interpret that as a positive sign." He glanced over his shoulder. "What are you waiting for? Open it up."
"I can't."
"Forget how magic works, did you? Give it a try. For me. So you can tell me 'I told you so.'"
She set her mouth in a skeptical line, but reached toward the rock. A vertical seam appeared. Rock flowed inward, concaving the wall in a spreading, egg-shaped depression. A moment later, rock poured back in from the sides, obliterating her work.
"I told you so." She gave him a look and stepped back. "They're watching from within."
"So what if we come at it from over there?" Blays pointed where his old room must have been located inside the cliff.
"They'll feel it and stop us."
"Well, there has to be something we can do." He glared at the rock. Stupid rock, as solid as itself. The seal their antagonists had set up probably wasn't all that thick, but even if he had a tree trunk and a dozen burly men to hoist it, the People of the Pocket would close up the wall faster than he could bash it down. "We know you're in there!"
"It's no use," Minn said. "They have enough supplies to last for a year without stepping outside. It's standing policy. And as long as they're stuck in there, they've got nothing better to do than keep us out."
Blays gazed at the basalt wall. Matter in the netherworld only showed some of the properties of its earthly counterparts. Water was sort of watery. Sort of wet. Snow was kind of cold and a little bit soft. What if rock was only sort of hard?
The certainty that he could walk through it flooded his marrow.
He stepped into the shadows, then stepped into the wall. And rebounded from it, accompanied by a coconutty whack of his skull. He stumbled back into the real world, rubbing his forehead. "Shit!"
Minn laughed. "Did you just do what I think you did?"
He ignored her. His problem was he'd tried to walk through the wall. He should have been trying to follow the nether into it. He vanished back into the twilight realm. The nether rested in the rock as it did in everything else. He felt himself in the nether in the air. In the layer of sand beneath his feet. In the salty vapor that hung in the air. In everything.
He felt himself in the nether in the rock. He stepped forward.
He popped out into a round chamber of rock, the pale, nethereal light inside it illuminating the faces of six extremely surprised-looking women.
"Fancy seeing you here," he said. "How many walls does a guy have to walk through to talk to Ro?"
The women stumbled back. Without turning his back on them, Blays knocked three times on the outer wall. A moment later, daylight poured inside, followed by a dazed-looking Minn.
"How did you do that?" she said, chorused by two other people.
A woman with her red hair in a bun gathered her wits. "You cannot be in here!"
"Yet here I am," Blays said. "Want to get me out? Take me to see Ro."
"Not necessary." Ro strode from the hallway leading deeper into the tunnels, jaw clenched. She turned an incinerating gaze on the others. "Who let them in?"
"No one did." The redhead squirmed. "He walked through the wall. Right through solid stone."
Ro tightened her hand into a fist and turned on Minn. "You know better than to come here. I am in my rights to strike you dead."
"Go ahead," she shrugged. "If we leave without you, we're dead anyway."
"Would be a shame to lose Minn," Blays said. "Apparently she's a hell of a teacher."
Ro sighed louder than the surf banging up the shore. "Why did you leave us? Weren't you happy?"
"It wasn't about that." Minn's voice dropped. "A member of my family was being held captive. Without us, he might have died."
"You know the vows."
"Like my own name. Please, Ro. Listen to what I have to say before forging your judgment."
Ro's jaw worked. "Speak, then. Knowing that my judgment is final, and I will not hesitate to enforce it."
Minn closed her eyes. "That's all I can ask."
"Outside."
Without waiting for acknowledgement, Ro strode out the oval door Minn had opened in the wall. Halfway to the surf, she sat in the sand, the wind teasing her gray-streaked hair about her face. Blays and Minn sat across from her. A handful of the others drifted after them like a lost flock, looking to Ro for permission. She nodded and they sat in a loose ring around the three.
"Everything?" Minn asked Blays.
"Everything." He winked at Ro. "I trust her to keep a secret."
Minn leaned forward, tracing her fingers through the sand. "It's a long story. Bear with me."
She began. Not with their decision to leave Pocket Cove, but with the story of what brought her to it. How she'd been cut away from her family by a father who looked at her not as a daughter or a person, but as a blasphemous witch with no interest in her role as a vessel of motherhood. By the time she concluded the tale of her homelessness, Ro was the only one who looked unmoved. She'd heard this before, Blays decided. Either that or she really was that steely.
Minn shifted to the recent past. Admitting that she'd kept in contact with her brother made her visibly uncomfortable, but she continued, explaining how she and Blays had chosen to go to Wending to help her cousin. That they'd meant to be gone no longer than a week or two. Until they'd discovered that Cellen was on the verge of its return, and that Moddegan meant to take it.
"So what?" Ro interrupted. "What does it matter to us, the useless strife of kings? Pocket Cove is separate from all of that. That's the very reason why we're here."
"Cellen's the one thing that could tear down our walls," Minn said. "Besides, I'm not finished."
Ro looked irritated, but made no further objections. Minn moved through what they'd done at Setteven and the Norren Territories, explaining what had brought them to Dante (as well as his significance in this tangled game), and how, right when Blays had made off with Cellen, it had been snatched up by the Minister.
Ro was staring at Blays. "And if you'd hung on to it, what would you have done with it?"
"Me?" he said. "I honestly have no idea."
"I have no time for coyness. No one quests for Cellen without scheming what they'll do once it's theirs."
"I really didn't give it that much thought. I just wanted to keep it away from the others." He picked up a pearly little shell and rolled it around his palm. "But you're right. I thought about it. If I'd kept it, I would have brought it to Setteven, and played a giant sky-spanning illusion of King Moddegan being batted around by an enormous kitten."
"An enormous..?" Ro's face creased with angry confusion. "Why?"
"For laughs. Mostly, to be rid of it."
"I don't believe that." She cleared her voice, enforcing its sternness. "Not for a second."
"The Minister comes from from Weslee," Minn finished. "He still blames Narashtovik for what we did to his land."
Ro swung her head Minn's way. "Did you tell Narashtovik this?"
"Don't they have a right to their own history? To know why they're about to be put to death?"
"You don't understand how little that means to me. We haven't concerned ourselves with the outside world in centuries. All I care about is the safety of the People."
Blays snorted. "You're not hiding here for your safety. If that were true, it wouldn't matter if your people came and went. Instead, you're hiding the shame of what you did to Weslee. I've seen plenty of self-loathing in my travels. It looks a lot like punishing your young by forcing them to swim naked in winter and spend days alone in the Fingers."
"Those aren't punishments. They're training methods! And they certainly worked for you."
"We don't want much from you. A tunnel through the mountains. We're not going to massacre Weslee again, just take Cellen and maintain the status quo." He held her gaze. "Your people will never be in harm's way. And you can walk away knowing you saved lives in the present—and redeemed others in the past."
Ro rolled her lips together. "You really think the People of the Pocket should shoulder the blame for something that happened a thousand years ago?"
"Only the People know that. If the Minister knows about you, you can be certain he'll think so."
She met eyes with each of the women sitting around her. No one spoke, yet there seemed to be an understanding flowing between them, the kind of communication that's only possible between people who have lived together so long they know where the others stand without saying a word.
Or maybe they were using arcane sorcerous mind-powers. Despite all he'd seen, there remained times when the world was too complex for Blays to begin to guess.
"This tunnel," Ro said. "Tell me what you'd have us do."
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The ship cut through the waves with such speed Dante suspected its crew must have some sway over the winds as well as the earth. The seas were high and angry, yet the vessel seemed to skim along its surface like a skater on the frozen canals of Yallen. Technically speaking, there were probably better ways Dante could be spending his time instead of standing on the docks watching its progress, yet along with the diplomatic angle, he thought that someone should be here. To watch the remnants of ancient Narashtovik rejoin, however temporarily, the city they'd once built.
The ship hove in, bleeding speed. Its wood was dark and matte, its sails the blue-gray of the sea beneath an overcast sky. Unusual, but even if he hadn't known to look for it, the design wouldn't have surprised him. As with everything they did, it was meant to pass unseen.
As it came to the pier, however, and the stevedores, sailors, and passengers milling around got a look at its crew, it drew considerable attention. With one exception, everyone on its decks was a woman.
Ropes flew this way and that. Blays grinned down from the railing. "Of all the favors I've ever done you, count this one as my finest. I can't imagine what you'll owe me. We can start with Narashtovik and take it from there."
Dante crossed his arms. "Suits me. Right now, I'd count taking the city off my hands as another favor."
Blays disappeared for a while. People thumped around, securing ropes, moving cargo. They had a rope ladder, but Dante had gotten the dock workers to bring around a mobile staircase. The first woman to descend it was familiar to him. He'd seen the steel in her eyes before.
"We've met," she said. "My name is Ro."
Dante bowed. "The debt we'll owe you will be eternal."
"We're not here to earn debts. We're here to pay one off." She gazed past him to the city. An unreadable expression settled on her face. "But there are conditions. First: the pathway is all we do. Once it's complete, we return home. We owe you the chance to save yourselves, but we'll take no part in punishing Weslee a second time."
"I would do the same."
"Second: while they work, my people are to be left in peace. No questions about how they do what they do. Or about any element of Pocket Cove, no matter how trivial. You will treat us like a tool. You don't ask a hammer how it drives the nail."
"Ro, I mean it when I say we're in your debt up to our ears. I would never think of trying to use you for more."
"I haven't kept my people alive and untroubled by trusting the kindness of strangers." She gave him a hard look, then smiled enough to soften its edges. "Third and last: don't hurt the Wesleans worse than you have to. We're not here to help you commit genocide."
"The Minister killed my friend. I will kill him if I get the chance." Dante inclined his head. "But I have no hate for his people. I'll do my best to keep them out of the fire."
Ro looked to the city again. "Then there is nothing stopping us from working together."
Her people had come down the stairs to gather behind her. Dante made a sweeping gesture toward the two spires at the center of town. "Welcome to Narashtovik."
He led the procession back to the Citadel. She had brought fifty people with her and he could feel their power in the air. Fifty nethermancers, all of whom were as strong as his monks—and some of whom must surely rival the Council. Their potential was intoxicating. Enough to topple a kingdom. If they were to join him in earnest, it might be enough to reduce the Minister's army to ashes.
That was a fantasy, of course. The People of the Pocket could never be cajoled or coerced into a war. Part of him was amazed Blays had convinced them to come at all.
He moved next to Blays, who looked right pleased with himself. "Well done. But while you were out and about, would it have killed you to enlist a dragon or three?"
Blays scoffed. "If you're not satisfied with my witch army, I can send them straight home."
They drew plenty of looks on the way to the Citadel. He had no idea how much time the People of the Pocket spent outside their isolated homeland, but if they were impressed by the city, most of them hid it well. Some looked contemplative, almost yearning. Was it just a matter of being back in civilization? Or was it a deeper connection to the city their ancestors had helped create?
The streets smelled like wood smoke and melting snow. It was as lively as ever. Rumors had swirled concerning the frenetic comings and goings of the Sealed Citadel, but as far as Dante knew, the people weren't aware they stood on the brink of invasion. He hoped they'd remain ignorant until he finished his business in Weslee.
The Citadel gates rolled open, revealing rows of norren yurts erected on the cobbles of the courtyard.
"What's the matter with you?" Blays said. "You don't even have the decency to let your volunteers sleep inside?"
Dante walked down the corridor the warriors had left down the middle of the encampment. "I offered. You know how they are."
A fleet of servants materialized to show the women to their housing in the monks' chambers. The monks, meanwhile, had been relocated to the barracks that had emptied a few days ago when they'd sent the troops and the bulk of the slow-moving mule teams ahead toward the Woduns. There, they'd meet up with Ast, who'd been sent into the mountains more than a week ago in order to scout a location to begin the tunnel.
It was a lot of shuffling about, considering the People would only be in Narashtovik for one night, but everything else was already prepared, and Gant seemed pleased to be occupied with a new majordomo challenge.
Dante took Ro up to the Council chambers. The others were already there. As she entered, they stood and bowed their heads.
She glanced at Dante. "What's this?"
Tarkon stepped forward. "Thank you, my lady. Not just for answering our call to aid. But for making this place what it is."
A smile creased her mouth. "It may shock you to learn that I had nothing to do with the founding of Narashtovik. Or your order. But thank you for making me feel incredibly old."
"Trust me, I've got decades on you." Tarkon smiled back, the resulting wrinkles proving his claim. "We know we're talking of a time before we were a twinkle in Arawn's stars. Despite that—and the fact we only learned of our shared history a few weeks ago—it means something to us that your people have returned."
Dante introduced her to the others, particularly those who would be traveling with them, which included Somburr, Ulev, and Pinya. Dante would have liked to bring more, but they needed to keep the bulk of their forces in reserve, particularly Olivander, who would oversee the defense if Dante failed, and Nak, who operated the priceless network of loons.
The remainder of the day sped by; for some reason, Dante had let himself be talked into hosting a feast, and he found himself dragged into its arrangements. Late afternoon, with sunshine pouring through the vast windows of the Winter Hall, the guests began to stream in: Council members, monks, soldiers, norren, women of the Pocket. Gant had scheduled things that even the servants tasked to see to the event would have half the evening off to enjoy it. Dante didn't see Blays, but wasn't surprised by his absence.
There was food of all kinds at the dinner, but after the fact, he couldn't remember what. And not just because of the four cups of wine he had along with it. Rather, what he remembered were those present, and the mood they'd brought to the feast with them: the gravity of an uncertain future, but the undaunted resolve of a people united in that future's defense.
Once the main course, roast birds of some sort, had been picked apart, Tarkon stood, cleared his throat, and waited for silence. "And now, if you will indulge him, the head of our order would like to say a few words."
Dante thought he meant Olivander. Then, to his horror, eyes turned his way instead. He gave Tarkon a withering look, but the old man defied him by remaining firmly alive. Dante sighed inwardly—speeches: one of the many weights that dragged down the mantle of command—and stood.
"I won't be too maudlin," he said. "Or too windy. But if this is the last time I see you, I want you to know what an honor it's been to serve with you." He stopped. Two hundred faces watched him, wanting more. Frustration mounted in his chest, as hot as a lump of potatoes you have to swallow before it scalds you. "A place like this, like Narashtovik, is much more than the person who leads it. It's borne along on the shoulders of everyone here. Don't fear for it. You've already built it. It can't be taken away."
He realized that he was done and sat down. During the applause, he wondered how much of his speech he believed.
As the night wore on, a great many people came to speak to him one on one. They meant well, but it felt ominous. As if no one in the room expected him to return.
But the morning came, as it always did, and he was still alive, as he had been for the last quarter of a century. In the courtyard, the norren had rolled up their yurts, ready to march. The People of the Pocket stood apart in a single cluster. The scouts and soldiers joked and shot the breeze; they'd probably been down here for an hour. Dante was disgraced by the idea he was the last to arrive, but five minutes later, Blays walked out the front door.
As they moved out—Dante was on horseback, but many of the troops, most of Ro's people, and all of the norren were not—he didn't look back at the city. He thought he'd see it again. Besides, he knew it so well that one last look wouldn't give him anything he didn't have already.
Quite a few people came out to watch them go. Some were there to try to figure out why such a force was departing, but others were there for the sheer spectacle: they had over two hundred people on the march, and the assortment was motley, to say the least. Dante smiled to himself and refused to answer a single question from the crowd.
Their band made good time on the road east, camping in the woods that night and moving on at first light. Dante was kept busy with discussions with the other Council members, scouts, and Nak.
As the sunset of the second day approached, with the mountains hanging to the east like a fortress of the gods, Blays rode up beside him. "It always feels strange, doesn't it?"
"Heading out like this?" Dante chuckled. "It has always amazed me that the weightiest task is able to sit on the rational mind without leaving the faintest impression."
"We should be running away and changing our names, right? Yet here I am wondering when we're going to eat dinner."
"Our bodies must recognize how many pairs of breeches we've brought with us, and will only allow our brains to start soiling them once we get close enough to our destination to have enough spares."
"Or what if we're just that dumb?" Blays said. "Like we can't be that afraid of a bear until it's actually eating our leg."
Dante thought there might be some truth to that. He probably wouldn't begin to feel it until they'd returned to Weslee. Even then, they'd have a ways to go before the terror set in.
They made it up into the foothills without incident, catching up with the supply caravan, which had encamped a ways below Soll to avoid kappers and excess snow. Coordinating through Nak, Dante arranged to meet Ast and his team there.
The next morning, the entire village came out to watch them arrive. As the troops settled in for a meal, Dante gathered the Council members, Ro, Blays, and Minn, and met with Ast in the meadow away from the others.
"Found a route?" Dante asked Ast.
He nodded. "Given the nature of your plans, it wasn't exactly difficult. It is perhaps a two-day hike from here. That is when the going gets rough enough to justify traveling under the mountains instead."
"Any sign of kappers?"
"Some tracks. Nothing too recent. We had good luck on our return crossing, too. Either they've bedded down for the winter, or I wonder if they were drawn to the Minister instead."
"I doubt we're that lucky," Dante said. "That's the plan, then. Hike to the site. There's too many of us for a cave. Ro, can your people help me build a wall around ourselves each night?"
The woman frowned as if he'd insulted her. "A wall?"
"To keep out the kappers. They're real. Even with a wall, we're going to want sentries."
"This is something I'll want to protect my people from on the way back?"
"Absolutely. And we'll want to keep the entrance of the tunnel too small for one to get inside. I'll fill you in on the march."
Her cheek twitched. "I would have appreciated knowing about this complication ahead of time."
"It didn't occur to me," Dante said. "And given the kappers are impervious to almost everything except gravity, your people should have no problems handling them. I wouldn't be surprised if, after your people left Narashtovik, those who remained in the city created the kappers to stop Weslean nethermancers from trying to cross over."
"I wouldn't know that." Ro tapped her arm, then nodded once. "We'll continue. But I expect to know everything there is to know."
"Of course. If there's nothing further, we should move on. With a group this size, it may take longer than we've anticipated."
He gave the troops a few more minutes to eat, then spread the word that it was time to pack up camp. The villagers watched them go. As they moved into the forest, Mourn approached him, towering over the humans.
"My scouts took it upon themselves to range ahead," he informed Dante. "I hope you don't think I'm being presumptuous."
Dante glanced up at him. "Why would I mind you putting your people to use?"
"Because you are used to doing things your way and we are used to doing things ours."
"Just make sure they're back by dusk. For their own safety."
With the bevy of people, animals, and supplies, he expected it to be slower going than their initial trip across the Woduns. As they approached their first spread of talus, he sighed inwardly, pricking his ears for the animal scream that meant a mule had broken its leg and needed healing. Even if everyone made it across without injury, it would take five times as long as crossing solid ground.
But he hadn't counted on the People of the Pocket.
They moved ahead of the body of troops. As Dante watched, a ribbon of loose rocks seemed to melt before them. The People advanced along it, smoothing the ground as they went. Dante jogged behind them and stepped on the ribbon. It was hard, solid rock, fifteen feet across and seamless, sturdier than the finest norren road. He laughed out loud.
Ro glanced over her shoulder. "I assume you'll have no complaints if I take the lead."
Dante bowed. "By all means."
She gestured her people onward. The road materialized before them. When one woman tired, another moved forward to take her place. In this fashion, they were able to maintain a middling walking speed. The soldiers and beasts piled in behind them. The entire group crossed the field in minutes.
At a snowfield, Dante retook the lead. As he marched through the crunching ice, he became lost in the dream of connecting Narashtovik, Tantonnen, Gallador, the Norren Territories, and everything that had once made up Eastern Gask with a perfect network of roads. Travel times could be cut in half. Such an effort would take him years by himself, but the People of the Pocket could accomplish it in a season—and Cellen could do it in an instant.
Logically, it would be better to extend his life and spend part of it uniting his allies with roads than to burn Cellen in such a manner. But the potential was what sent his mind spinning. He could build aqueducts down from these very mountains, expand Narashtovik's underground sewers across the whole city, clear miles of fields for farming. He was certain Ro would take her people back to Pocket Cove the instant this was finished, but there was nothing to stop him from training others to move the earth, was there? With just a dozen monks working every day, he could revolutionize the lives of tens of thousands.
But that was for the future. In the present, he had to deal with the Minister. He withdrew from such fancies to keep watch on the forests and the ridges. A single kapper attack or avalanche could ruin everything.
Throughout the day, the People of the Pocket cut a swath across and through a series of screes and cliffs. By the end of the day, they were closer to their destination than to Soll. The scouts pointed the war party to a pine forest protected on one side by a cliff. There, for their final act of the day, the People conjured a semicircle of twenty-foot walls, enclosing more than enough space to house the whole camp with room for latrines. They quickly strung up tents and erected yurts. Men hacked down branches and cleared the ground. In a blink, fires blazed. The camp was filled with the smell of smoke and roasting meat.
Dante found Ast warming himself by one of the fires. "How far are we?"
Ast looked to the east, but the blank wall blocked his sightline. "We could only have moved faster if we'd flown. We should be at the site by noon tomorrow."
It took Dante some time to get to sleep. He was too busy envisioning the next day. When he got up, the only lights were the coals of the fires and the stars overhead. He moved along the walls and checked with the soldiers watching the darkness. None had seen or heard any sign of kappers.
They ate and packed their shelters. The People pulled down a section of wall and the procession moved on. The day began dazzling and sunny, but by late morning, a carpet of cloud muffled the sky. The world seemed to dim. Dante was staring up at it trying to gauge whether it was about to snow when Ast announced they'd arrived.
The site he'd chosen to begin the tunnel was on a stretch of level ground. A series of steep rises hung above it, followed by countless miles of snowfields, ravines, and glaciers. It was a good site, and Dante said as much. While the scouts dispersed to make sure the area was as desolate as it looked, the troops went about gathering wood from the surrounding pine forest. The crack of axes filled the day.
Ro approached the rocks and got to work.
The first step, which would go on to consume the remainder of the first day, was devoted to hollowing out the staging area: the huge caverns in which everyone, including the animals, would shelter and wait while the People of the Pocket worked on the tunnel.
Because, as it turned out, there were a few minor logistical issues with gouging a hole through scores of miles of mountains while simultaneously attempting to pass a small army through that hole. The People of the Pocket's timetable was aggressive, but it was still going to take multiple days to craft the passage. Even if they were somehow able to conjure the entire tunnel instantaneously, the distance between them and the other end was going to be something like eighty miles, possibly longer. The troops would have to rest and sleep more than once to get through it. Yet making the tunnel wide enough for them to rest at any point along the way would slow the People down tremendously—every foot they cleared to the side was one foot they could have spent moving forward.
Instead, he and Ro worked out another option. Rather than a spacious tunnel of uniform width, they'd keep it as tight as reasonably possible. But there would be two giant caverns built into it: one here, at the start, and one in the middle, reachable on a full day's march. A second day of travel would see the army out the other side. Smaller caverns, roughly the size of a large room, would augment the tunnel every ten miles, allowing space for those who needed it to rest mid-march without clogging the passage.
The rock before Ro melted inward, flowing away in a potent, heatless rush. Two women stood beside her, casting nethereal light into the growing space, though Dante doubted Ro needed the illumination. He expected she could operate entirely by feel. The cavern was soon wide enough to walk into. As Ro continued to expand it straight back, others moved in to open its sides.
"We're sure the whole mountain's not about to fall down?" Blays said.
"They know what they're doing," Dante said. "They'll feel it if it starts to get...collapsey."
"Well, just a friendly reminder that I'll be sleeping in there. I have a secret vulnerability to being crushed by thousands of tons of rock."
"At least it would be over fast."
Dante walked into the cave and let his mind move into the rock. As the open space grew and grew, he felt the faintest tremor in the nether. After discussing it with Ro, they decided to amend the chamber to include a number of pillars. Just in case. Dante handled these, fighting the urge to make every curve and surface smooth. It didn't have to be perfect. It just had to keep the snow (and the mountain) off their heads.
He went outside for a break and saw that many of the soldiers were watching the cave in awe. Pale lights flashed between the pillars as strange women reshaped the Woduns with mere thought. Dante stopped to watch, too.
Their guesses as to how big the cavern would need to be were just that—guesses—and as they neared completion, they brought in a few dozen of the troops and mounts to see whether the space was sufficient. Men lugged in firewood and supplies while some of the women of the Pocket installed fire pits, chimneys, ventilation shafts, and downward-sloping latrines in the outer wall.
With so many people, the process moved at incredible speed. The cavern was complete by mid-afternoon. The People of the Pocket moved their efforts to the tunnel itself, boring an eight-foot-wide passage into the inner wall, working two at a time while two more followed with compasses and plumbs to ensure the passage was kept reasonably straight and level. Dante volunteered to help and was added to the queue of women. Their talent varied wildly: some were only able to carve out a hundred feet of tunnel before tiring, while others walked for a quarter mile, rock dissolving before them the whole way, until at last they smiled faintly and stepped back, allowing the next to take their place. It was impossible to tell exactly how far they progressed, but Dante thought they'd made it at least five miles through the mountains before their strength was spent.
By the time he got back to the main chamber, many of the women and some of the troops were asleep. Fires burned in the pits, heating and lighting the front of the cave. There was a bit of smoke, but most of it channeled up the flues built into the wall.
Ro was among the last to return from the tunnel. Dante went to greet her. "This is incredible. We're moving much faster than I expected."
"It will slow as we get deeper." Her voice creaked with exhaustion. "But thank you. Now where's dinner?"
The last thing they did before nightfall was shrink the outside entrance to the exact size where a man could get through it but a kapper couldn't. Thus protected, they screened it with tarps to keep out the cold.
Dante found Blays and Minn eating dinner. "Exciting, isn't it?"
"I've lived with these people for years," Minn said, "and I've never seen anything like it."
Blays rolled his eyes. "Let's not pat ourselves on the back so hard that we're too worn out to drill our magical tunnel."
"Thank you for bringing them." Dante smiled and went to bed.
When he woke, his first sensation was the smell: the cavern was rank with the dung and urine of horses and mules. The sweat of men, too. He peeked through the entrance. The troops and beasts had trampled the snow, but the kapper tracks were unmistakable. He went for his sword, widened the opening, and stood vigil with the other members of the Council while the soldiers went to stretch their legs and exercise the animals.
The women were already at work on the tunnel; he heard the first of them had risen at midnight. As the tunnel lengthened, he understood why Ro had thought their progress would slow down. It was a long ways for them to walk and growing longer by the moment. But while the tunnel was much warmer than outside, it was still chillier than the main cavern. Not to mention cramped and featureless. He thought about suggesting they create two additional great halls along the way instead of one, but the People worked on, tireless, uncomplaining. When his turn neared, he started down the tunnel. Walking by the light of his torchstone, then the nether, with his breathing and footsteps echoing off the close walls, it took him three hours to reach its end.
The day after that, it took him half a day to reach its terminus. There would be no going back to the great hall that night. At multiple points along the walk, he'd heard the trickle of water and felt drafts of cold, fresh air; the People, noticing the staleness, had driven ventilation shafts up to the surface.
They finished shaping the second sleeping hall and continued on. That night was his most miserable: the chamber had no fireplaces, poor lighting, and little company besides the women, who very well might have been on orders to minimize their contact with him, given their standoffishness. He spent the night tired and alone.
He felt better as soon as he got back to work on the tunnel. With no sunlight or any other markers of the passage of time, the day entered a compressed, trance-like state. As soon as his hold on the nether grew weak, the annoyance and dissatisfaction of non-work swelled inside him. He looned Nak to send word to Somburr and the troops. It was time for them to move.
To stave off his moodiness, Dante hung around the ever-advancing end of the tunnel. The women were deathly serious at times, appearing as incapable of joking as they would be of pulling a stump out with their teeth, but when they were alone together, they made fun like anyone else.
That night, he stayed with them in one of the sub-chambers they'd built along the tunnel. He put in his work, then backtracked all the way to the second hall, where the troops had arrived the night before. Some of them looked a little rattled, and the norren appeared less than pleased to be stuck underground in tunnels that felt even smaller to them, but there were no signs of panic. Dante let them know that they should be on the move by the next morning.
Not that he knew when "morning" was. He hadn't seen sunlight in days. Even his sleep schedule had become haphazard. To refresh the nether faster, and to pass the time, he was getting much more of it, curling up in his blankets whenever he thought he might be able to nod off.
His lack of time-sense was why it came as such a surprise when, many hours later, as he stood at the end of the tunnel waiting his turn, a blade of sunshine slashed through the curtain of stone. A wave of frozen air came with it. He looked out on Weslee.
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Everything about it felt different. The air. The temperature. The light. Even the ground somehow felt like a foreign country. He couldn't explain how, exactly. But for the first time since crossing from Mallon into Gask, he was looking on someplace new. Even if that newness was a barren, rocky snowfield, it was pretty damned exciting.
A scout came to spell him on the ridge, informing him the People were readying to depart. Blays jogged back across the hills. The flat spot outside the tunnel was filled with a melange of men, norren, mules, and horses. The People of the Pocket were gathered in a loose cluster by the passage's entrance. Dante was there, too. On seeing Blays, he smiled and went to confer with Ro.
"I know you said this wasn't about debts," Dante said. "But if there is ever anything that I, the Council, or the city of Narashtovik can do for you or your people, we're yours to command."
Ro gazed to the east. "Just remember why you're here."
That sounded a tad ominous, but also like one of those things Blays wasn't privy to because he was no longer the hammer hanging from the Great Dante's belt. He decided to let the important people worry about it.
Instead, he found Minn and grinned. "Been out for a walk yet? It's like another country."
"Not yet." She smiled wanly. "And I don't think I'll get to."
"Why..?" His grin fell to earth like a pigeon with a heart attack. "You're going back with them."
"I'm not sure what use I'd be here. They're still my people. I think it's time to rejoin them."
"Well."
"Is there a reason for me to stay?"
He gazed up at the western peaks. He could have fabricated any number of excuses to keep her around, including a few that might be halfway true. But the fact was they didn't need her, not really; for her talents, Dante surpassed her at jerking rocks around, and while she was a superior shadowalker to Blays, he could handle himself well enough. True, it never hurt to have another nethermancer around, but she was outclassed by the members of the Council who were present, and they'd brought a dozen monks besides.
All that was here for her was unnecessary risk for a city she had no ties to. That was it.
"You're right," he said. "You should go back with them. When this is over, I'll drop by the cove to tell you how it played out."
She touched his arm. "I'd like that."
As if Ro had been waiting for them to conclude, she nodded to the People of the Pocket. They filed inside the tunnel. Within a couple minutes, they were gone.
Dante crunched through the snow beside him. "Ready to go?"
"Ready to fling myself at a hateful madman in possession of the world's most powerful object? Let's ride."
The plan, as he understood it, was loose but sound. Move everyone to a safe, out of the way spot near the borders of the Spirish forest, then keep the body of the troops there while a few heavy hitters snuck into Corl and skulked around to figure out where Cellen was. Once that was established, they'd send in a lean, stealthy strike to try to liberate it while simultaneously moving the troops close enough to respond should the strike result in disaster. Then, with Cellen in hand, they'd rush to the tunnel, close it behind them, and abscond back to Narashtovik.
It remained to be seen whether actual events would resemble that plan in the slightest.
The army marched across the snowfields. Human and norren scouts moved ahead. According to their guide Ast, they were several days from the nearest real settlements, but if a single traveler spotted them and spread the word, the whole thing could be stillborn.
They didn't see a soul for the first four days, however, and as far as they knew, they managed to elude detection all the way to their base camp, a pine-filled valley in sight of the first lorens towering above the lesser trees. As troops went to gather lorbells and replenish their dwindling provisions, Dante called together those bound for the infiltration of Corl: Somburr, Cee, Ast, Mourn, Blays, and a handful of scouts. They gathered under the pines, out of earshot of the others.
Dante gazed between them. "In one way, this will be easier than it sounds. The Minister will have it on him at all times. I guarantee it."
"Difficult to get to him in his compound," Somburr said. "But if he leaves, we'll have a real opportunity."
"Is he arrogant?" Blays said. "Stupid?"
Dante shrugged. "Probably the former. Definitely not the latter. Why?"
"Because his people have waited a thousand years to get their hands on Cellen. Unless he's unbelievably arrogant, dumb, or some combination of the two, there's no way he leaves his little treetop castle."
"Until it's time to smash Narashtovik." They all thought about that a moment. Dante bit his lip. "We should count on that coming sooner than later. His army must be close to assembled. Once it's ready, he'll be shuffling thousands of troops in. It'll be impossible for us to miss. I think the conservative approach is best: watch carefully and wait for opportunity."
Dante passed out funny-looking clothes with loose sleeves and legs, along with cinches for the wrists and ankles. He promised they were Spirish, but as Blays dressed, he suspected it was a prank of some kind.
They moved east into the forest. From a distance, the lorens looked pretty tall, but Blays soon found that was a trick of perspective: in fact, they were gigantic. Bizarre roots, too. Like a tangle of horrifically enormous worms holding a race to see who could get out of the ground fastest. Dante warned them that many of the trees were inhabited, some with entire towns. He'd explained this before, but now that Blays was seeing the trees in person, he understood it on a whole new level.
They marched for a couple of days, following the roads like the innocent travelers they weren't. Dante, as per his habit, had killed a couple of genuinely innocent forest mammals, sending them ahead down the path to ensure there was no sign of soldiers. Just as Blays was beginning to wonder if they were leaving their own troops too far behind, Dante, Ast, and Cee stopped to confer, pointing off into the never-ending woods.
"Corl's just a couple miles from here," Dante said. "We'll find an unoccupied tree, then get to work.
They did just that, locating a loren that was on the small side, relatively speaking, and climbing up its roots to shelter in the hollows circling its trunk. There, "work" turned out to be everyone sitting around while Dante ordered a dead mouse to climb piggyback on a dead squirrel, then sent the squirrel bounding into the brush.
"I think," Blays said after ten minutes of near silence, "we may have brought too many people."
Dante waved a hand, distracted. "If the only 'people' at risk are a couple of dead animals, we should consider ourselves lucky."
He was right. Even so, it wasn't a whole lot of fun to sit around in a damp tree with a bunch of smelly people while Dante gazed blankly into space.
A couple hours later, Dante shifted position. "He's there. In his palace."
"Better news than if he weren't," Blays said. "Unless he were off in a temple renouncing his wicked ways. What's he doing?"
"Writing. Quit bothering me."
Blays sighed thinly. A half hour later, he got up to go stroll around. Somburr followed him out of the entry of the round. "Where are you going?"
"Anywhere," Blays said.
"Now's not the time to wander."
"You realize I'm not—and haven't been for years—Narashtovik's servant?"
"I do," Somburr said. "And I believe you're smart enough to know better than to jeopardize our mission because you're bored."
Blays chuckled. "Keen one, aren't you? I'll be good."
He returned inside the round. A whole lot of nothing transpired. Just after sunset, Dante let out a breath and his eyes lit up the way they always did when he withdrew from the mind of a dead thing and came back to the here and now.
"The Minister's been in his chambers all day. Had his food brought to him. Held a couple of meetings, also in his chambers. One was about logistics. Very tedious. Because they've been very thorough. Nothing there for us, although it will be useful to Olivander."
Dante glanced around, rubbing the corners of his eyes. "The other was a civil issue. Apparently the citizens assigned to do all the extra lorbell-gathering have grown resentful of their new responsibilities. Today, a team of them refused to work until their pay was increased. The Minister ordered them to be executed—and for wages to be increased for everyone else."
"How is that relevant?" Somburr said.
"I'm not sure. There may be a domestic angle we can exploit."
"Like poisoning the lorbells," Blays said.
Dante gave him a look. "We're not poisoning the lorbells."
"Why not? Like it's so much more righteous to kill his soldiers on the battlefield where we can die too?"
"It's at least ten percent more righteous."
"All right, agreed, but given the circumstances of our cause, I think everything we do is extra righteous." Blays stood and paced, stretching his legs. "Anyway, I wasn't serious."
"This is the Minister in a nutshell," Dante said. "Brutal and highly effective at getting the most from each act of that brutality. He kills the dissidents, discouraging others, then cuts the legs out beneath their resentment by raising wages."
"What a jerk. Sounds like we should kill him or something."
"If he keeps refusing to leave his palace, it's not going to be easy."
"What about Cellen?" Somburr said.
"I didn't see it directly," Dante said. "But he kept touching the front pocket of his shirt. Either he's got a rash, or that's where he's keeping it."
That was the end of the first day. On the second day, Blays let himself sleep in until well after sunrise, and it was excellent. He ate some lorbell and went to pee. In the upper branches, scouts ruffled the leaves, but Mourn appeared to have gone off somewhere. Back in the round, Dante was deep in one of his dead-animal trances.
Blays sat near the others. "As long as we're sitting around, we may as well put our heads together. Seems to me there are two general routes here: either we go to the Minister, or we do as planned and grab him up as soon as he steps into the open."
"Wrong," Cee said. "There's a hundred different things we could do. Like tricking him into giving it up."
"How are we going to do that? Tell him this was all a big mistake, and what he thinks is Cellen is actually the egg of a giant raven? One that is growing increasingly angry at being separated from its young?"
"I don't know how we would. I'm just saying we could."
"Fair enough. And good thinking, too. It's no wonder the bossman keeps you around."
"Is anything off the table?" Somburr asked.
Blays scrunched his eyebrows together. "Why would it be?"
"Because for most people, the means can get too mean to justify the ends."
"Why do I feel like that comment is directed at me?"
"Vanity, I would imagine."
Blays burst out laughing. "For the purpose of this discussion, nothing is off the table. I'll keep my judgment of your character to myself."
Somburr leaned forward. "If we could somehow kill everyone in the Minister's tree, you would have no objection?"
"Let me check. Ah yes, I do have a soul. Thus: objections. But hypothetically speaking, how many people are in that tree?"
"Ten thousand."
"Ten thousand? In one tree?"
"It includes some five hundred feet of habitable height. Nine separate lofts. Each loft includes some four to twelve flats. Rounds surround the entire trunk of the tree. You can see how the living space adds up."
Blays glanced to the side. "Most of those who live in it are innocent, or near enough to it. Weighed against all the lives lost in a clash against Narashtovik. Could you guarantee killing them would put Cellen in our hands?"
Somburr touched his index fingers together. "As you say, I have been speaking hypothetically. When all that matters is the goal, many new options become clear."
"Well, it's not up to me, is it? So I say we come up with anything that could work, pass it on to Wise Leader over there, and let him decide how much his conscience can handle."
Somburr smiled. "Your self-awareness has been sorely missed."
"Sorry about that. So do you have a way to take them all out and get us Cellen or not?"
"I might be able to neutralize the citizens. But it would be too chaotic to guarantee where the Black Star winds up."
Ast, quiet this whole time, raised his head. "I would say he is a man of great ego. If I were to scheme to deceive him, I would prey on that."
"Good," Blays said. "How?"
"I don't know."
"Even better you can admit that." He met their eyes in turn. "Look, the point is, we're more limited by our own thinking than the circumstances at hand. I hope we get a solution dropped in our laps. Until that happens, the broader our thinking, the sooner we'll get where we want to be."
They kicked around a few more ideas, but it was mostly more what-ifs and suppose-so's. As the morning shifted to afternoon and approached the evening, Dante withdrew from his otherworldly sight to tend to his body.
When he came back to the round, he shook his head. "Nothing new. He's been in his rooms all day. The only words he's spoken are to tell the servants what he'd like to eat next."
"Arsenic?" Blays said. "Please tell me it's arsenic. Hey, why don't we poison his food?"
"Because he has one servant watching its preparation at all times and another to taste it for him."
Outside, someone crunched through the leaves. Cee reached for her bow. Distantly, Blays felt Dante reach for the nether. But it was just Mourn. His boots were dark with damp and soil, his face streaked with dried gray mud.
"I think we should move the troops closer," he suggested once he'd climbed up the roots.
"What did you see?" Dante said. "Have the Minister's soldiers been on the march?"
"Probably. Given that they're soldiers, and marching is what soldiers do, if only to impress their captains. But I didn't see any strategic movements."
"Then why shift our people?"
He shrugged his broad norren shoulders. "Because they're too far away. And I found a better place for them."
A tactical discussion ensued involving the Minister's unknown scouting capacities and the ability of two hundred Narashtovik soldiers to camp within his borders without being noticed. Blays listened, because why not, but had no strong opinions either way.
"We've taken a conservative stance," Dante said. "There's no reason to move them up until we're closer to understanding what we need to do next."
"That appears to be true," Mourn said. "But you know where the Minister is. You know where Cellen is. When you figure out how to extract the latter from the former, do you want to wait two days for your support to arrive? Or a few hours?"
"Is that a trick question?" Blays said.
"I walked around, because walking around is how you see new things, and I found a nice valley. Good cover. Much closer." He swept his dark, shaggy hair from his brows. "The question is whether you trust your people to go unseen. And if they are seen, to take care of those who saw them."
Dante squeezed the bridge of his nose. "Tell me where to move them."
A bunch of directions ensued, followed by Dante mumbling into his loon. Presumably, more than fifty miles away, two hundred armed men were getting to their feet and drawing closer. Blays wasn't sure what to think. Sitting on his ass in a tree all day was not his idea of productive behavior, and until that were rectified, you might as well leave everyone else out of harm's way.
But maybe bringing them closer would provoke Dante to more aggressive action. Like Mourn had said, they already knew exactly where their target was. It seemed to him that, with that knowledge in hand, you ought to be able to work out the next step by producing one idea after another until you ran out of bad ones and tripped over a good one.
Alas, he was no longer a brain of the operation. More like an arm. Or maybe an appendix, fit to burst. As the third day dawned, to delay such an explosion, he decided to attempt to navigate Somburr's maze-like mind instead. Somburr suggested that, with the right type and quantity of poison, they might sprinkle it all around the Minister's loren. In time, the tree would draw up the water and soil, pass it into the lorbells, and thus into the population. He admitted the plan would take weeks, if not months, to bear fruit, so to speak, but seemed more concerned about the timeline than the morality. Eventually, Blays wandered off onto the flat to clear his head.
"Oh shit." Dante's voice echoed from inside the round. "Oh shit."
Blays recognized the tone. He dashed back, bursting through the brown blankets hung over the entryway. "Are we doomed? We're doomed, aren't we?"
Dante stared across the vacant space of the round. "The Minister's just spoken with his advisors. He suspects Lew was a Narashtovik spy. He wants to move—soon. Before we've got time to prepare for their invasion."
"How long?" Somburr said.
"He says that, if the channel is cut through the Woduns at a low enough elevation, the snows will be no matter. His people say the armies will be ready within a week."
"How many?"
"Twenty thousand. Or more." Dante's face was as pale as the fibrous mat between the skin of a lorbell and its sweet pulp. "How can they have so many?"
Somburr bared his teeth. "Irrelevant. All that matters is it's too many."
"So." Dante looked to Blays. "He still hasn't left his chambers. But once the troops arrive, he intends to go out and see them. That may be our only chance to strike him before he opens the mountains."
Blays didn't know why it was his job to respond to this, but he couldn't stop himself. "When his entire army is watching."
"Maybe we can hit him while he's coming down the stairs."
"Like I said: army."
"We'll have soldiers of our own."
Cee laughed bitterly. "And they'll have a hell of a time staying hidden when, a few days from now, twenty thousand members of our sworn enemy turn the forest into one big campground. How are we going to get through them?"
"I don't know!" Dante lurched to his feet. "But unless you've got a better idea, this is our best shot. Do I need to remind you that we don't need to survive to achieve our goal? All we need to do is get our hands on Cellen long enough to use it. As soon as it's gone, Narashtovik is safe for another thousand years."
Everyone fell quiet for a bit, which was distressing, because it gave Blays too much time to agree with himself that it was time to speak up. "So I may have forgotten to mention this, but did I ever tell you I can walk through walls?"
Dante swung his head around so hard it was a wonder it didn't fly off his neck. "What are you jabbering about?"
"I mean that, if you had the right kind of wall in front of me, I could walk through it as if it weren't there."
"Are you being serious? Is this something you learned from Minn? And what do you mean, the right kind of wall?"
"I can walk through stone. I don't think I can walk through wood. Don't know why. Except maybe that trees are stubborn." Blays patted the wall of the round. "Present company excluded, faithful home-tree."
"Parts of the palace are stone. It's one of the only buildings in Corl that uses it."
"That's a good bit of irony. The Minister walls himself behind the strongest material he can, and it's the one thing that can't keep me out."
"So how do you get to the palace?" Cee said.
Dante twisted his sideburn. "The same way we got to the deepstone."
"An incident that may have tipped them to our methods," Somburr said. "You have eyes on the loft. Does security look any different?"
"He's got more troops around. Very few people are being allowed into the palace."
"Questions to answer: does he sleep alone? Do his bodyguards check on him at night? If so, how often? Assume Blays can get the item outside, but that they will be alerted that something has gone wrong. If they shut down the loren's staircase, how do we get down?"
Dante rubbed his palms together. "Are we doing this?"
"Answering those questions will clarify our course."
"What he said," Blays said. "I gotta say, whatever those answers turn out to be, I like this idea a whole lot more than trying to wrestle Cellen away from him while he's on his way to review his endless hordes of warriors."
Dante nodded. "I'll tell the men to head to the new valley and be ready to move here at a moment's notice. I'd better let Nak know what they'll be up against if we bungle this." He gave Blays one of his looks. "Then we'll see about getting you into the palace."
That meant more sitting for Blays, but he did so with considerably more patience and satisfaction than he had during the last couple days. After a few minutes, it occurred to him that he'd only walked through rock once, and given that it didn't sound like anything was going to go down until tomorrow night at the soonest, he better go make sure the ability was something he could repeat. Mourn had scouted the lay of the land, so Blays had him lead the way to a suitable practice ground: a tall, tapering spur of rock just a couple feet wide at its end.
Blays accumulated a few bruises with his initial efforts, but as soon as he settled down, remembered that he'd done this before, and convinced himself he would do it again, he did. He reappeared on the other side of the spur with a grin big enough to swallow himself.
"That probably didn't look too impressive, what with me being invisible." He reached out and knocked on the rock. "But I just walked straight through this thing."
Mourn stared at it. "I wonder how it feels about that."
Blays practiced until his control began to waver. He returned to the tree pleased with himself, confident that, whatever else happened, he'd be able to uphold his end of the plan.
It was a quiet day. Dante drew a fastidious map of the palace, charting entrances, rooms, and which parts of the building were made out of stone.
"Right here." He tapped the sketch's outer wall, drawn with the solid dark line that meant it was rock, then used his finger to follow a path up two flights of stairs to the middle of the third floor. A block of rooms in the center was bordered with the same solid lines. "These are his quarters. This is his bedroom. You'll have to go through its door like a normal person—and that's it. The rest of the time, you can walk around as a ghost."
"You're sure he keeps it on him?" Blays said. "Bear in mind, and I know this is a tricky one, but I'm not you. I can only shadowalk for ten or twelve minutes before I tire out."
"I can't shadowalk at all. I was hoping you might teach me some day."
"Wouldn't that be something. Specifically, it would be something for a much later date, when the fate of everything doesn't hang in the balance."
Dante stood up from the maps. "I'm sure he keeps it on him. I'll keep watching him, though. We've still got much to learn."
Dante immediately went to sleep, resting up before he spent the night observing the Minister's sleep routine. Blays and Somburr went outside to chat about how to get to the palace loft and back down to the ground. Somburr's simple disguises sounded feasible, if prone to disruptions from other soldiers. Somburr spent the rest of the day drilling Blays in Weslean, trying to teach him enough to get by if for some reason he were directly questioned as they headed up or down the stairs. This was highly annoying work, but at least it passed the time.
When Blays went to bed, Dante was back up, staring into space. Blays woke a few times that night, but it didn't look as if Dante had moved an inch.
By morning, his eyes were puffy, and though neither of them was the model of hygiene at that moment, Dante's hair looked flatter and greasier than ever. "He sleeps with it. Keeps it in a bag in his pocket and literally keeps it under his pillow at night."
Blays shrugged. "Better that than us having no idea where it is."
"We caught another break, too. His bodyguards stay outside his quarters all night. After all, there's only one way in, and the walls are solid stone. What would they need to check in on?"
Somburr slitted his eyes. "Sound like you ought to shadowalk in, slash his throat, and then shadowalk out. If we move in the middle of the night, it will be hours before anyone's aware."
"That would be my recommendation," Dante said. "Also, they're using passwords on the drawbridges—the three-part one, and the one up to the Minister's flat. I've already spied them out."
"They'll change them nightly. You'll want to listen tonight, too."
"I will. But now I need to sleep."
While Dante snoozed, Blays went over the language some more. It seemed kind of pointless, given that he couldn't understand it well enough to know what he was being asked, but then Somburr showed him a set of gestures Somburr would use to let him know how to reply: yes, no, his name, etc.
Dante got up early that afternoon, conversed with Nak for a while, then sent the scouts to keep tabs on the path between them and their troops, who would start marching toward the capital at dusk. If Dante were coordinating everything right, and it didn't hit any snags, Narashtovik's troops would arrive at the advance team's loren at the same time Dante, Blays, and Somburr were infiltrating the city.
The day waned. Dante gave the orders. Blays couldn't see any of it, of course, but twenty miles away, a few hundred heavily armed and well-trained troopers set out at high speed. As Dante continued to watch through the eyes of his furry little minions, Somburr, Ast, and Cee briefed Blays on what Corl was like. This was probably extraneous, but on the chance they got separated and Blays had to make his way down to the ground alone, it would be eminently useful. He'd seen a number of tree-villages on their way through Spiren, but it was hard to imagine one as dense as Corl.
"You were right about the password, Somburr," Dante muttered after sundown. "But I've got the new one."
The minutes trickled by. The troops reported in with their progress: they'd advanced eight miles so far and estimated they'd arrive by midnight. Right on schedule.
Blays would have liked to get out and walk about, burn off some of the energy threatening to drive him wild, but now wasn't the time. And yet, much as had been the case when they'd begun their trek into the mountains, he didn't feel as nervous as he thought the situation called for.
Stars fought for air with the canopy, but were soon overwhelmed by a solid sheet of clouds piling up from the east. Rain spit through the leaves in scattered drops.
"Ready?" Dante said.
Blays looked up. Was it midnight already? "Would it matter if I said no?"
"Of course it would. You're the keystone of the bridge." 
"Then if I'm wobbly, best to dash across as fast as you can."
He descended to the forest floor with Dante and Somburr. The rain had thickened, hissing on the tree tops. He was glad. Rain gave them every excuse to keep their hoods up.
Within a few minutes, he could see the lights shining from the branches of the lorens, constellations of life brought down to earth. Smoke hung in the damp air. Before they got too close, Somburr stopped and closed his eyes. He and Dante became different people. Blays' sleeves and even his hands changed shape.
"Well, that's distressing," he said.
"From here on out, no more Gaskan," Dante said. "We're Spirish soldiers. We're cold and wet and we just want to get back inside."
"That part won't be hard to fake. Pretend I said that in Weslean."
Dante glared at him, then moved on. More lights sprung from the branches, but besides the sough of the rain, the woods were disturbingly quiet. They came to a set of roots webbed with housing and headed up the stairs. The smell of dung and hot lorbell oil wafted from below.
The stairs curled around the trunk. Flats stretched to all sides, supporting shacks and tents. About eighty feet up, they came to a gap in the stairs. Dante exchanged a few words with the guard there and a crossing was lowered into place. Blays kept his eyes forward. They moved on.
Higher up, the quality of the housing improved. Voices babbled from public houses, disembodied in the thick, damp air. They were allowed through another crossing, then a third. Blays was glad he couldn't see the ground. Even though the stairs were clearly the great road of the tree, there were few people on them. Most of the citizens were being kept home by the hour and the rain.
A long, long ways up, they walked out on a flat and followed it all the way to another tree. The staircase there sported at least double the guards. They looked soaked and miserable and none of them said a word until Dante got to a convoluted trio of retractable platforms. A man in a dark beard grunted something. Dante mumbled back the password. The man turned and gestured and stairs cranked into place.
It felt more than a little crazy that they were doing this, actually walking into the home of their greatest enemy, without being scrutinized by more than a few words from the occasional soldier. Then again, it was more than a little crazy that Somburr had them wearing illusory disguises, that Dante had stolen the password with the help of an all-seeing dead squirrel, and that, for an encore, Blays was about to pop out of sight and walk through the walls of the heart of the capital. He had to bite the inside of his cheek to stop from giggling.
Above, the boughs grew dense with structures. Dante met his eyes and nodded. They came to another checkpoint. Dante gave a different password. A tall soldier with deep-set eyes came forth to inspect them. He said something Blays couldn't understand, but his tone was clear enough. Dante replied, but the man went on staring. To Blays' right, Somburr scratched the corner of his left eye. Blays said "yes" in Weslean. The soldier nodded, said something else to Dante, then stepped aside.
They stepped out onto a flat thick with buildings. Most were dark, shuttered against the storm. All but a few were walled with wood. Blays had never laid eyes on the Minister's home, but it wasn't hard to guess which it was.
They moved past the palace. Somburr gestured them into the shadow of a long, narrow building stretched along the edge of the flat. "We're on the west side of the structure. Do you recognize it?"
Blays reoriented himself versus the map he'd memorized. "Got it."
"We'll be right here," Dante murmured. "Do your thing and be quick about it. It's freezing out here."
Blays grinned and vanished. Inside the nether, each drop of rain shined with its own inner gleam. He felt the shadows shifting behind him as Somburr darkened the air around himself and Dante. Blays walked lightly across the open space between the storage block and the palace, undisturbed by the motion of two soldiers off to his right. 
Blays approached the palace wall and passed straight through it.
He found himself in a room cramped with books, a mobile ladder leaned against the shelves. This wasn't the room he'd meant to enter: Dante's map was so small that, although Blays had come in exactly where he'd meant to (just to the right of the two windows), he'd wound up in the adjoining room instead. But both fed into the same hallway. He jogged into it, feet all but weightless on the floor, and followed it to the staircase.
At the upper landing, a man stood in the darkness, alone and motionless. Blays' hair prickled. Pure instinct, of course. He was invisible. He smiled at the man and walked right past without drawing so much as a flinch.
The stairs fed him out a different direction than he'd come in, and Blays took a moment to adjust his internal compass—he'd only been inside for a minute, and could afford the time to eliminate potential mistakes. Once he thought he knew where he was, he walked briskly down the hall and through a series of foyers. Ahead, two soldiers stood in front of a closed, iron-banded door. Blays moved to their right, resisting the urge to tap one on the shoulder, and dissolved through the smooth stone wall.
Candles fluttered from mantels and desks. The room was cluttered with books, figurines, scrolls, metal cups, and bone carvings. Lodged in the nether, Blays would have to bang directly into any of it to knock it down, but he moved with care through the tight, makeshift walkways between the bric-a-brac. Neither seeing nor hearing the Minister, he headed down a short hall, emerged from the nether to make sure his senses were accurate, and pressed his ear against the bedroom door. Beneath the distant drumming of the rain, he heard steady breathing.
Blays tried the handle and found it unlocked. He snapped back into the nether. Silver glowed beneath the blankets of the sprawling bed. He could feel something else, too. A denseness he'd known before. Cellen.
He moved beside the bed to confirm the man in it was the Minister. Dante and Somburr had spent a lot of time harping on the intensity of his eyes, but those were now closed. Black hair, sharp features. Anyway, it had to be him. No one would be crazy enough to employ a body double, then let that double sleep on top of the Black Star.
Blays now faced the dilemma he'd been stuck on for days. Kill the Minister? Or rob him and leave him be?
The equation held both a practical consideration and a moral one. On the practical side, killing him would ensure his silence during the theft. But it wasn't easy to kill someone in perfect silence. Even if Blays cut the Minister's head off in one swipe—and he couldn't, not with him lying in bed—the stroke of the sword would be on the crunchy side. The head might roll around. The body might thrash. Say Blays got blood all over himself. Would it become visible as soon as it left his person, e.g. on his tracks? He thought it might.
On the moral side, it sounded like the guy was an asshole's asshole, but it was never fun to kill a person in their bed. Blays wished very deeply that he could stop killing altogether. Leave that for the assholes. Like the Minister.
But he knew the only reason he was having this internal debate was because he was trying to talk himself into it. The Minister had to die, there was no way around it. His departure from the world would make that world better. His people's lives stood to be substantially less shitty if they wound up with a non-maniac for a leader. Just maybe, they'd move on from this "Narashtovik is the root of all our problems" nonsense and deal with their actual issues.
Anyway, you didn't have to lop off a man's head to get him to quit existing. The heart worked just as well, and with a lot less mess.
Still in the world of quicksilver, Blays drew his knife and leaned over the Minister. Gently as the morning dew, he drew away the blanket. The Minister slept in dark underclothes. He was on his left side, right arm across his chest, but the pathway to his heart was clear. Blays hovered above him, moving the point closer, then drove it home.
The Minister surged upright, screaming.
Blays jerked back, losing hold of the knife. The blade's handle twitched in time with the man's heart: the Minister had shifted at the last instant, turning an immediately lethal strike into one that might take minutes to kill him. Blays would finish that in a second. Still hidden in the nether, he moved to the head of the bed and snatched the bag beneath the pillow. It was as small as a coin purse, but felt as heavy as a keg.
The Minister vaulted to the floor, knife still embedded in his ribs. White light flared across the room. Shadows drew to his hands in great flocks. Blays' heart roared in his ears. He should have known.
The Minister's eyes cast about, burning with rage, then seemed to lock on Blays. Blays turned and fled out the open door. He bashed into a table, spilling a crystal pitcher to the tiled floor. It crashed and burst in a bloom of shards. The Minister followed him out. So did a wave of shadows as powerful as the swells of a storm-whipped sea.
Blays ran through the outer wall of the Minister's chambers. A moment later, the door banged open.
"We're under attack!" the Minister shouted. "Everyone to decks. Shoot strangers on sight!"
Men hollered orders across the palace. Lanterns flared. Boots thumped. Blays barreled down the stairs. A gang of soldiers headed up them and he turned his shoulder and pressed himself flat to the wall. As soon as they passed, he tore down to the ground floor and sprinted through the halls. He tripped on the churned corner of a rug and sprawled on the ground, but the contact was so light it barely stung. He glanced over his shoulder. No sign of the Minister.
He got up and ran for the library. Past its window, lanterns painted the platform with light. As Blays neared the library's outer wall, a dark shape moved over him. He stepped through the wall—and seemed to step out of the shadows, too. They withdrew from him with the suction of a receding wave, pulled away by the enemy behind him. With no more nether to walk in, Blays popped back into the physical world. He faltered.
Mechanical bows snapped from the balconies. Blays lurched forward.
"No!" Dante screamed from the darkness.
It was the last thing Blays heard.
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Lights blinked to life across the windows of the palace. Shouts rang throughout the flat, muffled by shutters.
"Something's wrong," Dante said.
Somburr didn't look his way. "You think?"
"Should have left my mouse in there." Men were moving onto the palace balconies, bearing their strange cross-shaped bows. "Moved it out when—"
A figure materialized outside the palace walls. It was too dim to make out his face, but given how he'd showed up, it could only be Blays. Bows clicked and snapped, sending two-foot bolts slamming into the flat.
Dante bit his cheek until he tasted blood, flooding his hands with shadows. "No!"
A black lance shot from the deck and struck Blays in the back. Blays pitched forward on his face. Dante was too shocked to speak. He ran from cover. "Blays!"
"Stop it!" Somburr hissed.
Blays hadn't moved since falling to the ground. Two bolts stuck from his back. Others protruded from the surface of the flat. Dante reached out to him with the nether, but there was nothing to mend. His heart had stopped.
A bolt flew past Dante's face and tocked into the wooden ground. He whipped out his hand, shredding the soldier with a pulse of nether. Weapons clacked from the balcony. Projectiles sailed past. Dante enveloped the whole thing in a ball of darkness. Men shouted in surprise.
A felt bag lay beside Blays. Dante picked it up, but it was empty, its mouth open. He glanced to all sides. Above him, the shadowsphere was torn away, ripped down by a Spirish nethermancer. Shadows sizzled toward him. He scrabbled back, meeting them with a blunt swipe of his own. The forces burst against each other. An iron bolt tore through his cloak, pinning it to the flat. Dante yanked it free and backpedaled from Blays, who was surrounded by a red stain, the blood diffused by the pouring rain.
Another missile of shadows arced at his chest. Again he met it, but it bashed his defenses to splinters. He turned and ran, jagging side to side to throw off the archers. The doors of the palace flew open. Twenty men charged across the rain-slick flat with a roar.
Still tucked against the storage building, Somburr sent black darts flying across the night. Men grunted and fell. A horn blasted from the palace. Within moments, men were shouting up and down the platform.
"Come on!" Dante said.
Somburr fell in behind him. Dante headed straight for the edge of the flat, leapt over its short rail, and soared into empty space. Somburr's cloak flapped behind him. Branches tore at Dante's clothes. He shielded his face, slowed by the mats of leaves, and slammed onto the roof of a building on the flat below. As he slid down the wet woven leaves of the roof, Somburr impacted above him. A soldier grunted and plummeted through the open air; he'd missed the roof and the platform below it. He tumbled into the gap between the flats, screaming as he went. Dante slid to the edge of the roof and dropped to the flat with a squelch of rain.
Somburr joined him, looking spooked but unhurt. "What just happened?"
"Blays is dead, Cellen is gone, and the Minister is a nethermancer of the highest order."
Somburr was silent for one second. "We have to go back. Nothing is more important—"
"Don't you think I know that?" Dante snarled. "That flat is crawling with soldiers and the Minister could be a match for either of us. We had no choice."
He oriented himself and took off running toward the trunk of the tree. Men were yelling back and forth from the palace flat, but Dante was screened by walls of branches and leaves. Somburr had maintained their illusion of soldiers' garb. Faces peeped from windows, but saw them as nothing more than two of the Minister's men responding to the call of the horn.
"Don't tell me you're giving up," Somburr said. "Not after this."
Dante's head beat with such fierce rage he could hardly speak. "We need to get back to the ground."
They ran full tilt toward the trunk. Men in green uniforms raced up the stairs. Dante hit the stairs and ran down, veering around the upward traffic. Shoulders jostled him. Somburr produced a sealed letter—another illusion—and bore it before him like a burning brand. The troops gave them a little more space.
They made it all the way to the three-part checkpoint without issue. There, the tall man whose eyes seemed chiseled into his face stood before them. "Password?"
"Parakeet," Dante said.
The man cocked his head. "Emergency password."
"See you in hell," Dante said.
The man stepped back and shouted, "Intru—!"
Dante blasted a hole through the center of his chest. He staggered back, toppled over the platform ledge, and dropped toward the next turn of the staircase far below. As Dante engaged the pawl, lowering the stairs, Somburr whipped a spike of shadows into the three soldiers taking aim at them from the bottom of the crossing. A bolt flew over Dante's head and vanished into the branches. The stairs finished descending. Dante tripped another pawl and sprinted toward the second platform. As the first began to rise up, the third and final platform began to sink into place. He and Somburr slid onto the second. For the moment, they were alone, but there were bodies at both ends of the crossing. The third stairs lowered with agonizing slowness. While they were still mid-descent, Dante jumped on them and ran across.
They had barely made it around the curve of the trunk before they ran into more soldiers.
"Someone killed the watchmen!" Dante said. "Secure the area. I'm going for help."
He continued down before they could ask questions. Quickly, he looned Nak and Mourn, ordering the troops to rush to the heart of Corl at maximum speed. High above, the horn went off again, a mournful bleat in the nighttime rain. An argument carried down from the checkpoint. Dante got off the stairs onto the flat connecting it to the other loren and jogged past the houses as fast as he dared. A drunk watched him pass, slack-jawed, bottle forgotten in his hand.
Rain spilled from the leaves. Dante's breath hung in the air. The flat grew darker and darker. After a minute, he had to slow to make sure he wasn't about to trip.
"Does this look wrong to you?" he said.
Somburr eyed him. "Wrong for what?"
"For the crossing. To the other loren."
Back near the trunk, torches flapped. Voices rose, soldiers asking questions. Somburr's face paled. "This isn't the crossing."
"Then where are we? Why did you let me go this way?"
"I assumed if you were going to the crossing, you would go to the crossing." He pointed into the branches. "It's up there."
"There's no way down," a voice called from far behind them. Dante closed his eyes. It was the Minister. "Your friend is dead. Give yourselves up, and I'll ensure your deaths are just as fast as his was."
He let a few seconds pass. The torches swam closer, half hidden by stray branches. Back toward the trunk, house doors opened. Silhouettes walked out with their hands up.
"You don't understand the generosity of my offer," the Minister continued, audibly closer. "The alternative is you force me to hunt you down, and I force you into a box through a hole that is juuust too small for you to fit through. Unfortunately, that means you'll have to leave half your skin behind. We'll keep you in the box until the weather warms up. Then we'll move you to a cage and hang you, flayed but alive, for the crows."
He laughed a little, then his tone grew weary. "Actually, I just made that up. That should illustrate there is no limit to the ways a man can inflict pain. Yours will be slow but ever-present. It will last as long as I want it to last. You will wish you had chosen differently. But soon, you will forget that you had another choice, because you'll forget your life was ever anything but you and your pain. That will be your world. Until I choose to let you die.
"Does that sound implausible? Who would possibly have the patience to pursue justice for such a long time?" He chuckled, the noise hanging in the air. "Who indeed."
"Decide," Somburr said softly.
"We can't hide." Dante glanced to all sides. "Even Blays couldn't. I felt the Minister push him out of the shadows."
"Then we're dead men. The only thing we can do is to try to take him with us."
"If Blays taught me one thing, it's that there are always other choices. It all depends on how foolish you're willing to look."
The torches were within a hundred feet now, advancing slowly as the soldiers inspected homes and thrashed the branches.
Somburr laughed wryly. "We have failed in everything. When it comes to our esteem, we have no more distance to drop."
"Funny you should say that. Ready for a leap of faith?"
Before Somburr could answer, he jogged toward the end of the flat. The branches thinned, showing scraps of dark sky. The rain fell in merciless layers. Dante reached the end and stared into the darkness. He couldn't see anything but a few spindly branches below them, but the ends of flats weren't typically blazing with light. And the rain hazed everything.
It didn't matter.
"I can smell you out there." The Minister's voice was closer than ever. "It's time to decide. End it now? Or spend decades of torture wishing you could?"
"Hang on to me," Dante said. "And pray my mind is as clear as it feels."
Somburr took his arm. Together, they walked off the end of the platform.
Rain fell with them, as if suspended in midair; after a moment, they outpaced it, speeding downward through the night. The Minister was saying something more—commanding his troops, Dante could hear it in his tone—but that tone was merely annoyed, with none of the urgency of someone who understood what had just happened.
A sky of grief and an ocean of wrath threatened to swallow him. He wanted to be consumed, but he kept it at bay, opening an eye in the storm of his mind. He only had to hang onto the calm for another few seconds. That knowledge was what saved him.
Branches ripped at them. Somburr clung tight. Beside them, flats flashed past, wood smoke hanging in the rain, bleak lights shining from cracks in the shutters. Dante leaned forward to try to fall away from the tree's mass, but it did little good.
A flat zoomed up to meet them. White heat shot through his body. Blood flowed from a score of scratches and scrapes on his face and hands. He fed it to the nether, then drove the shadows straight down. The thunder of the crack boomed through the night. Splinters burst around them, spinning in the rain. They passed through the hole in the flat without a snag.
He still couldn't see the ground, but he felt for it, his consciousness speeding through the nether suspended in the air and the rain, and then he felt dirt, muddy and rich with death and life, eons of it, the grave of the world since the birth of the first things. He was moments away from it. Finally he could see it, puddled and sopping. But that was just the surface. What lay beneath was hard enough to smash them beyond recognition.
Beside him, Somburr began to murmur the last prayer of the Cycle of Arawn. He'd started too late; they'd be dead before he reached the third line.
"Hold your breath and shut your eyes tight," Dante shouted into the wind.
He moved his mind into the dirt. He made the dirt take on water, and prepare. He wondered if it would be enough.
As they struck the surface of the mud, rather than compressing, squeezing beneath them until it was as hard as rock, it flowed away. They fell through the watery muck and it fell with them, descending beneath the skin of the earth. Clay closed over them like a cold hand. Dante forced himself not to breathe. Just a little longer.
They lurched to a stop. He squeezed Somburr's arm twice. The dirt thickened beneath them until they began to rise. His lungs burned. Mud poured over his body, filling his ears, pooling inside his cloak. He exhaled, forcing his lungs to do something besides inhale, burbling the thick earth.
With a flatulent pop, they burst to the surface, filthy and gasping. Dante's legs were too shaky to stand. He lay in the muck, hammered by the rain.
"We're alive?" Somburr croaked.
"Time to complete our duty." Dante forced himself to his feet. There was some shouting going on above them, but none that seemed alerted to the fact two interlopers had just plunged to their apparent death only to be reborn from the earth. "No matter what happens, keep them off of me."
"What are you doing?"
"Destroying the Minister—and his ability to make war."
He drew his sword, the curved bone of Barden dull white in the faint light coming from the buildings in the roots of the tree. Dante walked through the mud, holding the blade at his side. Somburr splashed behind him. A rooty tendril forked from a larger leg of the tree. Dante raised his sword and wheeled it down. The weapon passed through with a crisp snap of wood.
"Gods in the sky," Somburr whispered.
Dante dropped his mental walls. The sea of fury crashed down upon him.
He strode from root to root, cleaving each one with angled downward strokes. Many were too wide for his sword to part with a single blow and he had to sever these with a series of axe-like cuts. Chipped wood spun to the ground. A man approached the noise, lantern held aloft beside his head. Somburr struck him down with a beam of shadows.
Within a minute, Dante had cut through thirty roots. Bass croaks filtered from the tree, but it hadn't yet begun to sway. He moved to one of the largest roots, one as wide around as a house, and hacked at it relentlessly, boring through with a series of savage swings. The blade never snagged or caught, sliding out as easily as it drove through. When it slashed through the last segment of the root, the loren groaned like a sick giant.
Two soldiers ran down the stairs attached to the roots, demanding to know what was going on. Somburr replied with spears of nether. The men tumbled over the rails and splashed into the mud.
Dante began to laugh. He was moving too fast for them. The Minister and most of his troops were still three hundred feet above, most likely threshing the foliage for their hidden quarry—and for Cellen. Even if they understood what Dante was doing, it would take them minutes to get down the stairs.
He would not give them that long.
He moved to the next-largest root. It split within seconds. He destroyed all those around it, feeling outside of himself, holy, the avatar of Arawn's anger. Nak looned him to let him know his people were nearing. Dante barely had the presence of mind to acknowledge this. All he could see were the roots.
Many were enveloped by buildings, out of reach unless he were to hack his way through the houses and pubs, too. But more than enough were exposed.
Another clap of false thunder shattered the darkness. The tree listed, leaves shaking with the sound of breaking surf, then juddered to a stop, leaning visibly. Shrill screams pierced above the roaring moans of warping wood. Somburr knocked down anyone who came close. A single arrow flew past Dante. People fled their homes in the roots, dashing into the woods clutching children and bags of hastily assembled goods.
The tree listed again, squealing and crackling. It leaned and leaned, as gradual yet inexorable as a sunset. Twenty feet away, a root popped in half, showering a house with shards of wood. Dante was covered in mud and blood and splinters, hands blistering, clothes soaked. Another root snapped under the pressure of the tree's gigantic weight.
"It's time to go," Somburr said.
Dante lowered his sword. It was gummy with sap, but showed no signs of wear. He began to speak, but was drowned out by another cacophonous groan. Dust and sand fell from where the roots bundled into the base of the trunk. Scores of people were screaming from the rounds and flats. Feet trampled the stairs.
Dante backed up, mud sucking at his boots. Wood cracked on all sides. The tree lurched to the right. He turned and ran. He'd no sooner cleared the roots than a body fell into the muck in front of him.
Above, the tree tilted crazily, a man too tired to keep standing but too sore to lower himself any faster. It was so big it felt like it wasn't the tree that was tipping, but the world: that the earth had spun loose from its axis and was yawing madly toward some final end. The loren was tipping away to Dante's right, roughly to two o'clock, but he ran for a hundred yards before stopping.
"And what now?" Somburr said.
"I watch my revenge."
"Congratulations. There is no way for the Minister to survive. But what about Cellen?"
Dante hadn't given that much thought. Since Blays had been knocked to the palace flat, his only concern had been tearing it all to the ground. The loren's lean accelerated. Dark shapes fell from above, thudding into the muddy ground. A cup smashed six feet from Dante. He backed further away. Roots snapped one after another in a ceaseless chain.
The top of the tree swung through space, smashing into its neighbor, flats snarling and popping. The screams faded, hidden behind the deafening roar of rending wood and the thousand impacts of branches against each other. The fall slowed, tangled in the other tree; the entire loren rolled loose and cleaved down through the air. Dante crouched and covered his ears. It hit the ground so hard he was jarred onto his side.
Branches cracked and settled. Debris rained everywhere, heavy lorbells and fluttering leaves; rain poured through the hole in the sky; survivors wailed from the wreckage and the neighboring trees.
As Dante watched, lost in the spectacle, steps sounded behind him. He whirled. Mourn, Ast, Cee, and two of the scouts jogged up, weapons out. They came to a stop, gaping.
"What am I seeing?" Ast said.
"You did this, didn't you?" Mourn said.
Dante wiped rain and mud from his eyes. "Blays is dead. Now, so is the Minister."
Cee drifted forward. "What about Cellen?"
Dante gestured toward the enormous crown of the felled tree. "It's somewhere in there."
"The Minister may be gone, but his army remains," Somburr declared. "We have to find Cellen before one of his commanders regroups and secures the tree."
Dante glanced back into the woods. Hundreds of lights had come on in the homes in the other lorens. Silhouettes lined the flats. "Our people will be here in minutes."
"They can only hold back the resistance for so long. We don't have time to waste."
"It's just a little black ball, right?" Cee glanced between them. "How are we supposed to find that in ten thousand tons of fallen tree?"
"We'll have to figure that out on the job." Dante put away his sword and ran toward the tree. The others fell in step behind him.
Except for leaves and rain, detritus had stopped falling from above. Broken branches and smashed homes jutted from the mud. Dante swerved around a severed leg; the body was nowhere to be seen. People lurched through the remnants like zombies, reaching out for Dante as he passed. The tree had been a tenth of a mile tall and, with flats reaching to all sides, at least as wide. Many of its branches had torn away and were now jumbled among flats and former structures. It would be impossible to search in an orderly fashion.
"This will sound like a dumb question," Cee said, clambering behind him up the ramp of an upended flat. "But do you remember where you last saw it?"
"The palace flat. Good luck recognizing it now." He slid down a branch and dropped to the ground. One foot landed in mud, the other in what was left of a body. He grimaced and stepped back. "But I know where to find it."
His clothes were sodden and heavy with mud. But blood was the most insidious substance there was. Whatever it touched, it stained. He turned the nether on himself. It swirled to his knees, seeking Blays' blood. He hesitated, then opened a connection between that blood and the rest of it.
Pressure pricked the front of his head. As with the deepstone, it didn't appear in a single point, but several. He chose not to think through the implication. One point pulsed much stronger than the others. He headed that way, scrambling over branches and boards. A pair of legs projected from the mud, the body buried from the waist up. Dante made his way around a miraculously intact public house, its sign dangling from the chain above the door. Its roof had collapsed and a subsequent fire was attempting to start inside, but despite whatever lamp oil it was feeding on, it could find little purchase on the rain-soaked wood.
"Help me!" a woman cried, clutching the rags of a body buried under a crush of branches. "You have to help me!"
Dante strode past, swerving away from the worst of the fall, passing quickly over the sparser wreckage of the fringes. The pressure grew slowly, then mounted. He turned back into the thick of things, following the nethereal cord over a cracked flat. Beside the trunk, a handful of survivors were emerging from the rounds, gawking in shock. Ahead, a flat was broken over a giant round limb, its middle propped up by ten feet. Dante passed under it.
On the other side, structures lay in a dense rubble of wood—and stone. The palace was unrecognizable, a mound of devastation that looked as if an angry Gashen had descended from his throne of war to pound it to pieces with his sledge. The pressure in Dante's skull became painful. As he approached a jumbled wall, including a twenty-foot chunk of flat, he knew he'd found it. He closed the connection.
"He's here." His voice quavered. "There's a good chance Cellen is, too."
"Check the bodies," Somburr said. "Especially the Minister's, if you see him. They had a few minutes to find it before we brought down the tree."
The others moved out, but Dante stared at the rubble. He pulled on a loose board. It bent, then slid from his fingers and whapped back into place. He got out his sword. With four cuts, he knocked a door through the wood, the rectangle dangling from an upper corner. He pulled it toward him and trimmed the wet scrap of wood holding it up. It dropped to the mud.
The back of a head showed beneath a muddy cloak. Dante dropped to his knees. The body was more intact than it had a right to be, but even if Blays hadn't been dead when the loren fell—and Dante was sure he had been—he would be now.
Somburr freed the body's right hand from the muck and opened it. It was empty. The left arm was smashed and it was clear at a glance its hand held nothing. Dante felt himself collapsing, tumbling in on himself from all sides. He could no longer hold it in. He wailed, one long and pointless note that seemed to hold all his sorrow in its tune, but when that trailed off, the hurt was still there. He told himself that he had killed the Minister, but found that mattered for nothing.
Blays was dead. Blays was dead, and though that death had come in service of saving Narashtovik, Dante had been the instrument of his passage. As he'd been for so many others. Blays had been his only friend at a time when that friendship was the one thing standing between Dante and being stabbed in the streets of Bressel. Blays hadn't had to do that. He could have gone his own way. Instead, he'd gone with Dante, saving him. In the process, he'd doomed himself.
Somburr crouched beside Dante and hesitantly touched his shoulder. "It isn't here."
Dante shook his head, spilling tears. Rain drummed the ruins. Wood clacked, stirred by someone outside the makeshift tomb encasing Blays.
"This isn't helping us," Somburr said. "We have to find it before the Spirish soldiers find us here. Or this was all for nothing."
Dante knew this was true. But he couldn't bring himself to speak, let alone stand. He knelt there, rain soaking his knees and shins. After a moment, he heard Somburr leave.
His loon pulsed. Mechanically, he answered. Nak said, "Your troops inform me they're nearly on scene. And highly confused about the nature of that scene. Where would you have them meet you?"
"Doesn't matter," Dante said.
"Er, I assume it matters to them. Since they don't know where you are."
"It's over. Tell them to stay where they are."
"You found it?" Nak's voice rose. "Dante, what's going—?"
Dante shut down the loon. He moved into the nether, but as before, there was nothing to use it for. The flesh was inert. The nether in it was now tasked with consuming, not mending. He might force it back together, but that would be nothing more than ghoulish cosmetics.
But perhaps that was not true. Perhaps that was just what he had been taught. It didn't make any difference that people like Cally had never been able to bring back the dead. He wasn't Cally or any of the others. He sat back, calmed his mind, and touched the shadows.
"People of Corl!" A voice boomed through the night. Dante looked up in shock. The Minister's voice was ragged, husky, but as strong as ever. "After a thousand years, the agents of Narashtovik have come back to try to finish their genocide. They are among us! Find them! Find them and shout out so they may be purged."
Dante surged to his feet and reactivated his loon. "Nak, tell the troops to circle to the northeast of the downed tree. And to be extremely careful. The Minister's right on top of us. Got it?"
"Got it."
Dante cast about. He had to find Cellen before the Minister could clear the area. He didn't know how the man had survived—he must have evacuated across a connecting flat to another tree—but the world had once again turned on its head. All that mattered was Cellen.
He stumbled out of the tomb, hunched down, and scanned the broken, churned-up ground. A part of him was close to hysteria: to hope he'd stumble over a fist-sized black object in the middle of all this destruction? He felt through the nether, hunting for any sign of its heft there, but it hadn't stood out to him during the brief moment he'd held it in the Woduns and it didn't stand out to him now.
Every few seconds, someone shouted from the darkness. Most were asking for help, but some claimed to see foreigners. Enemies. A hint of black shined from the mud. Dante bent and pawed at it, slicing his finger on a broken mug. Idiotic; Cellen didn't gleam.
He moved on. Pointless, his mind screamed. He ought to sneak up on the Minister and murder him. Split the man in half. But that would only martyr him. Someone else would march his troops on Narashtovik instead.
A silhouette jogged at him through the rain. He swept out his sword. Cee splashed up in front of him. "Somburr told me you'd be here."
"And I'm searching for Cellen. The Minister is back."
"I heard." She held out her closed hand. "So I thought you might want this.
It dropped in his palm with the weight of a mountain. Black, lightless. His knees quivered. "How did you find it?"
"Later." Her lips pulled back in a grimace. She tossed her head, looking away. "Now take it and use it before I do."
He crushed her to her chest, then stepped back and held Cellen in his open hand. It felt different this time. Ready. He fell into it like a hole in the ground.
The rain hovered in the air. Cee was motionless, her hair unstirred by the wind, which had stopped as well. The flicker of a fire down the broken flat became an unwinking glare. All the world was frozen. Ended. Complete.
A million new worlds began in that world's place. Every dream, every wish, waited like a doorway. All he had to do was step through. The power to level Corl. To expand his reach into the nether tenfold, and walk the earth like a god. To live and go on living for century after century, young and unchanged while everything else withered, decayed, and became replaced by its offspring. Doors spread to all sides, promising health, prosperity, strength and wisdom beyond all measure. He felt as tall as a loren, as invincible as the Woduns. As unstoppable as a river and as mighty as Arawn. If he chose the right door, he could feel that way forever.
The doors converged, coming together like cards fanned on a table being swept back into a deck. In a blur of possibilities and promises, they folded into a single portal.
He stepped through.
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Nothingness. No sensations, no feelings, no thoughts, no place.
Then somethingness, although there was still no sense of time, nor self. Like the memory of sleep. There was an openness, and emptiness, like falling, or like the apex of a leap into space, but there was no sense of danger to this feeling. It just was. With it came the feeling of a thing about to begin, like the eastern horizon on the moment before dawn.
And then stars everywhere, as far as the eye could see—not that there were any eyes to see with—a field of black and silver that scrolled on and on like the view from a rolling carriage. It was infinity, startling and eternal and so achingly beautiful you felt blessed to be allowed to see it.
He was himself again. He was six years old and he was proud of this because it had just happened. For his birthday, his mother had given him a sling. Then she'd told him to go catch something with it so they wouldn't be hungry. He'd said okay and ran into the forest behind the houses and that's where he was now, only he'd kind of forgotten about the rabbits and the squirrels and was hucking rocks at trunks and leaves instead, or just whirling the sling around his head to hear it whoosh. The forest was big and he'd seen a lot of it because he wasn't afraid but there was always more to see.
He ran past the tree with the bees, hopping on one leg so they wouldn't sting him, and then past the birches, where he didn't stop to peel the papery bark because he wanted to get some more stones and see if he could use the sling to skip them all the way across the stream, and he went to do that for a while, and it was fun. When it got less fun, he went down to where the stream got wide and ran across the beaver dam to the other side. Running felt good, so he kept going, all the way across the meadow with the stumps and into the piney canyons on the other side. They smelled good, like when you cut them with a knife, but he'd never gone all the way through them because there wasn't anything to see in them.
That's when he saw the rabbit in the mulch beneath the tree. He didn't really want to kill it and that was probably why he missed it with his first stone. The stone spat dirt everywhere and the rabbit bolted up the canyon, back legs flying like the fastest thing in the world. He didn't stop to find his stone, just chased the bunny. He ran after it to the next canyon and then stopped to look at him. Rabbits weren't too smart and he guessed that was why it was okay to shoot them. He whirled his sling, but missed again.
It ran more and he chased more. It went into some brush and he looked for it and then stomped around to try to scare it out. It was smarter that time, though, because it didn't get scared. Maybe when he'd gone around to the other side of the brush it had snuck out the way it came in. Whatever it had done, it had tricked him. It was no good dealing with a tricky rabbit. He walked away from the shrubs so it could fool someone else instead.
He was further into the canyons than he'd been before and he wanted to see what was beyond. He ran on some more, twirling his sling around. He got to the top of a ridge. After a little ways beyond it, the trees thinned. There was a meadow with a house and some fields behind it. A girl ran toward the house, blond hair flying behind her, and he thought she was having fun like he was, but she was screaming: Daddy! Help me, Daddy!
He thought she was just a girl being scared of nothing, but a yellow dog bounded out of the tall grass, not friendly like dogs did, but in the way of a bigger animal that meant to eat a smaller one. The girl ran and ran but the dog got closer. He started running, too, whipping his arm around to build up speed in the sling. A dog was much bigger than a rabbit and he knew he could hit it, but he was too far away, the dog would get to her before he could get to it. She was going to get hurt.
Daddy! she said, and her voice pierced everywhere. It's chasing me!
The dog bounded at her heels. He slung the stone forward, thinking he might scare it, but it fell short in the grass. The dog nipped at her heels. She shrieked.
A man ran from the house. He had a stick in his hands and a mad look on his face. The dog swerved away but then remembered it was hungry and went back to nip at the girl. The man got to her and scooped her up in one hand like she was nothing. The dog stopped and backed up, watching him. You get away! the man said. Get out now! He swung the stick through the air. I'll beat the mean out of you!
The dog turned and trotted toward the woods, looking back over its shoulder. The girl pressed her face into the man's neck, crying. He stroked her hair. It's all right, he said. I'm here. You're safe. I'll always be here.
And the man was so strong Blays knew it must be true.
He was lying on his back. He was no longer nothing, or everything among the stars, or a child coming to terms with the fact he had no father who would always be there to protect him; he was lying on his back, and he felt fine, though he had the recent memory that this hadn't recently been the case at all.
A face hung above him. It looked scared. Maybe that was because it was dark and the roof above their heads was broken and splintered and leaking like a sieve. The face was Dante's. Blays sat up, wincing as if he expected pain, but there wasn't any.
Dante lunged forward and hugged him as hard as he could.
"Get off me," Blays laughed. "You're all muddy."
Dante withdrew and wiped tears from his eyes, but all that did was smear more mud around. "You're back."
His voice was so small Blays had to laugh again. "What..?" He looked around the cramped room with the shoddy roof. "Actually, let's start with that: What?"
Dante's face went through several emotions at once. He shook his head. "The Minister's hunting us. I'll tell you on the way. Just don't—get hurt again."
Blays stood. One of his swords was on his belt. The other was sandwiched between what appeared to be a pile of lumber and a ton of mud. He yanked it free. "Wait, 'again'? What happened last time? I feel fine."
Dante pulled him out of the tent-shaped room into a rainstorm. Oddly, instead of leaves and branches and whatnot, the cloudy sky was visible. To his right, a long, dark wall stretched in both directions. The usual bits of tree were everywhere, but the ground beneath him wasn't the hard, smooth surface of a flat. It was very definitely mud. Dirt. The stuff that sticks to the surface of the earth.
Cee was goggling at him, eyes like two full moons. "You..."
"Me," Blays said.
People were crying and moaning in multiple directions. Dante muttered into his loon. Blays had the feeling he ought to be more concerned by the rainy, shrieking, smashed-up chaos around him, but the truth was he felt great.
"The Minister's forces are on the other side of the trunk," Dante said. "Roughly ten o'clock. Ours are waiting outside the nearest loren at five o'clock. Somburr, Mourn, and Ast are already on their way to meet them."
He took off jogging away from the dark wall. He hopped over something. A body. Something clicked in Blays' mind. Somehow, the loren had toppled. He must have been in it. Gotten hurt in the fall. Dante had healed him. But how could the tree—?
"They're here!" a woman shouted. "The outlanders, they're right here! Gods save us! Gods—"
Something darted through the leaves and she went silent. But others were calling out in her stead, beseeching the Minister for help. Dante swore and broke into a sprint, diverting around the busted lumber of a pub. Martial commands barked through the night. Dante skidded in the mud, facing the box canyon of a shattered flat. He turned around, ran out the way they'd come in, and hooked around the debris. A couple of clicks went off, followed by thuds: the Spirish soldiers' mechanical bows.
"They're here!" a man said. "They're heading south!"
His bow clicked. The bolt flew through the shreds of Dante's cloak. Cee dropped to one knee and fired back. Her arrow hissed through the night. The man groaned.
The path ahead was hemmed in by the remains of a flat. The ground was strewn with broken wood, crushed branches, shards of ceramics, and splintered furniture. Blays wove through it, following Dante's path. After a hundred yards, the flat to their right ceased. Dante cut south through a field mounded by thick clusters of leafy branches. A loren loomed a couple hundred yards away, lofts alight with lanterns, but there was too much wreckage and rain to see if Narashtovik's army was waiting at its base.
More of the crossbows clacked ahead and to the right. Green-clad soldiers spilled over the remnants of a flat, shouting to each other as they fired on the three escaping foreigners. Dante veered to the left, putting more branches between themselves and the enemy.
The loss of vital seconds proved a crucial mistake. Ahead, a phalanx of green-clad troops poured from a gap in the flat, cutting them off. Rain glistened on swords and spears. Dante attempted to cut toward three o'clock, but that was only taking them further from the next loren, where their reinforcements were currently waiting to help them escape from Corl.
The Minister's men kept pace, paralleling them through the rain. With less debris ahead of them, they were able to close ground. Dante put his back to them, returning toward the main ruins of the tree. Blays and Cee followed. Dante spoke into his loon in quick, choppy barks, then went silent.
"We're doomed, aren't we?" Blays said.
"It's okay," Dante said over his shoulder. "Narashtovik is safe."
Blays splashed behind him. "You got Cellen! Well, I hope you used it to make us impervious to arrows. Or is that what brought down the tree?"
"In a sense." Dante pointed to a chunk of flat just ahead. It was fifty feet square and sunk partially into the mud, its surface just a couple feet above the ground. Smashed buildings sat atop it. "Time to make a stand."
He jumped up to its top. Blays followed, Cee right beside him. Across the field, the troops were a couple hundred feet away and closing fast. Bolts sailed through the rain.
Dante moved behind a free-standing wall. "Cee, pick off as many of them as you can. Blays, deal with anyone who gets up. I'll make sure few of them do."
With a rumbling slurp, the mud around the flat began to sink, forming a moat. Blays got behind a wall and drew his swords. He wasn't sure about the exact nature of the plan. It wasn't like they could hold off the entire force indefinitely. A better plan might be to flee into the woods, lose the Minister's pursuit, and circle around to rendezvous with their soldiers somewhere to the west. Then again, with potential lookouts in every loren from here to the Woduns, that would be more than a little difficult.
Regardless of their options, this was where they were, fortified in an elevated position with plenty of cover. More importantly, Dante had chosen it. And Dante was not in the business of being outsmarted.
Cee's bow twanged, firing through a crack in the wood wall. Enemy bolts answered, drumming into their cover. Through another crack, Blays watched the soldiers dash forward. One fell, struck by an arrow, but they were urged on by their captains. Once they came within a hundred feet, some took cover behind branches to snipe at the platform. Most continued straight forward.
Cee stopped firing, sighting down the shaft of an arrow. Dante was holding back, too. Blays joined them by default, but reached for the nether, trying to figure out how many figurative arrows he had left in his quiver. To his surprise, the shadows responded as if he hadn't touched them all day.
When the first of the enemy got within twenty feet, Cee fired, reloaded, and fired again. Two men were down before the others neared the flat and were stopped by the moat, crying out in dismay. Cee felled a third soldier. A couple tried to leap across, but fell to the bottom with a thick splash of mud and rain. From so close, Cee could hardly miss. One man after another was knocked into the mud, but there were far more troops in the field than arrows in her quiver.
The men turned and ran for cover. Blays knew better than to celebrate. The crossbows rattled Cee's wall with a volley. Blays felt the incoming nether an instant before it burst in behind the bolts, exploding the wooden wall. Cee cried out, shielding herself from the hail of splinters. She threw herself flat and scurried behind the wall protecting Dante, bolts shredding the air above her. Dante fired back, nether streaking from his fingers. Men screamed in the field.
Blays risked a look out. Forty feet away, a crew of soldiers heaved up the planks dropped by the men Dante had just killed. They ran toward the moat. Dante hurled more dark lances at them, but the energy burst into tatters, disrupted by someone hidden in the ruins.
The Minister's troops hurled boards across the gap. Dante splayed his hand. Nothing happened. He swore and drew his sword. Cee dropped one of the enemy troops, then ran through the open space to join Dante. Soldiers ran across the planks and charged their position. Cee cast aside her bow and drew a short sword and a knife.
Blays stepped into the nether. Invisible, he ran sidelong into the opposition, taking one through the neck and another through the ribs. The blades didn't sink in as easily as they should have—it was like hacking into thick gelatin, or semi-frozen meat—but the men shrieked in shock and pain. Blays struck again and again, felling them. The others raised their swords, turning in fearful circles. Blays wheeled his sword down on the head of a third, aiming for maximum demoralization. The man slumped to his knees and fell on his face. Six of the men broke, running back across the boards.
"Engage them!" the Minister shouted from the darkness.
Blays dismantled a fourth with stabs through the ribs. That sparked the others to vacate this place of mysterious death. They burst forward, swarming around the wall hiding Dante and Cee. Crossbow bolts tore past Blays, killing two of those who had chosen to retreat. A stray bolt hit him in the leg. He faltered, falling out of the nether.
He threw himself back into cover. Swords flashed behind the wall. Men made unpleasant dying sounds.
"Arawn on a platter, that thing is sharp," Cee said. "It went straight through their swords!"
"It had better," Dante answered. "It's made from a god's bones."
Blays inspected his leg. The bolt had hardly penetrated his calf. He removed it and hastily bandaged the wound. The storm of bolts tapered off, leaving them in a lull of rain and mist. Shouts erupted to the south. Blays peeked through a gap. Most of the men in the field had turned to face the other way. Impossibly tall figures ran from one patch of cover to the next, closing on the Spirish forces. And then the clash of swords drowned out the rain.
Dante emerged from the cover of the wall. "Well, we managed to hang on long enough. Good work. Ready to run?"
Blays leaned against the boards in front of him. "Engage as we go? Or is this one of them all-out retreats?"
"Our duty now is to get everyone home safe." Dante strode forward. "That means we—"
He threw up his hands. Splinters burst from the wall. Shadows erupted around him, knocking him down. He forced himself back to his feet, but his face was as white as the moon. "Run. Run as fast as you can."
Before Blays could reply, Dante took off along the flat, running headlong between the ruins of the buildings. Nether streaked toward him and he flung out his hand, disrupting it into nothing. He reached the end of the fragment of flat and leapt across, arms windmilling. He landed on the chunk beyond, leaning forward so far it seemed impossible he didn't fall.
Down in the field, a lone man ran toward him, hunched over, long limbs swinging. Cee fired. Her first shot was behind him. Her second shot was ahead. Her third shot was true, but the Minister held up his palm and the arrow snapped as if it had hit a wall. He threw a hive of shadows at Dante. Dante continued to run sidelong, batting them away with furious gestures.
"Go, you idiots!" he bellowed.
Cee stood, but only to draw a better bead on the Minister. A bolt hissed past her. She turned, sighted in on the crossbowman, and returned fire. Blays glanced at the field. Torchlight gleamed on swords. Arrows and bolts streamed back and forth. A half-crumbled wall shielding a squad of Spirish troops exploded under a hammer of nether. A team of norren warriors charged the exposed men, heedless of the broken wood hailing down around them. Much too early to predict an outcome, and reinforcements could arrive to bolster the Minister's numbers at any moment, but it appeared Dante's plan had worked.
Blays dove into the shadows. On the neighboring platform, Dante and the Minister were obscured by whirling streams of stars. They lashed at each other like two gods, nether sizzling and bursting like water poured on a raging stove. From the vantage of the netherworld, the flat was awash in blinding silver light, flash after flash strobing across the night. As Blays ran toward them, Dante fell back, his straining face skeletal and ghastly in the glare.
"Where is my star?" the Minister said.
Dante sent a spike of nether at his eye, but the man flicked it aside. Dante grinned, teeth flashing. "It's gone. Just like your insane dream of vengeance."
Light burst so brightly Blays threw a hand over his face. Unable to see, he tripped on a pile of rubble but landed with little pain, still in that place where an object's physical nature reflected only dimly through the nether. Fifty feet away, Dante lay on his side, kicking away. The Minister stood over him with shadows in hand.
"I wouldn't say it's gone. It's just going to take longer. I'll start with you." The darkness swelled in the Minister's hands. Blays got up and ran. The Minister pointed a finger at Dante's forehead. "And everyone you brought with you. Then I'll find out how you got here and use that path to march my armies on Narashtovik. You think you've saved your people from my justice? Fuck you. You've saved nothing."
Nether gushed from his finger. Dante cried out. Nether swooped wildly, like bees afire, and then there was another flash, the largest yet. Dante lay unmoving on the flat. The Minister reached for a knife.
Blays was in mid-air, leaping off a downed wall. The instant before he landed, he exited the nether into the physical world, where flesh was flesh and steel was steel, and buried both swords to the hilt in the Minister's back.
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Bouncing. That's what he was doing: bouncing, repeatedly, on something curved but also kind of sharp. His head was full of pain and a lot of fog. Wet stuff was falling on him. The stuff was rain. Legs moved beneath him, splashing the mud, but they didn't seem to be his. He knew the boots, though. They belonged to Blays.
Swords rang in the night, along with the screams and shouts that typically accompanied such things. The commotion was a ways to his right, however, so it seemed safe to continue bouncing while someone else did all the hard work. In the corner of his vision, he saw another set of feet splashing beside Blays. Cee ran with them, bow in hand. She looked all right. That was good. She had been very helpful in the last few months. Hard to find people like that.
"Say 'The Minister is dead,'" Blays said to her. "In whatever gobbledegook they speak here."
"The Minister's dead!" Cee cried in Weslean. "But all is not lost! Withdraw to the trunk and take shelter in the rounds!"
Blays chuckled. "That sounded like improvisation. Keep it up."
As they ran, she repeated herself twice more. Dante swung up his head. It was too dark and cluttered with debris to get a good picture, but the section of his brain versed in martial matters observed that two teams of norren were advancing through enemy opposition while staying largely shielded from the Spirish crossbowmen, most of whom were pinned by a mixed squad of Narashtovik and norren archers. Black missiles zipped back and forth across a no man's land of empty space between makeshift fortifications of broken flats. For some reason, Blays appeared to be headed in that direction.
Dante cleared the gunk from his throat. "Why are you running toward the worst of the murder?"
Blays stiffened, altering the tempo of the bouncing. "Because I'm not a fan of you bleeding to death on my shoulder. How do you feel?"
"Bounced."
"Not deathy?"
"I blocked most of his strike. Wouldn't have been able to block another. Is he really dead?"
"Pretty sure."
"How sure?" Dante said. "Last time he walked away from having a six-hundred-foot tree chopped out from under him."
"Fortunately, when I was in the palace, I got some practice stabbing him in the heart. This time, I was much better at it. And did it ten times instead of once. Then cut off his head."
"I always thought the secret of your success was your thoroughness."
Blays' head jerked around. He veered toward a cluster of branches. There, Mourn and a dozen norren had gathered to prepare for their next push.
Blays set Dante on his feet and walked up to Mourn, breathing hard. "Time to do some fleeing."
Mourn looked between the humans. "Have we done all that we came to do?"
"And then some."
The norren drew a horn dangling from his neck and lifted it to the rain. The note was long and shrill. It was repeated by the horn of Narrinor, Dante's captain in the field. Dante leaned against an upturned floor as he waited for the troops to withdraw. The retreat was swift, and given the conditions of the field, extremely orderly: either the Minister's men had already begun to pull back, or the loss of their commander had set them adrift.
Somburr arrived, bloodied but intact. Ulev was missing, as was one of the monks. The sergeants ran a hasty headcount. They were down fewer than ten percent.
"Where's Ast?" Dante said.
Mourn shook his head. "He fell in the charge."
A thought hung between Dante's ears: a descendant of those destroyed by Narashtovik had finally been killed by the same.
At that moment, he had no time for guilt. "Do we have everyone still standing?"
Narrinor stepped forward. "A few are unaccounted for. But if we stay any longer, we'll all join them."
Dante's head was still foggy and thick. But it was clear even to him that they stood in the middle of an enemy capital—one they had just partially razed—and that a hundred miles of forest stood between them and land that wasn't under the direct control of the Spirish. He nodded at Narrinor. Narrinor gave the order and they withdrew from the wreckage of the tree, jogging toward the small reserve force at what was left of the roots.
As they met with the rest of their soldiers, a few bolts sailed from the neighboring loren, along with plates, sticks, and lorbells. Dante was helped onto a horse and they headed west, following the road. A handful of norren lagged behind to watch for pursuit.
Dante tried to stay awake, but he had nothing left. He slept in the saddle.
When he woke, the sun was up, the rain had stopped, and so had they. The troops sat in loose circles, eating lorbells and rubbing their eyes. Some looked unsure. Others looked shocked. The events of last night felt like a dream. Dante eased himself from his horse, every muscle aching, and walked into the middle of his people.
"We have taken Cellen," he said. "The Minister has fallen, along with his people's ability to make war. I'm not proud of what it took to accomplish that. But I am proud of you. You volunteered for an impossible task. One that might well have killed every last one of us. In doing so, you have saved Narashtovik from horrors far worse than we witnessed last night. I thank you. And so do all our people."
He lowered his eyes. There was no applause or cheers, but he saw a few smiles. When they were ready to resume travel, he gave his horse to a soldier whose wounds hadn't yet been seen to by one of the monks. The road was so muddy the troops found it easier to walk beside it.
Blays caught up to him. "Nice bit of morale boosting there."
"It never feels like enough," Dante said.
"I'm sure that constant self-dissatisfaction is what makes you such a fine leader."
"Then is your constant self-satisfaction the reason you've never looked for a crown?"
"That sounds more than plausible." Blays glanced up at the loren they were passing beneath, the shadows of its flats crossing his face. "You didn't use Cellen to bring down the tree, did you?"
"Do you want the truth?"
"I can't know that until I hear it. Either way, I get to blame you, so there's that."
"But you already know it, don't you?"
They looked at each other. "What was it like?" they blurted at the same time.
Blays laughed. "I saw a bunch of stars. Like I was walking across the night sky. Only I didn't have a body. It didn't even feel like I was me."
"Like Arawn's field?"
"Sort of. Different than they say. More like...how the wind must feel. Separate from it all, yet able to touch everything at once."
"For me, it was like being presented with a world of doors," Dante said. "Each door opened to a world of its own. Inside was anything I could have imagined."
"Anything?" Blays rubbed his chin. "So could you have made yourself a hundred feet tall?"
"I didn't see that one," he laughed. "But I wasn't looking for it."
"What were you planning to do with it? Before I screwed everything up?"
"I don't know."
"Bullshit. You always have a plan. Ten plans. Which was it?"
"I would have lived a thousand years," Dante said. "And when Cellen returned, if I'd found it, I might have lived a thousand more."
Blays gazed across the forest. "Why?"
"To live a thousand years." His boots crunched on the snow. "And, if I were doing my job, to keep Narashtovik safe all the while."
Blays gave Dante a sly look. "You were tempted, though, weren't you?"
"Why would you ask that?"
"You're right. As usual, I already know the answer." It began to rain again and Blays pulled up his hood, concealing his expression. "But you didn't."
They were quiet a minute. "What happened in the palace with the Minister?"
Blays explained the number of surprises he'd run into. "Next time I'm about to stab someone in his sleep, you might remember to tell me he's the most powerful nethermancer in the world."
"He wasn't," Dante said. "I'd just worn myself out. And I had no idea he was a nethermancer."
"I'm not sure if that makes it better or worse."
"He was asleep. It shouldn't have mattered if he was an elephant."
Blays grinned and shook his head.
After a few miles, Dante thought to finally loon Nak. "It's finished."
Nak cheered so loudly Dante yanked back his head in pain.
"We're not out of the woods yet," Dante replied. "Literally or metaphorically. Narashtovik won't truly be safe until I seal the tunnel behind us. Even then, the Spirish will want revenge more than ever."
"What did you do this time?" Nak said.
"What I had to. I'll tell you when I'm home. I don't know all the details myself yet."
He closed the connection, picked Cee from the crowd of norren and soldiers, and walked beside her. "So how did you find it? We could have searched that field for a year and still missed it."
She tipped back her head. "I have my ways."
"I see. Sheer luck."
"Hardly. I saw a body curled around something, holding its hands to its chest. Figured there was only one thing more precious to a person than their own life."
A slow frown spread across his face. "We're lucky he didn't hand it to the Minister before the tree fell."
"Was it just luck?" She laughed wryly. "I figured he meant to run off and use it for himself."
"Why didn't he? While the tree was falling? Do you have to be in touch with the nether?"
"I don't know. And we never will."
He supposed she was right, but that didn't stop him from thinking about it as they continued to march. He got no closer to the answers.
Mourn's pickets came in. They'd ambushed and killed a couple Spirish scouts dogging the procession. At a bridge over an icy stream, Dante waited on the other side for the troops to cross. He ordered them to get off the road and head overland. Once they were on their way, he moved into the earth and smoothed away their tracks in the mud. To anyone following them, it would look as if they'd trudged up or down the stream in an effort to hide their passage. The enemy scouts could waste hours searching for leads that weren't there.
Over the day, they moved further and further from the road. The rain swelled from a trickle to a storm, washing out their tracks. With little chance of being spotted except by chance, they sheltered the night in a loren, allowing the soldiers a full night's sleep. In the morning, the scouts reported a few strangers in the vicinity, but they turned out to be citizens foraging for something besides lorbells. It was possible they hadn't yet heard of the devastation of their capital.
Dante continued the trek. Within a few days, the last of the lorens stood behind them. With Ast gone, Dante wasn't certain he'd be able to find his way back to the tunnel through the mountains. Fortunately, Somburr corrected their course. After a long leg of pine forests and snowy hills, Dante gazed across a valley at the tunnel.
It was already afternoon, so they camped outside it, meaning to be rested for the long march to the great hall halfway across it. In the morning, once everyone was inside, Dante called to the rock and sealed the last thirty feet of the tunnel with a plug of solid stone.
A bit of ice had formed around the vents, but there was no sign it had been used by others. After two days of travel, they emerged into a clear, cold morning and breathed the Gaskan air.
Very soon, they looked on Narashtovik. Though rumors had flown, Olivander hadn't revealed the nature of their mission to the people. Their return was met with simple curiosity. Until they reached the Citadel. Then, cheers poured down so loudly they threatened to shake loose the walls.
As the others were fed, bathed, and otherwise treated to whatever they needed, Dante was hustled upstairs to the Council chambers. One of the many perks of command. The other nine members were brought in, along with Captain Narrinor, who had witnessed much of the battle Dante hadn't been privy to. Over the next several hours, Dante, Somburr, Pinya, and Narrinor explained exactly what had happened during the venture, particularly what had taken place once they'd decided to move on Cellen.
There were few inquiries until it came to when Blays had died outside the palace.
"Pardon the interruption." Olivander leaned over the table. "You say he died?"
"That's correct," Dante said.
"But I saw him walking around the courtyard."
"We'll get to that." Dante went on with the explanation.
He'd only reached the point where he and Somburr had leapt down from the tree when Olivander leaned forward again. "So you decided to chop down a tree housing thousands of civilians?"
"Correct."
The big man shifted. "Do you think your judgment might have been clouded by the fact Blays had just died?"
"Of course it was."
"I make this point because this entire conflict was spawned by an atrocity our people once committed against theirs. Now, in the course of defending ourselves, we have committed a second."
Dante gazed across the table. "Would you have done differently?"
Olivander pursed his lips, then laughed wryly. "Yes. I would have. But only because it never would have occurred to me to attempt such a thing."
"And we're agreed there was nothing more important than stopping the invasion of Narashtovik?"
"Of course."
"At that point in time, it seemed like the only option with any chance of success. Decide for yourselves if I made the right decision."
Olivander sighed. "This isn't a trial. We're just trying to understand what happened. Please, continue."
Dante did so, through the felling of the tree and the subsequent search for and discovery of Cellen.
"That's how you did it." Tarkon whooped, glancing around the table in merriment. "That's how you brought Blays back."
Several of them laughed in wonder. Wellimer, the young defector, creased his brow. "Is that true?"
Dante folded his arms. "Do you know another way to return the dead to life?"
"It's just—"
"Consider the context," Somburr said, rolling his eyes. "A mere two hundred of us. In the heart of enemy lands hundreds of miles from home. Closed in on by a man whose talents could rival anyone here. Who had immediate access to several hundred soldiers, the capability to summon hundreds more in a matter of minutes, and many thousands within days. At that moment, in that place, it was more important to remove Cellen than to put it to any specific use."
"But it's Cellen," Wellimer insisted. "An object capable of anything. To use it to restore the life of a single person..."
Dante got to his feet. "I am the leader of this Council and the city it is pledged to protect. May you question me? Yes. Always. That is how we improve. But I've just done the impossible. And you're quibbling with me that I should have done better?"
Silence shrouded the table. Tarkon was the first to laugh. "Shades of Cally."
Those who had known the old man laughed. After a moment, Dante did too.
 
* * *
 
As Olivander had said, it wasn't a trial; no punishments were handed out. Instead, they scheduled a feast to honor those who'd put their lives on the line for the city. It was decided to send a diplomatic mission to Spiren—even to offer reparations, if it was possible to do so for such a tragedy—but later, when the weather in the mountains had grown calmer. And, hopefully, so had the tempers in Corl.
Before the feast, Dante prepared a speech, a longer version of the one he'd given to the soldiers the day after the battle in Weslee. But when the time came, and all the eyes in the hall fixed on him, he had only one thing to say:
"As long as I live, it will be in service to this city, my home."
He sat. Olivander had much more to say, and said it well, but Dante had little mind for it. Instead, he was adrift in himself. Some had been lost, including the lives of Lew and Ast, and others had been gained, but for the most part, things were little different than they'd been before the emergence of Cellen from its thousand-year slumber. It seemed wrong to suffer so much strife and earn so little progress. As always, it felt like less justice had been meted out than was deserved. Not for the first time, he wondered why Arawn would allow such bad things to happen and offer so little in the way of consolation.
Yet there were a few. Most of them were there in the room with him, eating and talking, drinking and laughing. Their time together would be too short. If he didn't value it as it deserved until after it was gone, perhaps that wasn't Arawn's fault. Perhaps it was his own.
For a few days, everyone who'd gone on the trip seemed content to do little but rest, eat, and enjoy being someplace warm again. Some of the norren pitched yurts in the courtyard, but others slept in tents hung right inside the great halls. A highly disorganized and low-key party ensued. Already, Dante had work to get to—the needs of Narashtovik never ceased—but he couldn't have thrown them out even if he'd wanted to. As it turned out, he highly enjoyed the chance to do a whole lot of nothing for once.
Six days after their return from Weslee, Dante happened to glance out the window and see the norren packing up their things. He ran downstairs and found Mourn. "Were you really going to leave without saying goodbye?"
"Goodbyes are a ritual that never made sense to me," Mourn said. "But if it means that much to you, 'goodbye.'"
"At least let me thank you!"
"Isn't that what all the feasting, speeches, and drinking was about?"
"You are without doubt the most confusing member of a highly confusing people," Dante laughed. "I hope you know that if you ever need us, Narashtovik is always yours to call upon."
"Then let me express the hope that we never need to see each other again." Mourn could only keep a straight face for a couple seconds. "The hills of the Nine Pines are always yours, too."
The departure of the norren seemed to be the sign that it was time to start setting things in order. Once the gates closed behind them, Dante went inside and climbed the stairs. The Sealed Citadel was less obsessed with status than many such institutions, but there was an implicit hierarchy in the way rooms were handed out. Cee had been given quarters on the third floor: above the servants, but below the couriers, low-level bureaucrats, and skilled staff. Dante found her door and knocked.
She opened it and smiled lopsidedly. "Do I even have a choice to let you in?"
"What do you mean?"
"You own this place, right? Your very own castle. How's that feel?"
"Exhausting." He moved inside and took a seat. "Now that I've talked the place up, would you still like to be a part of it?"
She took on a guarded look. "In what capacity?"
"Whatever you'd like. But you know the things Blays used to do for the Citadel? That's what I had in mind."
"What about Blays?"
Dante gazed past her. The walls were unadorned and the room was chilly. "I don't know that he's going to stay here, let alone that he wants to resume doing ridiculous things in the name of Narashtovik. Worst case, he sticks around and we've got two of you." He creased his brow. "On second thought, maybe I ought to rescind the offer."
"Too late," she grinned. "I look forward to giving you even bigger headaches than he did."
He hesitated three full seconds before shaking her hand.
On the pretense of catching up with his paperwork, he headed back to his room, but stopped outside the door. He'd been putting it off long enough.
Blays wasn't in his room. Dante checked the great halls on the ground floor; with the norren gone, the revelry had dwindled to a few soldiers and monks sitting around sharing stories and beer. None had seen Blays. In fact, he seemed nowhere to be found. Dante went to ask Gant if Blays had slipped out again while no one was looking, then realized he knew better and diverted his course to the roof. Blays was there, hands in the pockets of his cloak, hair ruffled by the cold wind slicing off the bay.
Dante walked up beside him and looked over the city. "So."
"Yep."
"Listen, isn't it about time you told me what your plans are?"
Blays snorted. "I saved your life, and you think I owe you more?"
"Are you forgetting the only reason you were in position to do so was the miracle of life bestowed upon you by me?"
"Hey, I never asked to be resurrected." Blays laughed, then grew sober. "Truth is, I was planning to leave in a couple days."
"Oh."
"Been meaning to tell you."
"Well," Dante said. "I'd wish you luck, but you seem to find it wherever you go."
"Thanks." A slow grin spread across Blays' face. "But who said it was for good?"
Two days later, Dante heard him ride away. He didn't go to the window. Either he'd see him again or he wouldn't.
Dante returned his attention to the administration of Narashtovik. Negotiating the price of grain with Tantonnen wasn't the pinnacle of excitement, but after the last few months, he was happy to be bored again. The days of Thaws came and went. Dante ordered a gravestone from the artist who did most of the Citadel's work. When it came in, he put together a carriage and a small contingent and rode toward the Woduns. Their peaks were still white, but many of the lower slopes had become green again.
In Soll, he hired Vinsin as a guide. Vinsin showed him to a spot in the woods beside the stream where he'd often seen Ast spend time. Dante dug a hole and the troops he'd brought with him helped him plant the stone in the ground.
"'Ast Modell,'" Vinsin read. "'Son of the Elsen, Hero of the Rashen.' What does it mean?"
Dante stepped back. "That there's always hope for peace."
He returned to Narashtovik. They called for volunteers for a diplomatic mission to Spiren, then Dante and Somburr spent weeks teaching them Weslean, telling them what to expect, and drawing them maps of the region. As summer neared, the team headed east. They were never heard from again.
Shortly after their departure, Dante sailed to Houkkalli Island, made port, and hiked up the path to the mountain. Beneath the cliffs of the Hanassans, he met the old monk and they sat in the sun.
"You found it," the old monk said. "How did you use it?"
"To bring a dead man back to life."
"Remarkable. And then it disappeared?"
Dante nodded, explaining how it had felt, how a million doors of possibility had stood before him. "As soon as I stepped through one, the others went away. So did Cellen."
The monk rubbed his chin. "Let's back up. How did you find it to begin with?"
"Brace yourself for a long story," Dante laughed. Over the next hour, he told the old man everything.
When he finished, the monk shook his head. "If a third party had related that story, I wouldn't believe half of it."
"I've told you nothing but the truth. All of it. I know I owed you that much, but I have a favor to request in return for the knowledge I've brought you."
"You can ask. It remains to be seen if I'll grant it."
"I used Cellen in Corl," Dante said. "That means, in a thousand years, it will return there."
"You want us to stop them from using it against Narashtovik? This is a peaceful order."
"I know that. I intend to detail everything that's happened. Should Narashtovik survive another millennium, I will have done everything in my power to prepare them." He looked up at the patchy clouds. "But I've learned how easily the past is lost. I ask you to preserve this story, too. And when the time comes, if Narashtovik has forgotten, to remind them."
"You are young, but you make a wise leader." The old monk clasped his hands. "I will do this for you."
Dante bowed and made his way back down the mountain.
Shortly after his return to Narashtovik, a courier arrived from Setteven. While Gant assigned the messenger a room, Dante brought the letter upstairs and knocked on Olivander's door.
Once Olivander answered, Dante waved the sealed parchment through the air. "It appears we have the honor of a letter from the king!"
"Should I put on a clean shirt?" Olivander said. "What's it say?"
Dante broke the red wax and scanned the contents. As usual, the good stuff was packed into the end. "He's...requesting a loan."
"Of money?"
"Indeed."
"From us?"
"This has to be a trick, right? Should I send Moddegan's courier back with a tracing of my middle finger?"
Olivander took the letter and sat down to read it to completion. Finished, he set it aside and tapped the tip of his nose. "This smacks of legitimacy. Either that or he's very good at faking wounded pride."
"Okay, but we have absolutely no motivation to loan him a single penny." Dante narrowed his eyes. "Unless."
They sent the courier back with a message that they would consider the offer, then sent Somburr to join his spies in Setteven. After a couple of weeks, Somburr reported that the request was legit: Moddegan had made a series of bad investments. If he was unable to pay maintenance on his holdings, Gask would be plunged into chaos. Perhaps even civil war.
"Is that something we want?" Olivander said. This time, they were in the Council chambers, the table awash in figures and reports. "At minimum, some of his people will starve. If it comes to conflict, thousands of civilians will die."
"And if he fell, we'd have to maneuver to make sure the replacement was to our liking." Dante pressed his palms together. "I don't want to become entangled in another conflict. Or watch him take it out on the peasants. We'll give him his loan—but he's not going to like the strings it comes attached to."
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Before he'd sailed to Narashtovik with nearly the entire contingent of the People of the Pocket, Blays had made sure to retrieve his horses from the north end of the bay, and in a nifty piece of negotiating, had even talked Ro into letting him take them with him on the ship. Figuring that the mounts weren't cut out for mountain crossings (and that they deserved a rest), he'd stabled them in Narashtovik during the incursion into Weslee.
That meant one was ready and waiting to make the long ride back to Pocket Cove.
It was that time of winter when, like trying to explain to a drunken party guest that they needed to go home, all you could do was sigh that it was still there. It was cold, but not that cold; it snowed and then melted, then rained instead. Dante had given him a nice chunk of riding-around money, and he was in no extra-special hurry, so Blays passed the nights of travel in a series of snug inns.
As miserable as the weather was, he felt good. Perhaps even great. Maybe it was the feeling of having been granted a second chance. Maybe when he'd died, he'd brought something back with him—or left something else behind.
Or maybe his feeling was no more than the optimism all trips start out with, when you know exactly what you must do and the world hasn't yet stood up to say "No, sorry, that's not how things are going to play out."
Whatever the case, he was happy.
Since he was in no hurry, and wasn't particularly fond of the idea of setting foot within fifty miles of Setteven ever again, he took the path through Gallador. Snow sat on its mountains. Wending looked peaceful enough, with smoke puffing from chimneys and people going about their business as always. He stopped by Lolligan's long enough to relay the gist of what had happened over the last few weeks, then left his horse with the old man and continued on foot.
He walked through the pass in the western peaks and descended to the long plains. The black line of Pocket Cove solidified on the horizon. As he approached the cliffs, a woman appeared atop them.
"Fancy seeing you here," Minn called.
Blays tipped back his head and laughed. "Have you been waiting up there this whole time?"
"Nope. I guess you're just lucky."
"That I am." He climbed up the stairs, wrapped her in his arms, and kissed her.
She didn't respond. In the moment, he didn't care that it was a mistake. He was proud of himself for making it.
To his surprise, she put her arms around him and kissed him back. Too soon, she drew away, eyes shifting between his. "Well, that was fun. Now what?"
"We do it again?"
They did, but she drew back a second time. "That's very fun. Everything I'd hoped for. And we both know it won't work."
Blays creased his brow. "I'd say it's working fine."
"I'm glad for you. Is it working so well you're willing to stay here with it forever?"
Streamers of fog peeled away from the Fingers. "I thought..."
Minn smiled. "That I'd throw myself into your arms and ride off with you?"
"I happen to think it's the best idea I've ever had!"
"It's a nice dream. But this is my family and I love learning what they have to teach me. When we were away from them, I realized I could never bring myself to leave it. This is my life."
He might have crumbled then, argued or given up or wheedled until the fragile thing they had together frayed apart. But it rolled off him as lightly as the mist on the rocky pillars.
"I'll stay here a while. We'll talk to Ro. And we'll see."
She blew air between her teeth. "It would have to be the same as it was before. I'll teach you more, if you like, but that's it. I won't hand you my heart before you can pledge this is where you want to stay."
It would have been the easiest thing in the world to assure her that he would never grow tired of Pocket Cove. Not so long as he was with her! But he knew himself too well for that, and loved her too much to lie.
"Agreed," he said, then darted in to peck her on the mouth again. "That's the last one. For now. Promise."
"That was a cheap move," she said. "As punishment, you get to be the one to talk to Ro."
They walked through the Fingers together. When he saw the waves breaking on the beach, he grinned. His merriment faded as she escorted him through the tunnels to Ro. The woman sat in her room beneath a pile of blankets. Minn withdrew, feet rasping down the hall.
Blays sat down across from Ro. "Well, we did it. It wasn't perfect. But Cellen is gone and there won't be any war."
She eyed him. "Fine. I don't care either way. Which you know. So why have you come back?"
"Same as before," he shrugged.
"Wrong. You partnered with Dante to retrieve Cellen. He's through hunting you; I saw it in his face. If you lie to me again, this conversation is over."
He closed his eyes. "For Minn."
Her brows shot up. Carefully, she drew them back into place. "I won't let you take her from here."
"She won't let me do that. I'm asking to be given the chance to stay and find out whether I can learn to love this corner of the earth as well as she does."
Ro sat in her blankets in silence. "If you make me regret this, I'll make you regret it worse."
He stood and bowed. "I can assure you that I would take care of that myself."
He walked into the hall. Minn stood a short ways down it. She saw the look on his face and smiled. "You're too convincing for your own good."
"Now let's see if I can convince myself."
In his heart, he knew he couldn't make Pocket Cove his home. But perhaps his heart could change.
A week later, as they sat at the pools playing with the nether, Minn leaned back, resting her hand on the rock. He reached for it. She withdrew it and sighed.
"How are you so good at not being bad?" he said.
"Because I'll be happy with or without you."
"Hmm," he said. "I think that sounds much ruder than it actually is."
"What's the point of this? You know you can't be happy here."
He rested his forearms on his knees. "Quit knowing me so well."
He refused to get frustrated—or to lose hope. He had seen too much of what else was out there to believe that, as much as he wanted this, his entire future depended on making it work. Day by day, Minn refined his skill with the nether. They shadowalked further and further until one day he started at the north end of the bay and made it all the way to the southern tip before he had to step back out into the real world.
One day early in this process, a warm wind blew in from the south, chasing winter away for good. For a few days, it was warm enough to lie on the sand with their skin exposed to the sun. This was beyond nice, and if he'd been able to see the rest of what was hidden beneath her underclothes, it would've been indisputably perfect.
Yet he knew that, sooner or later, he would no longer be happy to be enclosed in such a small closet of the world.
An unsolvable problem. He knew his nature and she knew hers. Natures could change, nature itself was proof of that, but if he left without her, he doubted that he'd be back, or that she'd want him to come back. Now was the time, the only time they'd have, and maybe that was why he didn't admit it was futile and walk away: this was it. And if "it" was nothing more than a couple more weeks spent walking together through the nether, then at least he would have that to remember in later years.
He gave himself a deadline. End of summer. If nothing changed by then, he'd leave before he wore out his welcome.
One late spring day, he woke from a nap beside the tide pools to see that one of the smaller rocks was moving, sliding over the others. He glanced around, expecting to see one of the People of the Pocket manipulating the stone (something Minn still hadn't decided to teach him—possibly, that was too secret to reveal to him until he became a permanent resident). But he was alone. And then he felt quite dumb, because the fist-sized rock had a bunch of little spines on it and was leaving a slimy trail behind it. It was a kellevurt.
He moved in for a better look. He hadn't known they could live outside the water. If he had, when he and Minn had gone to the island of Ko-o, he might have spent a little less time paddling around the furious ocean and a little more time climbing around the sturdy arm of rock embracing the bay. As he watched, the snail finished traversing the rock and slid into one of the pools, where it promptly enveloped a smaller conical snail that had been minding its own business.
Blays bolted to his feet and ran to the tunnels to see Ro. He was informed that she was out for a swim, so he ran back outside and up the beach until he spotted her floating on her back watching the gulls gliding overhead. Blays stripped off his clothes and dived into the waves, paddling out to her.
"What are you doing in the water?" he panted.
"Napping. What does it look like?"
"But the water is full of sharks and tides and cold," he said. "You'd be much safer up here on dry land. In fact, it might be best if you never left the caves at all."
She swung up to give him a look. "I'm touched that you're so concerned for my safety. Is this going somewhere?"
"I saw a kellevurt at the tide pools. It's probably still there, but I'd prefer that no one kill it, because it reminded me of something very important: it's possible to belong to more than one world at once."
She slicked water from her hair. "Now I see where this is going. Let me cut to the chase: No."
Blays laughed. The water was cool, but after his run to find her, it felt good. "I'm not asking to come and go as we please. Though I think she's more interested in seeing the world than she lets on. But if you really love this place as much as you claim, you'd do more to watch over it than posting a lookout in the Fingers."
"Do you think you can belittle me into agreement?"
"Your long-lost cousins in Narashtovik were almost destroyed because you couldn't be bothered to tell them their own history. Maybe you don't care about that. But if things had gone differently, maybe Cellen winds up in the hands of Moddegan instead. It's not out of the question he might have turned it on Pocket Cove."
"Cellen is gone," Ro said. "It won't be back for a thousand years."
"Is that all the longer you want the Cove to last?" Blays flung his hand toward the east. "You've turned your back on it, but the world is still out there. Let us be your eyes. Narashtovik is connected to places in ways you can't imagine—and I'm connected to its leader."
"It's true. We haven't had scouts for years. But this is pointless talk. She'll never leave for your city."
"I won't ask her to. Not for always. Just for half the year. The rest we'll spend here. Where I'll still be in contact with Narashtovik all the while."
"How will you manage that?"
He raised an eyebrow. "Well, that one's my secret."
Ro let her mouth sink below the waves, hiding her smile. "Have you asked her if this is what she wants?"
"She would just send me straight here anyway."
She smiled more. "Then here is my answer: go find her, and ask her if this is what she wants."
Blays couldn't have stopped his grin if he'd wanted to. He turned and swam back to shore. Minn was down at the tide pool with a small crowd; they'd discovered the kellevurt and were discussing whether to harvest it, or leave it be in the hopes it would reproduce.
He grabbed Minn's hand. She gave him a warning look, but her expression softened. "What is it?"
"What if we could stay a part of Pocket Cove while not always having to stay in Pocket Cove?"
Before she could tell him he was being a fool, he explained. It didn't take long. She drew her chin to one side, blinking. "Ro agreed?"
"I think she got a sense of the size of things beyond your cliff walls, and that it might be best to make sure none of those things want what's in here. And I think that, if you want this, we should tell her so before she changes her mind."
"Yes," Minn said. "Of course."
He leaned in and kissed her, and she kissed him back.
It was a few months before they went anywhere. Blays didn't mind. He had all the time in the world, and was content to spend it with her. But he was glad when Ro finally approached him about putting his proposal into action. He'd never been one for staying in any one place too long. Maybe that was part of why he'd left Narashtovik.
They had no horses, so he and Minn set off on foot toward Gallador. The plains were hot and abuzz with insects of all kinds. At night, they slept in the open, faces to the stars.
Across the heights of Gallador Rift, they gazed down on Wending in shock. The whole city appeared to be on fire, shrouded in a haze of smoke. Blays stopped a man on the road. "What's happening? Has the king invaded the city?"
The man laughed and shook his head. "Far from it, my friend. Those are the fires of celebration. We've won our independence!"
"Independence?" Minn said. "From Gask? How?"
"Shouldn't be telling you this." The man glanced behind him to ensure there was no one else in earshot. "But the way they're feeding those bonfires, in a few days, there won't be any city left, so who cares?" He chuckled and leaned in. "Word is the king ran out of money. Had to sell his claim on Gallador to Narashtovik. They turned around and set the entire lakelands free."
Blays doubled over with laughter.
In Wending, he paid a brief visit to Lolligan, who confirmed the rumors of the man on the road. The old man smirked and smoothed his silvery goatee. "You're the one who pulled this off, and you're asking me how it happened?"
"I was out of pocket for a while," Blays said. "And to be honest, I'd forgotten all about that. Was preoccupied with saving everyone, you know."
"Believe you me, after this, you'll always have a home in Wending. Take your pick."
"How's Taya doing?"
"Fine," he said. "I sent her on a vacation to the Golden Isles. She deserved it."
He was glad to hear that, and especially glad when Lolligan volunteered to buy them a second horse. They rode east, then cut overland across the Norren Territories. He saw a few hunters and scouts, but he was suddenly itchy to get where he was going and didn't approach them.
They came to the city. To his surprise, more than a few people recognized him on the street.
"Is that why you wanted to come back?" Minn said, following a lengthy hug from a female admirer.
"You can't blame them," Blays said, getting back into the saddle. "I've saved this damn place about three times now."
She nodded vaguely, gazing across the pitched roofs. "It's your home, isn't it?"
"I think it might be."
"Then I'm glad you're back."
At the Citadel, he had to repeat his name twice before being allowed inside. There was a question of whether Minn would be allowed in at all; then Gant appeared and cleared things up with a few sharp words. He escorted them upstairs and offered Minn the opportunity to change out of her travel clothes. While she was behind closed doors, Gant took Blays to the Council chambers, where Dante was sitting on the balcony reading and trying to catch a breeze.
Dante closed his book with a thump. "You're back?"
"For a bit. Did you doubt me?"
"No more than usual."
Blays wiped sweat from his brow. "Well, you shouldn't. While I was out, I engineered a pretty snazzy way to ensure the safety of Pocket Cove and your little city here." He smirked. "Although I hear you pulled a maneuver of your own on Gallador."
"Thanks to the wild bossen-dealing of a certain Lord Pendelles, that one fell right in our laps," Dante laughed. "At this rate, in a few more years Gask's borders will stop and start with Setteven."
"Any word out of Corl?"
"I think they killed my diplomats. But maybe they're involved in a lengthy discussion."
Blays nodded. "Have any regrets?"
"About killing thousands of innocents?" Dante laughed hollowly. "Every night."
"And I'm sure you tell yourself—rightly so—that the Minister's to blame for that, not you." Blays sat on the cool stone. "But I didn't mean about that. I meant about Cellen."
Dante looked across the sky. "I've got a lot of years ahead of me. No need to be greedy, is there?"
"Good. Because we can still do it."
"Do what?"
"What you meant to do with Cellen: leave this place better than we found it."
Dante looked over, eyes bright with surprise. "I thought you'd only be staying a few days."
"I'm afraid," Blays said, adopting the most dolorous expression he could muster, "you're going to be seeing a whole lot more of me than that."
The sun reddened, heading into the western turn of the bay, reminding him of a thousand sunsets just like it—and then, quite suddenly, of a singular one: the sink of the sun on a pond outside Bressel. He hadn't thought of that day in a long time and its details were slow to return. Trout breaking the surface. The smell of the water on muddy shores. The blackbirds chirring from the reeds. He had known Dante for some weeks before that, hired to watch his back while the then-boy sought to unravel the secrets of the Cycle of Arawn, but their stop at the pond was when Blays had made the choice to move beyond his role as a bodyguard. He had always considered that to be when their adventures truly began.
That memory gleamed in his mind more intensely than the sun's hard light on the sea, yet he could hardly remember the person he had been then, let alone the specific events of the days surrounding those at the pond. It was sad to think how quickly things became lost. It was no wonder things were the way they were. Memories, people, your own self. You thought you'd always have them, that you'd be able to draw on them in times of need, but they slipped away like the days, gone before you knew it.
But there was a flip side to that, wasn't there? So much became lost to time because there was so much time to lose it in. Blays had seen four thousand sunsets since the one by the pond. Unless disease or a sword got in the way, he expected to be there for thousands and thousands more.
One at a time, a day didn't sound like much. Especially when so much of each one was devoted to eating, sleeping, and so on. But when you thought of them together, stacked up like the coins at a mint? Your wealth was immense. If you spent wisely, there seemed no limit to what you could achieve. By the time he reached into his pocket and learned he'd spent his last, he intended for all they had done so far to be just the beginning.
"What?" Dante said.
"Are you going to sit on this balcony the rest of your life? Or can we get out there and show Minn the city?"
"I suppose." Dante moved to the door. "She did help save it, after all."
By the time they tracked her down and got outside, the sun was long gone. But the night air tasted sweet, cool and familiar, like the hilt of a sword or the sheets of a bed before you get up. For the moment, he was home.
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