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Part I: Deadgirl & the Naverung
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Dagny had only one thing on her mind as she raced down the stairs: finding a place to hide. 

She’d forgotten how dark it was in the basement. Faint light from the garden outside streamed in through dirt-caked windows, but did little to illuminate the steps. So she ran her hand along the stone wall for guidance, trying not to stumble.

It had been years since she was down here last. Passages, crowded with stacks of crates and furniture, branched off in all directions. Dagny stopped only for a moment before deciding on a path. She needed to move away from the stairs, or she’d be seen as soon as someone opened the doors.

The girl knew they would come for her. The Hunters. There seemed to be dozens of them this time. Swarming the gardens above; stomping through the flower beds. She hoped they would search the house first, or the yard out back. She hoped she had fooled them, at least for the moment. 

Only hours before, Dagny had sat quietly in the Rork library trying to study the works of dead men. She found it impossible to focus on those things, however, and soon enough her mind began to wander until she just couldn’t sit anymore. If she’d been a normal girl, dedicated to her schooling, she’d still be there, secure in the library's reading room. But the afternoon had called, drawing her into the open air. And now...

Dagny ducked underneath a gauntlet of crisscrossing chair legs, and brushed alongside rough wooden boxes, navigating the labyrinth of storage containers. They were marked with cryptic descriptions such as Mortiers ’82 and The Vahnland - Black Spring. Likely references made by Alex of prior campaigns, but she couldn’t be certain.

The basement really was enormous. Much too big for the house above. Stepping over fallen trinkets and pushing through cobwebs, Dagny finally reached the far wall and scanned the shadows. A thick layer of dust coated everything. No one had been this way for a long time. She was glad of that. It felt comfortable in the darkness, and there were plenty of hiding spots where she could wait for the sun to set. She just needed to find the right one.

Moving onward, Dagny came upon a large painting, turned on its side and leaning against the back wall. It was lit by a single beam of sunlight, specks of dust dancing in the glow. A large accidental tear split the middle, and the paint had begun to fade even before it was placed here, but Dagny could still make out the regal, peaceful lion postured in front of his jungle court. Two monkeys, dressed as knights, flanked the lion king as an assortment of beasts came to pay him tribute. The animals looked comical and self-conscious in their clothes. The armor was too big for the monkeys and the crown hung loose on the lion’s head. 

Dagny smiled at the king like an old friend. She’d forgotten he was here. Growing up, when Alex would leave for weeks on end, Dagny would stay with his grandfather and she would pass this painting several times a day from its place in the old man’s great room. As a little girl, she used to hope the Lion’s Court was a real place she could visit someday. 

Dagny sat quietly on the floor, in the shadows near the painting, and waited. The sweat that had soaked her orange dress was already beginning to dry. She’d been running hard in the afternoon heat, a mix of nerves and excitement brought on by the hunt. But it was cool down here, among the pale stone, even in the summertime. 

It should be easy enough to vanish for a while. The place was practically built for it. Dagny had heard that generations ago, elegant tunnels connected the neighborhood to an underground road leading to City Centre, so that residents could move around in secret. She wondered if this had all been part of those lost tunnels, sealed off a long time ago.

Suddenly, the doors above creaked open, breaking the silence, and a strained voice echoed across the chamber.

“Oh, ghoulie... You’re down there, aren’t you?”

Dagny tried to slow her breathing and sit perfectly still. Someone must’ve seen her running toward the basement. They’d be listening now and if they heard her moving about, one of them would block the entrance while the others tried to flush her out. She’d wait and hope to draw the whole group down. And once they started clomping around, bumping into chairs and boxes, she’d be free to move again.

Other voices whispered near the top of the stairs, but she couldn’t tell what they were saying. After a moment, a different one called out, “Ghoulie... We’re coming for you!”

To stay calm, Dagny focused on the painted lion. What did I call you back then? I had names for your entire court, didn’t I? She’d even come up with her own stories for the king’s animal heroes. Adventure stories, like the ones her brother told. 

The coat...

It was down here, too. Wasn’t it? Hidden inside a weathered chest with cracked leather straps, but she couldn’t remember where. The coat itself she saw clearly. Handsome and long; made of waxed canvas; green and black; well-worn and reinforced at the elbows. In her mind, the collar stood tall to block out the wind, and was lined with soft brushed cloth. 

At one time, the coat had been Dagny’s most treasured possession. She would sleep in it every night as a child, covering her head to shut out the world. The coat fit well on her brother, Morgan, but hung so loose on Dagny’s small frame back then that the hem would drag on the floor like a cape, and she would have to roll the sleeves over several times just to get her hands free. 

Her brother wore it on his travels, and she pictured him in it now. Commanding and mysterious. Romantic and roguish. Smiling, with friendly sea-green eyes.

After Alex married Caternya and they moved into the house above, with the pruned garden and quiet cobblestone street, the coat eventually found its way into the chest along with what was left of Morgan’s memory, and vanished in the basement. 

Something toppled over in the passage to her left. There was a panicked cry, and the quick shuffling of feet.

“She didn’t come this way,” a young girl said. 

“You don’t know her like I do. She’s tricky. Probably listening to us right now,” a boy replied. 

Dagny slowly got on her hands and knees and crawled further along the outer wall, away from the voices. 

A boat. I’m sure the chest is under an old riverboat, she thought. 

“Dag!” a boy cried in frustration. “Are you down here or not?!” The voice was distinct. Lucas. Alex and Cate’s oldest child was leading this group.

Dagny crawled over a toppled crate and a pile of mold-specked books. A worn copy of Vittendorf’s travelogue All These Places caught her eye, and she picked it up and stuffed it down her dress. 

“Shh... I heard something,” Lucas said from somewhere nearby. “Over there. Spread out.” A dozen little feet answered his order, pattering out in all directions. 

There was probably at least an hour until sunset, but Dagny still had every intention of winning the game. She just needed to avoid being caught until dark. It was one she’d played many times growing up, Hunters and the Hunted. At seventeen, she could’ve easily told herself she was too old to be playing such things, but what else was she going to do today? Study? Her schooling would be over in a few short weeks. What did any of it really matter? Besides, if she won the game, then the neighborhood children would crown her Queen Huntress. A title she’d hold until she lost a hunt. And if she was caught, she’d become one of the captured. Dagny wasn’t quite sure what that meant these days. She didn’t plan on finding out. 

Except... her mind was becoming more focused on the coat. What if she couldn’t find it? Could the coat be lost? The panic came on so sudden and strong it frightened her. Without another thought, Dagny stood up and ran down the passage. 

A younger boy screamed with excitement. “It’s her! Get her!”

It didn’t make any sense. Dagny hadn't seen the coat for years. But she knew right then that she’d never forgive herself if it was gone. 

Someone tripped over the books behind her, tumbled, and started to cry. 

“He’ll be fine! Keep going!” Another one shouted. 

A dart board, covered in webs, came into view. It looked familiar. She’d come this way before, a long, long time ago. Her pace quickened. She was close.

Dagny cut down a passage of high shelves that stretched almost to the ceiling. Children ran on the other side of it, peeking at her through the narrow spaces between boxes. They called to her, but she didn’t answer. Then she saw it. Against the far wall was the chest, tucked underneath a small river skiff that hung from two heavy chains in the ceiling.

She ran forward, ignoring the children approaching from multiple directions, and lifted the lid.

Lucas was the first one to reach her. He stopped several feet away and stared wide-eyed. 

“Wow, where’d you get that?” he asked. He was dressed like a dapper little prince, but his face was dirty with dried sweat. 

“Do you like it?” Dagny asked, pulling her arm through the coat sleeve. “It was my brother’s. He used to wear it on his adventures with your father.”

Lucas nodded his head excitedly. “You look like a pirate king.”

Dagny reached down and ruffled his hair. “I know you never met my brother, but he would have loved you.”

The other children had caught up to them now. Behind Lucas was his younger sister, Abrielle. She wore an expensively tailored blue and yellow skirt, and her honey-brown hair was braided with ribbons. Half a dozen other children from Old Rork approached cautiously from both sides.

“You lost!” A scrawny, blond-haired boy yelled. 

“Did I?” With a flourish, Dagny spun around and leapt onto a nearby shelf, scrambling over the top before any of the children could react. 

“Hey! That’s not fair!” one of them screeched. 

“—Get her!” cried a girl. 

“—We caught you! You lost!”

“No one touched me,” Dagny shouted back. She dropped onto the floor and sprinted to the basement stairs. There was a murmur behind her.

“Is that true?”

“—No one got her?”

Dagny leapt up the stairs, slammed the basement doors and ran into the sun. She skirted around the large, white-plastered house and past two small children sitting in the mud by the garden pond. They pointed at her, mouths wide open. Dagny was laughing hysterically by the time she entered through the kitchen door. 

She had lived with Alex Benzara since she was a little girl. The better part of eight years. In the beginning, it had been just the two of them, but now the house was full and would be getting even more crowded in a few short months. The thought made her anxious, and Dagny pushed it out of her mind.

The door slammed closed behind her. Caternya stood by the stove, tasting soup from a large kettle, and shot her a quick glance, while the Benzara’s cook furiously chopped onions and carrots nearby.  

Alex’s wife was one of the most beautiful women Dagny had ever seen. Slim with dark eyes. She took to wearing tailored skirts and stylish jackets, even around the house. Even now, pregnant with their third child. Alex had met Cate shortly after discovering the Prize at Oulen, a sunken treasure ship that rested in the shallow delta of that river. Caternya looked like she was descended from the same aristocratic folk who would’ve owned the drowned ship. Dagny was wild-haired and weedy, pale with an overbite. 

“That’s a nice coat,” Cate said casually, barely looking up at her. 

“Thanks,” Dagny replied, sucking down air. “I hadn’t worn it for a long time, I’m surprised it fits like this—”

“Lucas! Abrielle!” Cate called out from the open kitchen window. “Where are they? Weren’t they with you?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. They’re coming,” Dagny said dramatically.  

Cate focused on the simmering pot. “Please tell them that dinner will be ready soon, and make sure they’re clean.”

“Sure,” Dagny said. But instead of walking back outside to deliver the message, she stepped through the kitchen, into the adjacent hallway, and tiptoed toward the study.

Alex sat at his desk smoking a pipe, as Dagny slipped in and ducked behind the doorway. 

“Hiding from the children?” he joked. 

“Kind of.”

“I thought you were studying at the library.”

“No.”

Alex smiled and gestured at her. “Well, look at that, Morgan’s old coat.”

Dagny smiled back. She enjoyed being around Alex, even if they didn’t talk much anymore. He was always busy, it seemed, and although still a relatively young man, Alex appeared more haggard these days. Especially when sitting at a desk. 

“That coat suits you now,” Alex continued. “What made you look for it?” 

Dagny shrugged. “I’m not sure. We were playing down in the basement, and I just remembered it. I don’t know why.”

“Sometimes things just happen like that. It’s strange how the mind works.” Alex glanced down at an open ledger.

Dagny heard the kitchen door open and Caternya shout something. Lucas came thundering down the hallway and burst into the study.  He exchanged glances with Alex before turning around and spotting Dagny against the wall. 

“There you are! You’re caught!” he said, a look of smug satisfaction on his face. 

“Really Lucas? You’re gonna turn me over to the hunters?” Dagny asked him, smiling sweetly. 

The boy hesitated. “It’s just a game.”

“But still, don’t you want me to be the Queen Huntress?” 

“Hmm, let me think about it.” Lucas plopped down in a heavy, cushioned seat.

“You can be my champion.”

“Okay.”

“Ha. There’s some negotiating for you,” Alex said, still looking through his papers.

“So, what kind of adventures did they have?” Lucas asked her. 

“Who?”

“Dad and your brother. You said they had adventures together.”

“Oh... right... all kinds. When I was your age, Morgan would come home and tell us all about the latest one. Sometimes we’d stay up until the sun rose. He would wear this very coat and act out the stories for us.”

“Like what? Tell me.”

Dagny thought about it for a moment. There were so many stories, hundreds of them. She’d probably forgotten more than she remembered. “Well, let me think.”

Lucas just looked at her with his wide, innocent eyes.

“Okay. I’ll tell you one of my favorites.” She leaned closer to him and lowered her voice. “This one time, they were sailing across the Ilvar...”

Lucas had a confused look on his face. “What’s that?”

“The Ilvar is a sea far to the west. They had gone there chasing rumors of Avilys, a fabled glass castle that only appeared once every hundred years. Everyone doubted it existed. The ship’s crew had taken the same route many times before, and swore there was nothing. Only on this particular day, as the sun began to set, they came upon an island covered in mist, and as they sailed closer, the mist began to clear... there on the cliffs was the great castle of glass...”

“Is that true?” Lucas asked his father.

“It’s true, alright. But I like the way Dag here tells it.” As soon as Lucas looked away, Alex gave her a wink.

Abrielle had snuck into the study while they talked and sat on a chair in the corner. She wore only one shoe and kicked her bare foot, now covered in mud, while grinning at Dagny. Abrielle was clearly baiting her to ask about the missing shoe, and when Dagny didn’t take the bait, the girl started humming loudly. 

Lucas glared at his sister. “Can you be quiet, please? I’d like to hear the story, thank you very much.”

Abrielle snarled, but stopped humming. 

“Good. Please proceed,” Lucas said, acting very formal and dignified. 

Before Dagny could continue, however, Caternya came into the room, sighing heavily. “No one thought to invite me to the gathering?”

“Sorry, it wasn’t planned,” Lucas said. 

“Go on and clean yourself up, please.”

“But mother, Dagny is telling me about the glass castle,” Lucas said.

“I’m sure it will still be there when you get back.”

Lucas pouted and stepped off into the nearby hallway.

“Thank you, dear,” she called after him, dropping into Lucas’ seat. “I’m absolutely exhausted. I really wish I wasn’t the only one who had to chase the children around and make sure everything is in order.”

“I’m almost finished here,” Alex said, motioning to the stacks on his desk.  

“It sounded like you were very busy,” Cate said. 

“Sorry, it’s my fault,” Dagny said. “We were playing in the basement and—”

“Abrielle! Where is your shoe?! You’re absolutely filthy.” Caternya sprung up with renewed energy, lifted the girl and carried her into the hall. Abrielle squealed and flailed her limbs the whole way out. “This is too much, really! I can’t handle everything,” Cate continued, her voice trailing off down the hallway. Alex chased after them, leaving Dagny alone in the study. 

She didn’t feel like eating dinner tonight. Instead, Dagny climbed the main staircase leading to her bedroom, thinking about Morgan’s story of Avilys. She remembered huddling with her younger sister, Gretchen, in their old tenement building, as Morgan recounted the castle and his escape from the black-eyed princess of glass.

Dagny's bedroom here at the Benzara house was massive and elegantly furnished. A large feather-stuffed bed with embroidered silk sheets rested in the middle of the room, and a glass-paned door opened onto a balcony, which overlooked a private courtyard. Far beyond the peaked rooftops of Old Rork, Dagny could see the spires and domes of the City Centre. 

She walked over to a gilded mirror in the corner and admired herself in Morgan’s old adventuring coat. I do look like a pirate king, she thought. Much better than the delicate dresses and skirts that filled her closet. She felt like an imposter wearing those. A misfit in fine clothes. Perfumed with dirty fingernails. She was from the Rakesmount Tenements. And in some ways, it seemed like she never truly left. 

Eight years had passed since she lived there, before running off forever. The building that she was born into was narrow and wild, crowded with an assortment of cousins and half-siblings. Their mother, distant and cold, was like a ghost in her memory, and the man who ran the tenement, the one they called Uncle Finkel, was an ogre. 

If there was one thing that stood out in Dagny’s mind about the Rakesmount, it was the wetness of the place. The moisture, mud and rot crept into everything. When she came to live with Alex across the river, it seemed as if the perpetual rains of her early childhood just stopped. The streets on this side were paved and clean, the gardens well-kept, the brass and iron gates polished. She knew there was much to be grateful for. Alex and Cate had provided her with everything she needed, really. The best tutors and wonderful meals. She had shared events and celebrations with plenty of other children. Yet somehow, she always felt alone. 

Standing in front of the mirror, Dagny caught herself biting her fingernails. It was a habit she was keenly aware of and had tried to break, but when she became distracted, it was instinctive and there was no helping it. When Dagny was a little girl, she’d always be playing in the garden or climbing up trees, and her nails were always dirty. Caternya would be absolutely horrified whenever she caught Dagny chewing on them. Dagny would act ashamed, but inside she’d find Cate’s reaction hilarious. It would take all the willpower she had not to burst out laughing. For the longest time, she’d chew them right in front of Cate just to see her expression. After all, Alex didn’t care what she did, and certainly no one cared when she lived at the Rakesmount. 

Thoughts of Morgan entered her mind again. Dagny tried to picture his face, but it was too hazy, like trying to see through fog. So she imagined how his body felt when he hugged her, and his dyed-blue hair. Stuck with sweat to his face when he became sick.

Dagny stepped onto her balcony and took in the evening air. She could hear people laughing from the street beyond. A drum and tin whistle cut through the wind as musicians started playing from a nearby plaza. After some time had passed, she reached for the trellis that stretched from the garden all the way to the roof and climbed up it, like she had done so many times before. The neighborhood children had all returned to their homes, forgetting about the game of Hunters and the Hunted, and allowing the garden to drift into the relaxed solitude of the moonlit night. Down below, Dagny could see the vague outline of the road from a streetlamp as she carefully moved across the pitched roof. The height didn’t bother her; she found it exhilarating and knew no one else would dare climb up. Maybe that’s why she liked it so much. 

Dagny lay down on a flat part of roof near the chimney and gazed up at the stars. High above shone the brightest one this time of year: the Herald’s Star. It was the adventurers’ compass, Morgan had told her, and it would always guide him home should he become lost. She fell asleep there, under the night sky. Wearing her brother’s coat. 
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Maris. Dashing and charming Maris Troipel. He lounged in a heavy armchair in the middle of the study. Over the years, Dagny had heard the man tell people he was a veteran from the Vahnland, a master-dancer, a Prince of Oulen. He could tell you one of a hundred different stories any given night. Who knew if any were true. He had a swashbuckler’s swagger.

When Dagny woke this morning, Maris and Alex had already been talking for hours. Maris only came by when he had something interesting to discuss. So Dagny poured herself a cup of tea, sat quietly on the study’s plush rug, and listened to the two men.

“There’s no question it’s unique,” Alex said, as he inspected an odd heap of metal, the size of a man’s fist. The thing appeared to be made of iron, layered upon itself, and fastened with small hinges and tiny latches.

“It’s a Star Prism,” Maris said, matter-of-factly. “And it’s very old. There’s no doubt in my mind.” Maris was handsome with sleepy but cunning grey eyes. If Dagny did not already know him, she would not have trusted the man.

“Look, see this here?” Maris continued, taking the metal object from Alex. “If you open the bottom latches, the piece unfolds.” Carefully, Maris started to pry the thing apart. For a moment, Dagny thought it might break; the Prism looked rusted and worn, but Maris worked it with delicate fingers and opened it without issue. “If light hits it, reflective glass inside will show you the stars.”

He walked over to the window and held the object in the sunlight. Instantly, colored spots spread over everything in the room. The walls, the couch and floor, Alex’s desk... everything was cast in various shades of blue and green, red and gold. It was like the study had a sudden outbreak of rainbow pox. 

Alex leaned back in his chair and glanced around. “I don’t know how you can make sense of this. I can’t tell what these are.”

Maris left the prism by the window and walked over to the opposite wall, pointing out a cluster of spots. It was like he’d been anticipating Alex’s skepticism. “This is the constellation Endahl, the Great Bull.”

“No. I don’t think so,” Alex said, rising. “The Endahl has three horns. Your cluster here has four.”

“That’s how I know it’s old. This is the Endahl, before it was corrupted.”

Maris hurried over to another section of the wall before Alex could respond. “And these are the Twin Firehunters. They haven’t been seen in the sky for a long, long time.”

Alex studied the shapes more closely. After a moment, he spoke. “It’s interesting, I’ll give you that.”

“I thought you’d be more excited,” Maris said with a laugh.

“I just want to know if it’s worth getting excited about first,” Alex replied. “What do you think its purpose is?”

“...I don’t know yet,” Maris admitted, laughing harder than before. “There are myths about paths in the sky. Connecting us to ancient places. I never fully understood what those stories were getting at. Whether they were symbolic or literal... I don’t think anyone really does. Maybe it has something to do with that.”

Alex walked over to the Prism. “Whoever made this put a lot of time into it. Where’d you say you found it again?”

Maris had been traveling the Shallow Sea for several months. He told Alex that he saved a sailor’s life, and the man had given it to him as thanks. Dagny wasn’t sure if Alex fully believed his story. 

Her mind began to drift as the two men talked. It was the end of summer, and although the days were still mostly dry and hot, on this particular morning a breeze blew through the house and brought with it a touch of autumn, hinting at changes to come.

She thought of those first years with Alex. When adventurers of all types would come by the Benzara house. Strongmen and rogues. Caped figures with slouch hats and long pipes. Dignitaries, merchants, and storytellers. Soldiers who smelled of sweet liquor and gunpowder. She remembered a hunched old woman, with marbled eyes like those sheep dogs in the hills beyond the city, who read Dagny her fortune and predicted that she would have a short life, dying alone in an empty room. Dagny ran away and cried, and Alex came to her and said the woman was just a miserable old thing who liked to scare children. He promised Dagny that she would have a fulfilling life, full of happiness and excitement. She took it to mean that Alex would soon be taking her along on future journeys, but it never happened.

Lucas entered the study and sat next to Dagny without making a sound. She didn’t notice him until he began to tug at her dress. The boy held a wooden checkered board, folded in half and secured by metal clasps. He looked up at her hopefully. Dagny couldn’t help but smile at his expectant, innocent face. 

“Can we play?” he asked. 

“Okay,” she mouthed silently. It was almost impossible to turn him down sometimes. She hated the idea of making him sad. 

Dagny’s tutors had finished with her a few weeks ago, and she wondered what her life would be like now. She spent every day playing games with the children or wandering into the City Centre, and every day Cate would ask if she had any plans or if she’d been invited to anything. But Dagny didn’t have any interest in attending Rork social events and didn’t know what else to do with herself. For now, she’d spend her time with the sweet boy who still watched her with fascination. 

They set the Talvarind board on the soft rug. Dagny lay down with her head propped up, while Lucas sat cross-legged on the opposite side. Lucas played a set of Night Princes, elegantly carved figurines representing the rulers and constellations of the night sky. She found it fitting, surrounded by Maris’ star pox. Lucas had also brought down Dagny’s pieces. The Wild Court. It was one of the original sets and had belonged to her brother. But while Lucas’ set was professionally made by a local artisan, Morgan had carved the animal figures himself. The only exceptions were several pieces that Dagny tried to sculpt, but they were still just ugly blocks. When she had found Morgan’s Wild Court, it was incomplete. The great bear guardian was missing.

Lucas had just begun to take an interest in the game, and like everything else that drew his attention, he tackled it with the obsessed passion of a seven-year-old. Dagny thought she was a pretty good player. At least with the Wild Court. There were so many advanced theories and strategies of the game, and with all the different sets, each one having its own subtle advantages and slight tweaks in the moves its pieces could play or exploit, it was almost impossible to master. She didn’t mind spending her time showing Lucas the basics. She was glad he wanted to be around her so badly. 

Alex collected Talvarind pieces from all over and kept them displayed in an ancient curio cabinet set against the study wall. Dagny could see it from her place on the rug. Its shelves were filled with delicately crafted, finely painted figures of animals, heroes and kings, and creatures of myth. There was a rearing lioness with its claws raised to attack; a slim, robed guardian clutching his sword close to the chest; a wispy queen of the shadow woods; giant owls; a child holding a crescent moon over her head. Each one standing roughly four inches tall. As Lucas adjusted his opening position, Dagny glanced around the room at the bookshelves reaching to the ceiling, at trophies and artifacts, maps and paintings decorating the space. She felt a sense of comfort and calm, breathing in the scent of aged wood and old books, and relaxed into the warmth of the sun as it spread over her and across the floor.

Dagny started a simple advance, moving her twin foxes closest to the river that cut down the middle of the board, separating the two sides. Lucas carefully considered her opening and played the standard defensive line she had taught him the day before, bringing his chariot over to reinforce his magi. 

The men continued to talk, as Dagny and Lucas exchanged moves. She half listened as Maris joked and recounted an adventure they had on the island of Caltra across the lagoon. Alex changed the subject back to the Star Prism and asked what Maris planned to do next. It was the mention of Magu Ogden that grabbed Dagny’s complete and undivided attention.

“...That’s what I figured,” Alex said. “He’s probably one of the few who could point you in the right direction. It’s beyond me, but it’s certainly worth discussing with him.”

“Ah, Magu Ogden... did you ever read his book on the floating city?” Maris asked. “You should hear him go on about that one.”

“Read it? I traveled with him, searching for it. But I’m convinced that place sank into the sea before any of us were born.” 

It was Dagny’s move, and Lucas stared at her from across the board with growing impatience. 

“He’s some character,” Maris said. “I haven’t been by his shop since, well, I can’t even recall. He’s still set up over in River’s End, right?”

“Dag,” the boy whispered. 

“I believe so. It’s been years since I’ve been as well. I was meaning to stop by but haven’t gotten around to it. Was going to drop off the compass from the old boat.”

“Not the Courteous Fiend?” Maris asked. “Tell me you aren’t getting rid of it.”

“No. Just finishing some repairs I’ve been neglecting. Ogden gave me that compass a while ago. Thought I’d return it. Let him know I was still thinking about him, and it would give me a chance to make sure he was doing alright out there in the Junks. But time’s gotten away from me.”

“Dag! It’s your move,” Lucas blurted out.

The two men looked over and laughed. 

“I think you stumped her, boy,” Maris said. 

“No. She’s not paying attention,” Lucas said. “She’s listening to you all.”

“I’m paying attention,” Dagny lied. “Trying to figure something out. Okay... here we go.” She made a triple advance with her Meerkat Advisor, placing it across the river on Lucas’ right flank. The boy focused intently on the board, confused as to what he should do next. 

Maris came over and studied the positions. “Watch your Wizard,” he said.

“I can do it,” Lucas said sharply, without breaking his gaze. 

Maris raised his hands up defensively and chuckled to himself. “I suppose I’d better be off,” he said to Alex. “I’m not going to be able to rest until I solve this mystery.”

“Good luck, friend. I hope Ogden can set your mind at ease,” Alex said, as he started to walk Maris out of the study. 

“Wait!” Dagny called. She surprised herself with the urgency of her voice. “Are you going to Magu Ogden’s now?”

“—I told you she wasn’t paying attention,” Lucas said. 

“Can I come?” Dagny asked. “I mean, if it’d be alright?” 

“Well...” Maris began, glancing at Alex, who shrugged. “I was planning to head there now, and it looks like you’ve got quite the match going.”

Dagny turned to Lucas. “Do you mind if we finish this up later? I’ll take you down to City Centre tomorrow and you can pick out a new Night Prince for your set.” 

Lucas glared at her. “Fine.”

“Thank you.” She leaned over and kissed Lucas on the head. “Ready?” Dagny asked Maris, trying to smooth the wrinkles out of her dress. 

Maris gestured at her bare feet. “Are you?”

“Oh. Right. Just a second.” Dagny ran into the hallway and pulled on a pair of worn brown boots while the men talked at the entrance. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but when Maris started to shake his head, Alex laughed and patted him on the back. 

***
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Dagny walked just behind Maris as they made their way down Rork’s main boulevard and toward the Central Bridge. Her neighborhood was one of the oldest parts of the city, where some of the most affluent residents lived. Ages ago, the scholar towers stood here, but most had toppled at some point in the distant past and were replaced by the grand buildings that lined the road now. A single tower remained, crooked with sand-colored brick, teetering out over a canal that eventually found its way to the lagoon. It looked like the tower could fall at any moment and sink into the water, but it had been that way for years.

The broad cobblestone street was busy today. Neighbors talked under the canopy of great oaks that lined the road, and children ran between the side streets and alleys that split the tall, regal homes. When they reached the plaza that marked the end of Rork, Maris turned and spoke to her for the first time since leaving the house. 

“You can walk next to me, you know. You don’t have to be weird, hiding in the back.”

“Okay,” Dagny muttered. She had wanted to tell him that he was the one being awkward. Marching in silence; ignoring her until now. Maybe Maris had something on his mind. Thoughts of the Prism, most likely. Still, she only wanted to tag along to Magu Ogden’s place. He didn’t have to act like she was such a burden.

“So, do you keep yourself busy back there?” Maris asked half-heartedly. 

“No, not really. It can be pretty boring.” 

Maris nodded along, watching the road. “Sure. I can see that. Everyone in Rork probably sits around all day gossiping, concerning themselves with the latest fashion or who’s taking so-and-so to the winter’s ball. It sounds miserable to me.”

“Yeah.” When she first came to Rork, Dagny found herself feeling like an outcast among the children of wealthy, prominent families. Her friends, she told herself, were the adventurers who came around to see Alex. To trade stories, or pick his brain, or prepare themselves for the next expedition. Most were nice enough, but of course, they were never there to see her. 

“I didn’t get along too well, either,” Maris said. “Sitting still doesn’t suit me, and sooner or later I think I rub everyone the wrong way."

Dagny didn’t respond. She was surprised by his sudden vulnerability. 

“I don’t know why Alex is so uninterested in everything these days,” Maris continued. “He wasn’t always like that, you know. He used to be the first one out the door the second opportunity presented itself. Things change, I suppose.” Maris gently pulled her off the road as a large carriage rolled past. “So, what are you now? Fifteen?”

“Seventeen. My birthday was last winter.” She had celebrated it in a grand hall near the center of Rork. Most of the families Alex and Cate knew were there. The hall was so crowded, with musicians and dancing, and the banquet felt like it was planned for a princess. It had been one of the strangest events Dagny’d ever been a part of.

Maris eyed her skeptically. “Seventeen, huh? You sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, a bit perturbed.

“Eh. You just look younger. Don’t get offended. I can’t tell how old people are anymore. All you children kind of blend together. Anyway, aren’t you tired of hanging around the Benzara estate yet? I left home when I was thirteen. Set sail the very next day. Didn’t look back.”

“No, I’m fine with it. Besides, I left home when I was nine. So I have you beat there,” Dagny said. 

“You mean when Alex took you in? That doesn’t count. Isn’t there anything you want to be doing with your life?”

Dagny slouched and stared at the road in front of her as they walked. “I don’t know. Haven’t really thought about it too much.” That was a bit of a lie, though. The truth was more complicated. She couldn’t figure out what she wanted, although Dagny was desperate for something. She used to think that she wanted to travel the world like Alex had... and her brother. Exploring drowned cities and the Land of Dead Kings, and seeing the Stilted Men of Ostrotha. But she’d been dismissed so many times before that she’d stopped talking to Alex about it a long time ago. 

As if he was reading her mind, Maris said, “You realize Alex was only looking out for you, right? I mean, the circumstances there were awful. He wanted to keep you safe and do right by your brother. He had to honor that. But you didn’t promise anything. You know what I’m trying to say?”

Dagny watched the ground. 

“If there’s something you really want, do yourself a favor and get at it,” he said. 

The pair approached the Central Bridge spanning over the river Morca. There were fourteen bridges that crossed the river, but the Central Bridge was the longest and most grand. Dagny hesitated, ever so slightly, before stepping onto it. Like the Talvarind board, this river divided the city in two, separating her world from that other time. Far south, where the city began to taper off into the marshland, was the Rakesmount. But they would be following the river east, toward the lagoon, and River’s End. 

“Have you ever been to Ogden’s place before?” asked Maris.

“A few times, with Alex, but it’s been a while,” she said.  

“Been awhile for me, too. He’s an odd one. It used to be that everyone would make it a ritual to stop by Ogden’s. Especially the ones who came up with me and Alex. That was the place, and he seemed to know everything. Different time though. He’s old now. Hell, he was old back then.”

***
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The Junks at River’s End was a crowded shanty town of mismatched tin sheds, wood shacks, and busted concrete dwellings. Yet it was colorful. Brilliantly painted roofs and doors, and flowery overgrown gardens littered the district. Ogden’s shop faced the water. It was an urban treehouse, a rickety metal stack fastened together with rivets. A large sheet of burnt copper covered the doorway, and it shimmered in waves when Maris pushed it aside. 

Inside was altogether different. Dense with trinkets and oddities acquired over a lifetime, maybe several. Dust blanketed glass shapes and golden frames that were stuck in far corners. Hanging over the entrance was a large stuffed serpent; its fangs exposed, a malevolent hungry glare in its eye. The first time Dagny had been here, the shock of the giant snake froze her with fear. Even after she realized it was no longer alive, Magu Ogden told her to watch out, that its poison still dripped and would sizzle a hole through her skull. It probably wasn’t the best environment for Alex to bring a ten-year-old, but, after that, the place fascinated Dagny to no end. And while Alex spent afternoons in Ogden’s observatory up top, Dagny would comb through the various relics, her mind hitched to a greater world.

Magu Ogden stood across the room, rearranging items on a shelf, when they entered. Although bent and bald, his body was hefty and powerful, shaped by shadows from lamps overhead. Maris approached the man with his arms open, as if greeting an old friend.

Dagny began to follow when a pair of black studded bracelets hanging from a nearby hook grabbed her attention. She ran her finger over their metal clasps, wondering what they had been used for and heard Maris mutter several words to Ogden. Then the two men wandered up a circular staircase near the back of the room and disappeared, leaving Dagny alone in the shop.

She roamed the aisles of the ground floor for a time, making a mental inventory of the random treasures she might want to purchase, all while thumbing a fold of treasury notes in her pocket. Dagny identified a glass globe with a miniature bronze palace inside; an illustrated map of the nearby islands; patchwork charm dolls; a jade mask with a gold tongue and a handwritten note saying it belonged to Gwern, Speaker of Fish.

What about books, though? Where were all of Ogden’s books? Dagny vaguely recalled a small room overflowing with them, a hidden library somewhere up above. She walked to the staircase and was halfway to the second floor when she heard voices. Not the voices of Maris or the old man, but younger ones. Brash and animated. 

Dagny reached the landing, stepped through a beaded curtain and entered a glass-walled room with a clean view of the river. Three boys sat on and around a worn-out leather couch. They stopped talking and stared at her. 

“Help you with something?” asked a dark-haired boy. He lounged in the center of the couch, arms crossed. A long cord of hair, half-braided like the end of a frayed rope, hung over his face.

“No. Looking around is all,” Dagny said, trying to be polite.

“Alright... well, we’re pretty busy here,” he said.

“—Yeah, we’re discussing important things!” the youngest one shouted, likely louder than he intended. He was small and wearing a faded yellow vest.

“Oh. Okay,” Dagny said. “I was trying to find the library.”

“See any books here?” the youngest one asked.

“No.” 

“Okay then.”

“Wow. That’s rude,” she said, startled by the confrontation. 

“He didn’t mean anything by it,” the black-haired boy said. “But you did just barge in.”

“I did not just barge in.”

“You didn’t?” he asked. “What would you call it, then?” 

Dagny thought for a moment. “Exploring.” 

He nodded. “Got it.”

Dagny could have left. Part of her wanted to. The room was uncomfortably hot and stale, but there was something interesting here she couldn’t quite place. The three boys had formed the space into a makeshift study, surrounded by broken furniture and random junk. By the look of it, the room was just a spot for Ogden to store rubbish rather than tossing it out.

“I don’t know of any library here,” the black-haired boy continued. He pushed the braid away from his face and spoke quickly. “Maybe there’s one on the upper levels, but Ogden doesn’t let anyone go there, so don’t get your hopes up.” 

“That’s disappointing,” Dagny said.

“Right. So...” All three boys watched her, a look of impatience on each of their faces. Dagny glanced down at a small table by the couch, on which a map was placed. It seemed to depict the lagoon and nearby islands.

“What are you all doing in here?” she asked, her shyness starting to fade away.

“Ha! Wouldn’t you like to know?” the youngest one said. “It’s secret stuff.” 

Dagny shrugged. “Fine then. Don’t let me stop you.” She tried to give the appearance of calm, but the whole interaction was upsetting. They clearly wanted her to leave, but she had just as much right to be here, maybe even more so. She was friends with Maris and Alex. These three were just boys, and rude ones at that. So instead of leaving, Dagny walked casually to the window and looked out over the water. In the distance, she could barely make out the Central Bridge that she crossed more than an hour ago.

“Forget it,” one of them muttered. 

Dagny turned from the window and caught the dark-haired boy studying her.

“What?” she asked him, somewhat sharply. 

But it was the third boy who spoke. He was broad-shouldered and dressed in black, and there was an intensity to his voice. “Why are you even here? This is a private place. Did Ogden let you up? You can’t just wander in off the street, you know.” 

“I didn’t just wander in, okay? I’ve been coming here for years,” Dagny said.

“I’ve never seen you.”

“So?” she responded.

“What’s your name?” the dark-haired boy asked.

“Why?”

“I’m just trying to be nice.”

“Really?” she asked, eyeing him suspiciously. 

“Yeah.”

“It’s Dag. Dagny Losh.”

“Alright Dag. I’m Max, the youngster is Kimberly, and that’s Rodolph,” he said, pointing to the boy with broad shoulders. Max and Rodolph looked to be about her age. Kimberly was considerably younger. “Nice to meet you, okay?”

Dagny laughed. “Yeah, real nice.”

“—Now you can leave,” Kimberly said.

“Alright, don’t be mean,” Max said to him.

“Me?” Kimberly said. “Max! We can’t just let strangers in here.”

“I’m not a stranger. Just because you don’t know me,” Dagny said. “I’m allowed to be here, too.”

Rodolph shook his head. “This is really important, girl. A life is at stake. Can you just go already?”

“A life, huh? Really?” Dagny looked at each of them, trying to figure out if this was a lie.

“Yeah,” Max said, softly. He had an honest face. 

“Oh. Well, I didn’t know that.” Dagny felt embarrassed now. “You coulda just told me that from the start... Whose life is it?”

“Sorry girl,” Rodolph said. “It’s a secret.”

“That’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I’ll leave.” Dagny forced a smile and walked back through the curtains. At the same time, Maris came down from above, and caught her on the landing. 

“I’m going to be a while longer,” Maris said. “Ogden’s searching for a book on primordial astrology. Your face is flush, you doing alright?” 

“Yes, just making friends,” she said sarcastically, motioning to the curtain behind her. 

Maris opened the curtain and peered in. “You boys behave yourself here. This one is a good friend of mine, got it?” Then he walked back up the stairs and out of sight. 

Dagny heard the boys murmuring from the room behind her as she went down to the first floor. She tried to put the encounter out of her mind and wandered for a bit. She found a ragged black shawl that looked like it could’ve belonged to an ancient witch, and tried on several brass crowns of various sizes. This is a look, Dagny thought, while gazing at herself in a tarnished mirror. She imagined that she was a dead queen, reincarnated, from one of the drowned cities. A dead queen like Tilda or Ilsadun, who had ruled from gilded palaces, but drowned all the same as the Rakesmount poor. Just then, something nudged against her leg and softly purred. 

“Oh, hello there,” Dagny said, reaching down to scratch the snow-white cat with green eyes. “You’re a handsome one, aren’t you?”

Dagny heard footsteps coming down the stairs and turned to see Max, the dark braid tucked behind his ear. He stopped when he spotted her and smiled. “I see you found Twixel.”

“Twixel, huh?” Dagny said, “Hello, Mister Twixel.”

“That one is quite the evil genius,” Max said.

“No,” Dagny said. “Not evil.” She continued petting the cat, then glanced at Max. “Did you want something?”

“Didn’t wanna kick you out back there, but there wasn’t much of an option.”

“It’s fine.” 

“Anyway, we were wondering... was that Maris Troipel you were with?” 

“Yes.”

“No kidding.” Max cocked his head. “Who are you?”

“I told you. My name is Dagny Losh. There’s nothing else. Maris is more of an acquaintance. He’s really friends with Alex.”

“Alex?”

“Yes. Alexander Benzara. We’re family, sorta.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “Alexander Benzara? You’re related?” 

“Do you know him?”

“I know of him. We all do... I mean, of course we do. He’s famous. He should have a statue here. Nice outfit, by the way, reminds me of a witch-queen. Looks good.”

Dagny shrugged her shoulders. “Thanks. So now you’re talking to me 'cause I know Maris and Alex, huh?”

“Well, yeah.” Max continued to look at her for a moment. “We didn’t mean any harm earlier. It really is important.” 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“It’s kinda hard to explain. You wanna come back up?”
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“So, what’s your background?” Rodolph asked, as Dagny sat cross-legged on the floor.

“My background?” She didn’t know how to respond to that. 

“Yeah. If we’re gonna let you in on our plans, we gotta know something about you.”

“Okay. Well, umm, I live in Old Rork...” 

“Old Rork? Ugh!” Kimberly said, dramatically. “Those people all think they’re better than everyone else.”

“No they don’t,” Dagny responded. “There’s lots of nice people there. And anyway, I’m not like that. I was born in the Rakesmount.”

“The slum?” Rodolph blurted out. “Sorry. I mean, how long did you live there?”

“Til I was about ten.”

“Didn’t the Morca flood that place a while back?” Max asked. 

“Yes,” she said.

“Oh right. I heard about that,” Rodolph said. “That river is a monster. Good thing you made it out. I heard a lot of people didn’t.”

“Yeah. My family got washed away,” Dagny said. It felt strange, hearing herself say it.

“You mean they died?” Kimberly asked, wide-eyed.

“Yes.”

“That’s awful.”

An awkward silence overtook the boys. “Anyway... that’s me,” Dagny said. She could feel the mood of the room change into something heavy. “Someone can talk. It’s okay. Really.”

“What are you doing with Maris?” Max asked, after a moment.

“I’m just following along. I used to come here when I was younger, but it’s been years. I remember it being a lot more crowded.”

“It’s slowed down a lot,” Max said. “Almost no one comes here anymore.”

“That’s weird,” she said.

“I guess. That’s why we were so surprised to see you." All three boys were watching her. 

Dagny gestured at the table. “So what are you planning?” she asked. “Something to do with that map there? Are you adventurers?” 

“Something like that,” Max said. 

“My brother, Morgan, he was an adventurer of sorts. He went all over with Alex.”

“—Alex... that’s Alex Benzara,” Max said to the others. 

“Did your brother get lost in the flood, too?” Kim asked. The young boy was trying to be gentle. It was sweet. 

“No. He died before then. Caught sick. But our sister, Gretchen, she drowned when the river broke. That’s when I came to live with Alex. He brought me up after the flood.”

“'Cause you didn’t have anyone,” Kim said. 

“—Kimberly, stop,” Max whispered. 

“What’d I say?”

“It’s alright,” Dagny said. “Yeah. I didn’t have anyone, I guess. Alex and Morgan were best friends when they were young.” She pointed to the map. “What’s this all about?”

Rodolph stretched his arms. “Get comfortable.”

Dagny listened as the boys told her about Jorgie, a child of the Marsh Rats. It was two days ago that he disappeared. The boys heard that he had crossed over to Farrow Blood Island in search of the Oracle Tower. The island was sinking into the lagoon and rumored to be cursed.

“Jorgie’s sister is a friend of Rodolph,” Max said.

“We used to fish together. The Marsh Rats are mostly fishers, and thieves,” Rodolph said, grinning. 

“I’ve never heard of them,” Dagny said.

“They live in those stilt-houses south of the city,” Rodolph explained. “They’re fairly harmless, but hated on by South Enders. I know what you’re thinking... the South Enders... who are they to hate on anyone? Everyone’s gotta feel better than someone else, I guess.”

Jorgie had left for the island with two friends, slipping past the Authority’s patrol boats under the cover of night. Jorgie’s friends watched as he entered the tower through something called the Orphan Gate.  

“We don’t know what that is, exactly,” Rodolph continued. “But we’ll find out.”

“Why would he go there?” Dagny asked.

“I really don’t know,” Rodolph said. “There’s all sorts of myths about the island and the tower.”

“So that’s it? He just went inside and never came out?”

“Kinda. Except right after Jorgie went inside, his friends heard a terrible scream and ran away.”

“Really? What do you think happened?”

Rodolph shook his head. “No idea.”

“Why don’t the Marsh Rats go search it?” she asked. 

Rodolph pulled the laces tight on his boots. “The place is forbidden. There’s dark stories about the tower, and the Marsh Rats are very superstitious about the curse. The Authority doesn’t allow anyone on the Island, which is why Jorgie’s friends only told his sister, and which is why we’re leaving at night.” 

Dagny considered this. “Even so, his sister should’ve told the other Marsh Rats, don’t you think?”

“You don’t get it,” Rodolph said. “That woulda done nothing except bring trouble down on them. The Marsh Rats won’t go in there, no matter what.” 

“I understand,” Dagny said.

“Jorgie’s sister is terrified,” Rodolph continued. “Their mom died last spring, and she can’t lose him, too. I told her we’d take care of it, and if he’s inside, we’d find him. But we need to keep this a secret, alright? Don’t wanna bring any attention on us.”

“Okay. So, what about this curse?” 

Max spoke now. “It’s got something to do with the Oracle. They say she died years ago, but hunts the Island... and if anyone trespasses, she’ll follow them home and devour them. Anyway, you in?”

“You want me to come?” Dagny asked. 

“I think so,” Max looked at Rodolph, who nodded. “I mean, you got the background for it, growing up with Alex. Do you have experience with stuff like this?”

Dagny thought about it for a moment. If she told them the truth—that her only experience was dreaming about such things on the roof of the Benzara house—they were likely to realize the mistake they made and rescind the invite.

“Dag?” Max asked again. “Do you think you could help?”

“Yes. Absolutely.”

“Alright, it’s settled then,” he said with a smile. 

Dagny agreed to meet them that night, an hour after sunset, behind the last Scholar’s Tower in Old Rork. Soon after they finalized their plans, however, Maris burst into the makeshift study, grabbed Dagny by the arm and rushed her out of the building. She was in such a shock that it wasn’t until they were crossing the street outside that she yanked her arm away and spoke.

“What’s the matter with you?” Dagny demanded.

“That place isn’t right anymore. I don’t want you going there again,” Maris said. He reached toward Dagny’s wrist.

“No! Stop it. What’s this about?”

“The old man’s mind has turned to rot, okay? He soaked all his books in vinegar. That book on the stars? It was nothing but a ruined children’s book on some rabbit... there were other things too... I don’t wanna talk about it. He’s gone.” The sudden shift in Maris’ tone scared her. “Don’t go back,” he ordered.

“What about those boys? Are they going to be alright?” she asked.

“They’re not my responsibility. You are. I can’t be responsible for the rest of the world.”

“I don’t need you to look after me,” Dagny said. But the event had shaken her, and truthfully, she was glad Maris was there.

“You became my responsibility when you left Alex Benzara’s house with me. You think I like looking after some girl?”

Some girl? That last part stung.

Dagny once again fell quietly behind Maris as they continued the walk in silence. He said a brief goodbye at the Rork library, and apologized for frightening her. Then he was gone. 

The house was empty when Dagny arrived, and she tried to forget about the way Maris made her feel during the walk home. Tonight there were more important things to consider. Tonight she would be heading onto the lagoon and out to Farrow Blood.

Dagny wandered into the kitchen, grabbed half a loaf of hard bread and some cheese from the ice chest, and hurried up to her room. There were preparations to make, and she couldn’t go trotting around Farrow Blood Island in a summer dress embroidered with white flowers. 

Part of her wished Alex was home. She imagined discussing the journey with him. Sitting in his study with pipe smoke and lamp light, like so many of his friends had done in the past. Plotting her strategy and finding out what he knew of the place. Surely Alex would be familiar with the Oracle, what was real and what was just a rumor. But she also knew that Alex wouldn’t let her go, not now anyway. Maris was right about that much. Alex had been trying to protect her from the world. 

The irony wasn’t lost on her. Here she was, living under the same roof as one of the greatest adventurers in the city, and she’d have to go it alone, with no advice whatsoever. It was fine, she told herself. She’d seen enough of Alex’s preparations to figure out the basics. 

Dagny started laying out a new outfit on her feathered bed. She found a rough black work-shirt in the corner of her closet, and dark suede pants she used to wear for riding lessons. There was a pair of dirt-stained gardener’s gloves. And from Alex’s bedroom closet she took a leather cap and a broad belt. Finally, she retrieved her brother’s coat and placed it on the bed. That’ll do. That’ll do just fine, she thought. 

After packing a small waterproof satchel with some candles, matches, and a few other items lying around the house, Dagny snuck into Alex’s study and unlocked the armoire with the key hidden under his desk. This was where Alex’s more deadly treasures were kept: a pair of curved sabres; a polished, silver-plated rifle; finger-knives and a ceremonial hatchet. She gently cracked open an interior drawer and removed a more simple item: a small, bone-hilted dagger, sheathed in old leather, and placed it in her waistband because... you never know. 

When she finished with her preparations, Dagny sat on her balcony, watching the street below, and tried to rest. But her mind was racing, and she felt manic with excitement. The closest she ever got to sailing the lagoon before was watching ships depart from the quayside. Of all the adventures Alex had taken, he never invited her on a single one. Yet Dagny was well aware that it was her connection to Alex that opened the door for the journey tonight.

She wondered about Magu Ogden. What else had Maris seen? Was it really something so shocking, he couldn’t even mention it? And if it was, would the boys be alright? I should’ve said something to them, shouldn’t have left them, Dagny thought.

Caternya and the children came home shortly before twilight. Dagny told her she was tired from the trek to Ogden’s and had already eaten dinner. Cate didn’t ask any questions. When she got back to her bedroom, Dagny changed outfits and lay on her bed, waiting. 

It was an odd feeling. Some of her earliest memories were watching Morgan fill his backpack and wax his coat, readying himself for another journey. He always said he loved her before he left. Always. Now it was Dagny’s turn, but she was alone, and there was no one here to say goodbye to. She couldn’t risk telling Lucas or Abrielle of her plans. They’d almost certainly tell Cate, and then she’d be stuck. 
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