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The sun over Ash Hollow was a pale, bleached coin in a sky the color of dust. For twelve hours, it had watched Meshack swing his pickaxe, its light doing little to cut the chill or ease the ache in his bones. His world was the rhythm of the strike: the grunt of effort, the chink of metal on stone, the rattle of shale sliding down the quarry’s face.

Around him, other Hollow Men moved like ghosts, their faces grey with rock dust, their eyes hollowed by exhaustion. They were all that was left, scratching a life from the corpse of a world that had died in fire and ash. The Great Culling, they called it. The day the dragons turned on mankind and burned civilization to cinders. No one who survived had seen the Culling with clear eyes—smoke and terror blurred memory—but they all carried the weight of it in their bent backs and quiet nights.

Meshack’s arms trembled as he lifted the pick again. Swing. Impact. Scatter. His hands had callused, then split, then callused over again. He had learned how to hold the handle so the least of the shock traveled up his bones, a small science passed along in murmurs between blows. A man to his right coughed wetly and spat red; a woman on his left worked with a rhythm so slow it seemed prayer. Over them, perched on a ridge, two overseers watched with crossbows and cudgels, their silhouettes cutting sharp against the pale sky.

His shift ended with the blare of an overseer’s horn—a hollow, brassy sound that rolled down the quarry walls and collected the labor like a net. Meshack let the pickaxe rest against the stone. The absence of motion sent a rush of heat to his fingers, pins of pain waking numb flesh. He straightened, winced at the protest in his spine, then shuffled with the tide of workers toward the collection point.

The path wound between heaps of broken rock and slag, past the husks of machines that had once chewed through mountains in the old days. Now they were gutted, scavenged long ago for parts that no one remembered how to use. The Hollow Men’s footsteps crunched in unison. Boots worn thin, sandals with soles cut from old belts, bare feet wrapped in cloth—each step raising a little puff of grey.

Garrick Dross stood on a wooden platform, his boots clean, his gaze predatory. Where others had hollow cheeks, his face still carried a bit of flesh. He wore a coat of patched leather with brass buttons that caught the light, and his hair—greying, slicked back—did not dare to be dusty.

“Half-rations today,” Dross announced, his voice a whip-crack that silenced the weary murmurs. “The eastern vein yielded poorly. Be thankful you get that.”

A groan went through the crowd, but it was a sound of habit, not rebellion. Rebellion got you thrown from the cliffs. Or worse, assigned to the deep pits. Once you went to the deep pits, you came back slower—or you didn’t come back at all.

“Move,” barked one of the guards, prodding the line with the butt of his spear. The Hollow Men shuffled forward. Hands extended, palms up, they received their due. A handful of dried, stringy meat and a chunk of hardtack dropped into Meshack’s hands. The meat smelled faintly of smoke and something older; the hardtack could break teeth if you weren’t careful. He tucked it into his threadbare shirt, felt the warmth of his skin begin to soften the brick-hard biscuit.

He avoided Dross’s eyes, but he could feel them on him. The overseer had always watched him a little more closely, a lingering suspicion left over from Meshack’s mother. Elara had been different. She’d asked questions. She’d looked at the stars as if they held answers, not just cold indifference. Rumor said she’d once spoken to a dragon and survived. Rumor said many things. Rumor got people killed.

“Meshack,” Dross called, voice edged. Meshack stiffened. He turned, slowly, keeping his expression flat. To react too quickly was to show fear. To react too slowly was to show defiance.

“Yes, overseer.”

Dross’s eyes narrowed, a wolf scenting something off. “You take the western wall tomorrow. It’s slipping. Don’t die under it. I don’t like losing bodies.”

A humorless smile tugged at the corner of Dross’s mouth, as if this passed for wit. Meshack nodded. “Yes, overseer.”

Dross’s gaze lingered a heartbeat longer, then snapped away to the next poor soul. Meshack turned back to the path. The line spilled toward the barracks—long, low structures of stone and rusted sheet metal, packed so tight that breath had to fight for space.

Meshack did not join them. He slipped away from the main path, sliding between two leaning columns of quarried blocks, past a rusted crane, and toward the outskirts of the settlement. The air grew colder the farther he got from the press of bodies, the more the wind could snake through the broken bones of old buildings.

In the shadow of a collapsed wall, a grizzled hound lifted its head. Rook’s muzzle was grey, and he moved with a stiff-legged gait, but his tail thumped a steady rhythm against the dirt at Meshack’s approach.

“Hey, old friend,” Meshack whispered. His voice softened in a way it never did around other Hollow Men. He broke off a piece of the meat and offered it. Rook took it gently, careful not to scrape Meshack’s fingers. The dog’s eyes were soft, but rimmed with the film of age. This had been their ritual since his mother died. Rook had been her protector first; now, he was all Meshack had.

Meshack settled against the cold stone, pulling his knees to his chest. The wall still held a sliver of warmth where the sun had leaned against it. He savored that, a luxury measured in degrees. Rook circled twice, then leaned heavily against Meshack’s leg with a grunt and a huff.

Hidden in a secret pocket sewn inside his frayed leather jacket—the only thing of hers he had left—was her journal. He didn’t need to take it out. He’d memorized every strange diagram, every cryptic line of poetry she’d scribbled in the margins. But sometimes he needed the weight of it in his hand, proof that it was real, that she had been real.

Tonight, he slid the journal free. The leather cover was cracked and darkened with years of handling. His fingers traced the familiar path along the spine, the places where Elara had stitched it back together with thread she’d dyed red from berries that no longer grew. He flipped to a page near the middle, where the words were pressed in a furious hand:

“The heart of the mountain weeps stone,

Where the forgotten root finds its home.”

He mouthed the lines silently. He didn’t understand them. He just knew they were hers, and in a place that sought to grind every memory into dust, that made them more precious than any quarry stone. Beside the verse, a diagram—two concentric circles, a jagged line cutting through, and a series of dots like stars. Elara had always drawn stars.

“You’d like the sky tonight,” he murmured to Rook. The dog yawned, ancient jaws creaking. Overhead, the sky was turning from dust to dusk, the pale coin of the sun sinking behind the black teeth of distant mountains. The first stars pricked through. Meshack felt his chest loosen slightly. For a moment, the ache of the day receded.

A scuff of boots on gravel. Meshack stiffened, closing the journal quickly and sliding it back into its pocket. He kept his hand on it, covering the lump. Rook’s ears twitched, but he did not growl—he knew the tread.

“Hiding again, Mesh?” The voice was low, amused. Jessa stepped into view, her slight frame casting a long shadow in the dying light. She wore a band of cloth over her hair to keep the dust out, but her eyes shone bright in her greyed face.

“Not hiding,” Meshack said. “Resting.”

“Same thing, if Dross is looking for you.” She crouched beside him, joints cracking. “He has you on the western wall tomorrow?”

Meshack nodded. “He does.”

Jessa clicked her tongue. “Then you’ll need two good hands and luck. The wall’s been groaning.”

“It groans. It holds,” Meshack said, trying to sound indifferent.

“Until it doesn’t.” Jessa’s gaze drifted to the journal pocket. Meshack’s hand tightened over it. “You still carrying that? You’re going to get yourself thrown off a cliff one day for a bundle of paper.”

“It’s not paper,” Meshack said quietly. “It’s hers.”

Jessa sighed. “I know.” She reached out, hesitated, then patted Rook’s head. “Hey, old bone-chewer.” Rook’s tail thumped once, a dusty beat.

They sat in a comfortable silence. The settlement’s sounds drifted faintly—the clatter of ration tins, the cough of men, the distant bark of an overseer’s order. Above them, the stars multiplied, a quiet rebellion of light.

Meshack thought of asking Jessa if she ever looked at the stars the way his mother had. If she’d ever wondered why the dragons had turned on them. But questions were as dangerous as rebellion. Questions got you noticed. He swallowed them, tasted grit.

“You hear?” Jessa said softly. “They say a dragon was seen two valleys east. Smoke on the ridge at dawn, scales glinting like coins.”

Meshack’s jaw tightened. “People say things.”

“They do.” Jessa’s eyes searched his. “But some things are true, Mesh. The dragons aren’t gone. They’re just... watching.”

Meshack stared at the stars until they blurred. “What does it matter? We break rock. We eat half-rations. We die. If a dragon wants to watch, let it watch.”

Jessa gave him a look that was part pity, part admiration. “Your mother would’ve said it matters.”

“My mother said a lot of things,” Meshack said, harsher than he intended. Rook shifted, pressing closer. Meshack let out a breath. “Sorry.”

Jessa shrugged. “No harm. Get some sleep. You’ll need your back strong for the wall.” She rose, brushing dust from her knees. “And Mesh—keep that pocket closed. If Dross finds that journal, he won’t just throw you. He’ll make you watch while he burns it.”

Meshack’s throat tightened. “I know.”

Jessa slipped away into the dark. Meshack watched her go, a small shape swallowed by the night. He leaned his head back against the stone and closed his eyes.

Memory crept in, unbidden. His mother’s voice, low and urgent: “Mesh, listen to me. The heart of the mountain—” He had been young, his hands small enough to fit in the cup of hers. She had smelled of sweat and smoke and something sweet she’d hidden in her pockets for him. “The heart of the mountain weeps stone, where the forgotten root finds its home. It’s not just words. It’s a map. It’s hope.”

“Hope gets you killed,” he had muttered, parroting Dross’s mantra.

“Hope gets you moving,” she had whispered back. “And moving is the only thing that keeps us from being ground to nothing.”

She had hidden the journal in his jacket the night before she was taken to the deep pits. “Keep it secret. Keep it safe,” she’d said with a crooked smile, as if telling him a bedtime story. He had wanted to believe she would return. He had waited. She had not.

Rook whined, pulling him back to the present. Meshack scratched behind the dog’s ear. “I miss her too,” he said softly.

A chill wind cut through his jacket, stealing warmth. Meshack pulled it tighter. The leather was thin, the stitching more gap than seam. The journal pressed against his ribs like a second heart.

The settlement settled into its night routine. Fires were scarce—smoke drew attention, and attention brought questions. Most huddled in the barracks, sharing body heat. Laughter was rare, but sometimes, in the dark, someone told a joke from the old world, and a ripple of chuckles would pass like a forgotten breeze.

Meshack preferred the edge, the space where the night met the broken walls. He watched the stars until his eyes grew heavy. He was on the cusp of sleep when a sound cut through the quiet—a distant thud, like a fist against the earth. He sat up, alert. Rook’s head lifted, ears pricked, nose working the air.

Another thud. Closer. The ground under Meshack’s hand trembled faintly. His heartbeat quickened. He glanced toward the barracks—no alarm yet, no horns. Then the sound came again, accompanied by a low groan from the direction of the quarry wall.

The western wall.

Meshack shot to his feet. Rook, slower, pushed up with a grunt. Meshack’s mind raced. The wall shouldn’t be moving at night. There were no night shifts—the overseers were too stingy with torches.

“Stay,” he told Rook, though the dog never listened. He jogged toward the quarry’s edge, keeping to shadows. The moon—a thin scythe—gave just enough light to pick out shapes. The wall loomed, a dark mass against darker sky. He heard whispers, hurried footsteps. He wasn’t the only one drawn by the sound.

At the rim, he crouched behind a pile of rubble. Two silhouettes stood at the brink, peering down. Jessa and a man named Orin, whose cough never stopped. They turned as Meshack approached.

“You hear it?” Jessa whispered.

“Everyone hears it,” Meshack said.

Below, the wall shifted again—a rolling, grinding sigh. Pebbles trickled, then a plate of shale slid, clattering down. Meshack’s stomach knotted. If the wall gave, it would bury the western face. The next day’s shift would be digging out bodies instead of stone.

“Rock moves,” Orin wheezed. “Always has.”

“Not like that,” Jessa said. Her eyes found Meshack’s. “What if—”

A sharp light flared across the quarry, cutting her off. A torch. Then another. Overseers. Dross’s voice barked orders, the sound carrying thinly. “Stay back! No one goes near the wall!”

Meshack watched the torches bob along the rim, heard the clink of metal on metal as guards jostled. Dross appeared, silhouetted, hands on hips. “Who’s out there? Back to barracks!”

Orin shrank into the shadows. Jessa hissed, “Move.” They slipped away from the edge. Meshack followed, heart pounding. They knew the cost of being caught out of place at night.

They ducked behind a fallen beam. Rook appeared, having ignored Meshack’s command, and pressed his wet nose into Meshack’s hand. The dog was shaking—a tremor of age or fear, Meshack couldn’t tell.

“Tomorrow,” Jessa whispered when they were a safe distance away, “the wall will be worse.”

Meshack nodded, breath fogging in the cold air. Dross’s voice continued to slice the night. “Double guard on the wall! No one near it until I say!”

Meshack glanced at the stars. They burned indifferent. He wondered if somewhere above, beyond the reach of dragons, there was a place where walls didn’t groan and men didn’t break.

They made their way back to the barracks. Meshack took the long route, slipping through alleys of broken stone, avoiding the open spaces where torchlight might catch him. He ducked inside the low doorway of the barracks, the sudden press of bodies and heat hitting him like a wave. The air was thick with sweat, dust, and the sharp tang of unwashed wool. Snores overlapped with coughs. Someone muttered in a dream.

Meshack found his corner, a patch of floor between a support pillar and a pile of discarded gear. Rook curled into the crook of his legs. Meshack lay on his side, jacket still on, hand on the journal. He could feel the ground’s faint tremor through his shoulder.

Sleep came fitfully, torn by dreams of walls closing in and fire sweeping over the world. In one dream, he stood on a mountain and saw dragons wheeling, their scales catching the sun, their shadows painting the land. One dragon dove, its eyes meeting his. He expected hate. He saw something like sorrow.

He woke with a start, breath shallow. The barracks were dim, dawn a thin line of grey at the cracks where wall met roof. People stirred, groaned, sat up with faces slack from too little rest. A horn blared. The day had no patience for dreams.

He chewed his hardtack, now only slightly softer, letting it melt as much as crunch. He saved the rest of the meat for Rook and for later—working on half-rations meant stretching every bite.

Outside, the cold bit sharper than the night before, as if the wall’s shifting had stolen heat from the ground. Meshack joined the flow toward the quarry. Overseers stood in a cluster, tense. Dross’s face looked more carved than usual.

“Western wall is closed,” Dross announced. “You lot take the north face. Work twice as fast. We’re behind.”

A murmur. The north face was harder rock, less yield. Double work for half-rations. Someone muttered, “We’ll die faster.” A spear butt cracked against his shins. He fell silent.

Meshack caught Jessa’s eye. She tilted her head at the wall—a silent confirmation that something had changed. He wanted to ask what Dross had seen, if he’d send men to shore it. But overseers did what overseers did.

The north face greeted them with a cliff of iron-streaked stone. The sun, still a pale coin, offered no warmth. Meshack took up his pick. The rhythm returned. Swing. Impact. Scatter. Pain.

Hours bled together. Meshack’s muscles screamed. Sweat carved rivers in the dust on his skin. The world narrowed to the inch of stone in front of him. When he paused, he could feel, faintly, a vibration in the ground—not as strong as the night, but present. A pulse, like a heart.

“Feel that?” Jessa whispered between strikes.

Meshack nodded. “The mountain’s breathing.”

Orin coughed, a rasp that ended in a bloody spit. “Or dying.”

Meshack wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The journal’s weight at his side seemed to tug. The heart of the mountain weeps stone. Was this it? Was the wall’s groan a weeping? Was there a heart below, roots forgotten?

At midday—if the pale smear of sun could be called that—Dross strode along the line, eyes like a hawk’s. He stopped near Meshack. “You’re slower today.”

Meshack’s shoulders burned. “Stone’s harder.”

“Excuses are soft,” Dross snapped. He leaned closer, voice low. “Stay clear of the western wall tonight. If you’re curious.” His breath smelled of old meat. “Curiosity killed your mother, remember?”

Meshack’s jaw clenched. He kept his eyes on the stone. “Yes, overseer.”

Dross lingered a heartbeat longer, then moved on, barking at another worker. Meshack swallowed the bile rising in his throat. He hadn’t known Dross to speak of his mother before. It felt like a warning wrapped in poison.

When the horn finally called the end of the shift, Meshack’s arms were lead. He stumbled away from the face, dust caking his lips. At the collection point, the same meager packet. Half-rations still. Dross claimed the wall’s closure cost them yield. Be thankful you get that. Meshack took the packet, hands shaking from exertion.

He wanted to collapse in his corner and sleep until the world changed. Instead, he found his feet turning toward the outskirts. Rook met him with a wag that shook his whole hindquarters, old bones popping. Meshack dropped to a crouch, fed him, and let himself breathe.

“You heard him,” Jessa said, appearing like a shadow. “Stay clear of the western wall. So you’ll go, then?”

Meshack managed a faint smile. “You know me.”

“I do. You get that from her, you know.” Jessa’s gaze softened. “You think the journal points there?”

“I don’t know what it points to. But the wall’s moving. The ground’s humming. The heart of the mountain. If there’s anything—anything—besides this life of stone, it’s there.”

Jessa sat. “Then we go. But we go careful. Tonight. When the overseers drink.”

Meshack blinked. “You’re coming?”

She snorted. “You’ll get yourself killed without me. And if there’s something worth finding, I’d like to see it before I’m dust.”

Rook sneezed as if agreeing. Meshack felt a strange flutter in his chest—something like hope, though he was wary to name it.

They waited for night. The hours stretched, each minute carrying a weight. Meshack forced himself to eat a sliver of hardtack, to sip water sparingly. He watched the sun slide behind the mountains, watched the sky bruise to purple, then black. Stars ignited, legion and patient.

In the barracks, the mood shifted with the dark. Overseers grew lax after their rounds, their voices slurring at the guard posts as skins of hoarded liquor were passed. A thin music drifted from somewhere—a reed pipe, notes warbling. It was the closest thing to song they had, thin and brave.

Meshack and Jessa lay still until the barracks’ breathing deepened. They rose without speaking. Rook followed, nails clicking softly on the stone. Meshack slipped his jacket on, the journal a small weight. He felt for the knife tucked at his belt—more tool than weapon, its edge dull, but it was something.

They slid into the night. The air was knifing cold, each breath a sting. They kept to the broken walls, to shadows cast by toppled beams. Torchlight bobbed at the guard posts, but the guards’ heads were often tipped back, laughter leaking. Dross was nowhere in sight.

At the edge of the settlement, the ground dipped toward the quarry. The western wall loomed in the dark—a darker black against black. Meshack could not see its face, but he could feel it, a presence, like a giant holding its breath.

They crouched behind rubble near the rim. Meshack pressed a hand to the ground. The faint vibration was stronger now, a steady pulse. Rook’s ears flattened; he whined low.

“Do you feel—” Jessa began, then stopped. A sound rose from the wall, not the groan of stone, but something else. A low hum, almost melodic, resonant. It vibrated in Meshack’s teeth, in his bones.

“The mountain’s singing,” he whispered, awed and afraid.

Jessa’s eyes were wide. “Or something inside it is.”

The hum grew. Pebbles danced on the ground near the rim, tapping out a nervous rhythm. Meshack inched closer, belly to the dirt, and peered over.

In the faint starlight, he saw the wall—not smooth, but veined with lines that seemed to pulse faintly, as if lit from within. He blinked. The light grew, a soft blue glow seeping from cracks in the stone, tracing patterns like roots—or stars in Elara’s drawings.

“The heart of the mountain weeps stone,” Meshack murmured. “Where the forgotten root finds its home.”

Jessa grabbed his arm. “Mesh. We should go.”

He couldn’t look away. The glow intensified, and with it, the hum. A section of the wall, perhaps thirty feet across, seemed to soften, the stone turning to something like wax in the glow. It bulged, then split, cracks widening. A rush of cold air spilled out, carrying a smell not of dust, but of something green, impossible.

Rook barked once, sharp. Meshack flinched. The bark echoed, swallowed by the hum. Below, the bulging stone gave way, crumbling outward like wet clay. A void opened in the wall—a doorway into dark.

From behind them, a shout. “Hey! Who’s there?” A torch flared, blinding. An overseer, not Dross—young, unsteady on his feet. “Back! By order of—”

The hum surged, drowning his words. The torchlight shuddered. The overseer stepped back, eyes wide. “What in the—”

The ground bucked, throwing Meshack and Jessa flat. The overseer fell, torch skittering to the edge. It teetered, then dropped into the glowing void. For a heartbeat, its light traced the inside: not rock, but roots, luminous, tangling, descending. Then the torch vanished, hissed out.

Silence, except for the fading hum. Meshack pushed up, ears ringing. The overseer scrambled away, panting. “Dross! Dross!” he screamed, voice cracking. “The wall—”

Meshack seized Jessa’s arm. “We have to go. Now.”

“Go where?” Jessa hissed.

He pointed at the newly opened passage. “In.”

Jessa stared at him, then at the settlement behind, where torches were flaring to life, voices rising in alarm. Her jaw set. “If we die, I’m blaming you.”

“Fair,” Meshack said, a wild grin breaking through. It felt foreign on his face. “Come on.”

They scrambled to the edge. The void breathed cold, damp air. Meshack swung his legs over, found a foothold on something firm—root, stone?—and lowered himself in. The glow bathed him in blue. Rook barked again, then, impossibly, followed, launching himself with a younger dog’s memory and landing in a tangle of luminous roots. Jessa cursed softly and descended after them.

Above, Dross’s voice tore the air. “Get back! No one goes—” His words cut off as he reached the rim. For a heartbeat, Meshack saw his face framed in starlight, eyes wide not with anger but with something like fear. Then Meshack dropped fully into the glow, and the world of Ash Hollow narrowed to a circle of blue light and the pounding of his heart.

The passage angled down. The walls pulsed faintly, veins of light tracing paths. The air was thick with a scent he could not place—wet earth, crushed leaves, rain on stone. It made his head swim. Rook snuffled, sneezed, then wagged, tail thumping root.

“Mesh,” Jessa whispered, voice swallowed by the glow. “What is this?”

He shook his head. “The heart,” he said. “Or the root. Or both.”

Above, boots scuffled at the rim. “They went in!” someone shouted. Dross’s voice: “Seal it! No one follows! Do you hear me?” Panic edged his orders.

“Seal it?” Jessa hissed. “He’s going to close it!”

“Then we go deeper,” Meshack said. He touched the journal through his jacket. For the first time, the lines made sense not in words, but in motion. The forgotten root. The heart that wept stone. His mother’s voice, a thread pulling him forward. “And we don’t stop.”

They descended. The glow behind them dimmed as the opening above was choked with stone—grinding, thudding—a plug to the old life. Ahead, the passage widened, the hum returning, softer now, like a lullaby.

“Mesh,” Jessa said, awe creeping into her tone, “what if this is—”

He smiled in the blue half-light, dust streaked and aching and suddenly, dangerously alive. “What if this is the part of the story where something changes?”

Rook bumped his hand, tongue lolling. Meshack scratched the old dog’s head. “Come on, old friend,” he said, and for once, the words didn’t feel like a ritual against the dark—they felt like a promise.

They stepped together into the mountain’s heart, where stone wept light and roots remembered a world before ash.

The tunnel breathed as they went, widening and narrowing, the floor a weave of firm roots and stone. The walls bore patterns that echoed Elara’s diagrams—circles within circles, dots like constellations, jagged lines branching. Meshack ran his fingers along a groove; it was smooth as worn river rock, warm under his touch.

“Do you hear that?” Jessa asked.

He paused. Beneath the hum, another sound—a distant drip, like water. “Water?” he whispered, astonished. Water here, in this dry world, was a miracle.

They rounded a bend. The tunnel opened into a cavern that stole Meshack’s breath. It was vast, the ceiling lost in darkness, the walls veined with the same blue glow, brighter here. In the center, a pool of clear water mirrored the light, its surface trembling with the drip that fed it. The air was thick with humidity, every breath tasting of life.

Along the walls, roots descended like curtains, some as thick as Meshack’s torso, others hair-fine, all pulsing faintly. Flowers—actual flowers—sprouted from some, pale and shy, petals trembling. Meshack’s knees gave. He sank to the ground, hands in damp soil. It crumbled rich between his fingers. He laughed—a sound he didn’t recognize from himself, rusty and bright.

Jessa knelt beside him, tears cutting tracks in her dust. “We’re not hollow,” she whispered, as if confessing a secret. “Not here.”

Rook waded into the pool, lapped greedily, then sneezed and barked, tail a metronome of joy. Meshack crawled to the water’s edge, cupped his hands, and drank. It was cold and sweet and more healing than any overseer’s lie. He splashed his face. The dust ran in grey rivulets.

Elara’s voice echoed in his memory: “The heart of the mountain weeps stone,” she had said. He had thought it poetry to soften the edge of their world. Now he saw the heart, weeping light, weeping water, roots drinking, life hiding under the ash.

“Mesh,” Jessa said, pointing across the pool. On the far wall, half-hidden behind a veil of roots, was a shape—a carving. They waded the pool’s edge to it. Meshack brushed roots aside. The carving was a dragon, wings unfurled, head bowed. Its eye was a hollow, and in that hollow, a small stone glowed with the same blue light.

Meshack placed his fingers on the stone. It was warm, pulsing. A thrill shot up his arm, not pain, but recognition, like finding a word on the tip of his tongue. He pulled his hand back, heart racing.

“What is it?” Jessa asked.

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “But she knew this was here.” He touched the journal. “She led us.”

Above, a distant, muffled thud—stone falling. Dross sealing the entrance. The sound was faint, as if from another world. Meshack looked at the pool, the roots, the carved dragon, the glowing heart-stone. He thought of the Hollow Men above, of half-rations and groaning walls, of stars looked at with resignation.

He thought of Elara, who had dared to ask questions. Of Rook, loyal to the end. Of Jessa, who followed him into the dark. Of himself, a boy with a pickaxe and a pocket full of words. He felt something settle in his chest—not resignation, not despair. A weight, yes, but of a different kind. Responsibility. Possibility.

“We can’t go back,” Jessa said, not a question.

Meshack shook his head. “Even if we could, would we?”

She laughed, watery. “No. Not after this.”

He looked up at the cavern roof, imagined the stars beyond. “Then this is the new path.” He dipped the journal’s edge in the pool, let it drink. The leather darkened, the pages inside perhaps swelling, alive. “The forgotten root has a home. Maybe we do too.”

Rook barked once, loud. The cavern answered with a soft echo, as if in agreement. Meshack grinned. “All right,” he said. “Let’s see where this heart leads.”

They rose. Ahead, another passage yawned, roots arching like a ribcage. Meshack felt the hum, the pulse. It matched his own. He took a step, then another. Behind, the world of ash and ration horns faded. Ahead, something else waited, not promised, not safe, but real.

The hollow night above fell away as they walked deeper, guided by a light that did not come from the sun, but from the mountain’s secret, stubborn heart.

And somewhere, in the weave of roots and stone, Meshack thought he heard his mother’s whisper, carried in the hum: “Keep moving.” He did.

End of chapter 1
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The Weeping Stone

The next day started the way most of Meshack’s days started: with a bell that didn’t care whether you’d slept, a mouthful of porridge that tasted like boiled regret, and a foreman who’d learned long ago that cruelty was easier than competence.

Dross stood at the tally board with a stick of chalk in one hand and a scowl nailed to his face. He didn’t look up when Meshack arrived. He didn’t have to. Dross had the kind of presence that made air feel tighter, as if the mine itself leaned in to listen when he spoke.

“Meshack,” he said, dragging the name out like something unpleasant caught between his teeth.

Meshack waited. He kept his hands loose at his sides, his shoulders easy. A man could get punished for standing wrong if the right person was looking for a reason.

Dross tapped the board. “Deep pits.”

A few heads turned. A few eyes slid away fast, as if looking too long might invite the assignment to jump from one name to another like a sickness.

Meshack didn’t react. He kept his face level and his breathing steady, because reaction was what Dross fed on. But inside, something cold settled behind his ribs.

The deep pits weren’t a place you sent a man for ore. They were where you sent him to be reminded that the mountain owned him. The eastern veins were played out—everyone knew it. They’d been played out before Meshack had his first blister, before Dross had his first gray hair, maybe before the first foreman had learned to smile without warmth.

“No coincidence,” someone muttered under their breath behind him.

Meshack heard it anyway. He heard most things. In a mine camp, words traveled faster than food.

Dross finally lifted his eyes. They were pale and hard, like stones that had never known sun. “Don’t dawdle,” he said. “And don’t bring the dog.”

That earned a soft, sympathetic noise from somewhere, quickly smothered.

Meshack nodded once. “Aye.”

He turned away before Dross could find some new angle to dig the knife in. The foreman’s gaze followed him for a moment—heavy, satisfied—then moved on to the next name.

Outside, the morning had that thin, washed-out light that came after a night of wind. The camp huddled against the mountain like it was trying to pretend it belonged there. Smoke rose from cookfires and drifted sideways, as if even the smoke was eager to leave.

Rook trotted at Meshack’s heel until the path narrowed toward the mouth of the mine. The dog was all sharp angles and stubborn loyalty, one ear notched from an old fight and one eye slightly clouded, giving him a permanent look of suspicion toward the world’s decisions.

“Not today,” Meshack told him quietly.

Rook stopped. His head tilted. His tail gave one slow wag, which in Rook’s language meant, I heard your words, and I am considering whether they deserve respect.

“They won’t let you down there,” Meshack added. “Deep pits.”

Rook’s lip curled just a fraction. He stared at the mine entrance like it had personally offended him. Then he sneezed—a dusty, dramatic expulsion—and sat, as if to say, Fine. Go be foolish. I’ll be up here where the air remembers how to behave.

Meshack scratched behind the dog’s good ear, feeling the rough warmth of fur and the steady beat of life under his hand. “Watch for me,” he murmured.

Rook pressed his head briefly into Meshack’s palm. Then he stood and backed up a step, eyes fixed on him, unwilling to leave first.

Meshack forced himself to turn away.

The mine swallowed sound as soon as he crossed the threshold. The world narrowed to the scrape of boots on rock, the faint metallic clink of tools, the distant, rhythmic thud of picks striking stone. Lanterns threw small, trembling islands of light into the darkness, making shadows pool and shift like living things.

He passed familiar faces—men with hollow cheeks and rock dust ground into the lines of their skin. Some nodded. Some didn’t. Most looked past him, the way miners learned to look past anything that might remind them of what they were losing one day at a time.

At the first junction, a young runner pointed him toward the old shafts. “Keep left until the air turns mean,” the boy said, attempting a grin that didn’t land. “Then keep going.”

Meshack adjusted the strap of his lamp and started down.

The deeper he went, the more the mine changed. The worked tunnels near the surface were rough but orderly, supported with stout beams and marked with chalk lines and crude prayers scratched into timber. Down here, the mountain’s old wounds gaped open and unhealed. The deep pits were a labyrinth of tunnels abandoned and half-forgotten, dug when the first veins had seemed endless and men had believed the mountain could be convinced.

The air thinned. Not enough to choke you right away—just enough to make every breath a little less satisfying, like drinking water that never quite quenched.

The supports groaned in places where they shouldn’t have had the nerve. Timber bowed under invisible weight. In the dark, it sounded like the mine was thinking.

Meshack worked alone. No partner’s banter. No shared curse when a seam ran stubborn. Just his own breath and the distant drip of water, slow and patient as time.

He found the narrow seam of quartz Dross’s map had marked—an insult of a seam, barely worth a man’s sweat. Still, quartz was quartz, and quotas didn’t care about geography. He set his chisel, squared his stance, and raised his pick.

The first strike rang out, sharp as a bell.

The second strike bit deeper, shedding small flakes of pale stone.

The third—

A sound rolled through the rock that didn’t belong.

It wasn’t the normal settling creak. It wasn’t the pop and crack of distant work. This was a deep, grinding groan, long and low, as if the mountain had shifted its shoulder and decided it was tired of carrying the world the way it had.

The vibration came up through the soles of his boots and into his bones.

Meshack froze with the pickaxe halfway to a swing.

For one heartbeat, everything held.

Then the world dissolved into noise and motion.

The ceiling directly above him shattered.

Rock and dust poured down with a brutal, sudden force. Something slammed into his shoulder and sent him sprawling. His lamp flew from his hand, bounced once, and burst—the flame snuffed in an instant. Darkness swallowed him whole.

He barely had time to curl into a ball before more stone crashed down. The mountain roared, the sound so immense it stopped being sound and became pressure. The air filled with pulverized grit, thick and choking, turning breath into mud. He tried to inhale and felt his lungs protest.

He kept his arms over his head. He tucked his chin. He made himself small in the only way a man can when a mountain is taking offense.

A beam snapped somewhere with a crack like lightning. Dust hammered his face and worked its way into his eyes, his mouth, his nose. His world became weight and darkness and the frantic animal certainty that this was how you died: unheard, unseen, folded into stone.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the collapse ended.

Silence swept in like a wave, heavy and absolute. The only sound was the tick of settling rubble and Meshack’s own breathing—ragged, too loud, scraping at the dust.

He tried to move.

Pain flared in his leg, sharp and insistent, a bright line of agony that cut through the haze. He gritted his teeth hard enough to taste blood.

He was buried to his waist, pinned by rock and timber and the mountain’s indifference. His lamp was gone, and with it the last smear of light. The dark was so complete it felt physical, like cloth pulled tight over his eyes.

Panic rose fast, cold and sharp, clawing at his throat.

No one would come down here.

Even if they heard the collapse—and the mine made so many sounds, who could tell one groan from another?—they wouldn’t send a rescue team into the deep pits. Not for one man. Not for a Hollow Man.

That was what they called the ones who’d been in the mountain too long: hollowed out by dust and hunger and the steady theft of hope. Men who worked until there was nothing left in them but the shape of a person.

Meshack forced himself to breathe through his sleeve, filtering dust as best he could. In. Out. Slow. Each breath was an argument with panic.

He tested the rocks pinning him. His right arm moved, his left—barely. His trapped leg screamed when he shifted.

“Think,” he rasped into the dark, voice small and wrong in his own ears. “Think.”

He wriggled his free leg.

His boot kicked out into... nothingness.

Not more rubble. Not rock.

Space.

He stilled so hard his muscles trembled. He kicked again, gentler. His boot met open air behind the debris, and his heart lurched.

Behind the wall of collapse, there was a void.

Hope flared in his chest—desperate, wild, almost painful in its brightness. He swallowed, tasting dust, and reached down with both hands.

His fingers found loose stone. He dug like an animal.

Rubble scraped his knuckles raw. Pebbles jammed under his nails. He didn’t care. He pried, shoved, pulled, making a hole where his boot had found the gap. He used his shoulder like a lever and hissed when pain lanced through it.

Time became a thing he couldn’t measure. There was only effort and breath, effort and breath, the steady refusal to stop.

At last, the opening widened enough for him to wedge a shoulder through. He sucked in a breath and pushed, the rocks biting at his ribs and hips. Pain lit his trapped leg again, and he nearly screamed. He bit it back. Sound felt dangerous, as if the mountain might hear and decide to finish the job.

With a final heave, he squeezed through and tumbled out of the rubble pile.

He landed hard on a smooth, cold floor.

For a moment, he couldn’t do anything but lie there, cheek pressed to stone that felt like winter. He coughed, deep and ugly, working dust out of his lungs until his throat burned. Each cough sent a throb through his injured leg, but he welcomed the pain; pain meant he was still here to complain about it.

The air on this side of the collapse was different.

Still and old, yes—but clean. It didn’t taste like fresh fracture and powdered death. It tasted like... nothing. Like a room that had been sealed and patient.

Meshack fumbled in his pocket with shaking hands. The striker was there, stubbornly reassuring in its small weight. So was the stub of candle he kept for emergencies, wrapped in oilcloth.

“Come on,” he whispered, as if the tools might get stage fright.

He struck flint. Sparks jumped.

The wick caught with a weak sputter, then steadied into a small flame.

Light pooled around him, soft and amber, carving the darkness back just far enough for the world to return.

He wasn’t in a tunnel.

He was in a chamber.

The walls were too smooth—carved, not cut. The stone curved in a way that made the space feel intentional, like the inside of a carved shell. Tool marks were absent. No chisel grooves, no pick scars. Whoever had shaped this room had done it with a skill—or a method—far beyond anything in the quarry.

Faded murals spiraled along the walls, their pigments muted by time but still stubbornly present. Soaring creatures stretched across stone in sweeping arcs: dragons, their bodies sleek and powerful, wings like stormclouds given muscle. They were painted in mid-flight, fire curling from their jaws in ribbons that had once been bright enough to hurt the eyes.

On their backs rode figures in armor that gleamed even in faded paint—helms crowned with crests, cloaks streaming behind them. The riders held long lances and banners marked with symbols Meshack didn’t recognize, sharp runes that seemed to catch the candlelight in a way pigment shouldn’t.

This was no quarryman’s work.

Meshack eased himself upright, wincing as his leg protested. He tested it carefully. The ankle wasn’t right—sprained or worse—but it held his weight if he favored it. He tore a strip from the hem of his shirt and wrapped it tight, teeth clenched, making a rough bandage. It wouldn’t heal anything, but it gave his body a lie to believe.

In the center of the room stood a pedestal of obsidian, black as a moonless lake. It rose from the floor in a single smooth column, its sides polished so perfectly the candle flame wavered in its reflection. The pedestal looked untouched by dust, as if the air itself refused to settle on it.

And atop it sat an egg.

It was larger than his head, nestled in a shallow cradle carved to fit it. Its shell was a mosaic of deep blues and shimmering coppers that seemed to drink the candlelight and give it back transformed. The colors shifted when he moved, like the surface held its own slow current.

Meshack stopped without meaning to.

His mouth went dry.

He’d heard stories, of course. Every child in camp had. Stories whispered at night when the wind made the timbers complain and the adults wanted the young ones to fear something other than hunger.

Dragons once lived in the mountains. Dragons once ruled the skies. Dragons were hunted by kings who wanted their fire and their bones and the magic that old blood carried. Dragons cursed the mines. Dragons slept beneath stone, waiting for a foolish pick to wake them.

Fairy tales to keep children close to the fire.

Meshack took a step closer, then another, slow as if approaching a skittish animal. His candle hissed softly, and the small flame reflected in the egg’s shell, bending and stretching in the curved surface.

He expected the chamber to feel like a shrine. Instead it felt like a held breath.

The air was cool but not cold. It carried a faint mineral scent—like rain on stone, like the moment before a storm. And beneath that, so subtle he might have imagined it, was something almost... sweet.

He circled the pedestal. The floor beneath his boots was smooth and slightly concave, worn in a shallow ring as if something heavy had paced here long ago. Or as if many feet had walked the circle in ritual.

On the far wall, half-hidden behind a curl of painted wing, a thin line of water ran down the stone.

Meshack frowned.

He lifted his candle and approached. The line was coming from a small carving: a face, worn and simple, its eyes closed. Water seeped from beneath those closed lids, sliding down the cheeks in two steady tracks before disappearing into a narrow groove in the floor.

A weeping stone.

The sight sent a chill through him that had nothing to do with temperature. In the mines, water meant rot, collapse, slow death. But this wasn’t seepage from a crack. This was... deliberate. The face had been made to cry.

The water wasn’t dirty. It looked clear, catching the candlelight as it fell.

Meshack touched a fingertip to the stream and tasted it, because that was what miners did—tested the mountain with their own bodies.

Fresh.

Not brackish. Not metallic.

“How?” he breathed.

His voice echoed softly, rounded by the chamber, and the echo came back to him altered—thinner, almost like a whisper.

He turned back to the egg.

The murals seemed to watch him. The dragon eyes in faded paint looked too clever for pigment. One rider’s face had been lost to time, but the shape of the helm remained, angled toward the pedestal as if even stone remembered what mattered.

Meshack’s pulse hammered in his ears.

If Dross knew about this chamber, he wouldn’t have sent Meshack down. He would have sent men he trusted—men who didn’t ask questions, men who knew how to carry treasure without letting it touch their consciences.

Or maybe Dross didn’t know at all.

Maybe the mountain had kept its secret until now, until the moment it decided Meshack needed to fall through.

A bitter laugh tried to rise in Meshack’s throat and died there. The mountain didn’t give gifts. The mountain took. If this was a gift, it was the kind that came with teeth.

He stepped up to the pedestal, close enough that the candle warmed the air between him and the shell.

The egg was flawless. No cracks. No chips. It looked like it had been laid yesterday, not centuries ago. And yet the chamber’s murals were faded, and the weeping stone had carved its own tiny channels over years that numbers couldn’t hold.

Meshack lifted his free hand, hesitated.

His palm hovered an inch above the shell.

He expected cold.

He expected stone-dead stillness.

Instead, warmth rose toward his skin—not heat, exactly, but the gentle warmth of something alive under blankets. It made his fingers prickle, as if his hand suddenly remembered every winter it had endured.

He swallowed hard. His throat clicked.

“Dragon,” he whispered, because saying the word felt like testing whether it was allowed to exist in the world.

The egg did not answer.

Of course it didn’t. It was an egg. An object. A thing.

And yet...

The candle flame leaned toward it, pulled as if by a draft. Meshack frowned and shifted, holding the candle steady.

The flame leaned again.

Not toward the nearest air current. Toward the egg.

A sense of pressure brushed the back of his eyes, like the moment before tears. He blinked hard, irritated suddenly, then realized the feeling wasn’t sadness. It was... presence. The awareness of being near something that did not need to move to be immense.

Meshack drew his hand back quickly. The prickling faded.

He backed away a step and forced himself to think like a miner again.

He was trapped behind a collapse. He had no lamp. He had a stub of candle, a striker, his tools, and one injured leg. He needed to find another way out before his candle died, before his thirst and hunger turned his thoughts into mush, before someone up top decided his absence was a rounding error.

He scanned the chamber for an exit.

The hole he’d come through was a jagged tear in the stone, half-blocked by rubble. It looked... worse now, as if the collapse had shifted even after it had settled. He tested it with his candle held low, peering through.

Dark. Tight. The rocks looked unstable.

Going back that way felt like crawling into a mouth that had already tried to chew him.

He turned instead toward the opposite wall, running the candlelight along the stone.

There—half-concealed beneath another mural—a seam. Not a natural crack, but a line too straight. A door, perhaps, fitted so precisely it was nearly invisible.

Meshack limped toward it, excitement and dread wrestling in his chest. The door had no handle. No hinges. Just the line, and beneath it, a shallow depression carved into the stone floor, like a basin.

The basin held a thin film of water that glimmered faintly.

He looked back at the weeping stone.

The water tracks ran down into the groove in the floor, and the groove led—subtly, cleverly—toward the basin.

A system.

A mechanism fed by tears.

Meshack rubbed the back of his neck. “All right,” he murmured to no one. “So you’re a door that likes poetry.”

He crouched with a wince and touched the water in the basin. It was cold. Real.

He pressed his palm flat against the basin’s bottom, feeling for any raised markings.

There were grooves—shallow shapes carved into the stone. Not letters he could read, but patterns that felt like wings and circles and sharp angles. Runes, maybe. Or just decoration.

He glanced at the murals again, searching for clues the way you searched a rock face for a seam. The riders’ banners bore symbols. One symbol repeated: a teardrop shape pierced by a line.

His gaze flicked to the weeping stone. The water. The tears.

A story formed in his mind, half-invented and half-remembered from old campfire talk: Only the sorrowful may pass. Only the loyal. Only the ones who mourn what was lost.

Meshack snorted softly, immediately regretting it. Humor felt disrespectful in this place, like whistling in a graveyard.

But he was a miner. A practical man. If there was a mechanism, it likely used the water level. Some counterweight. Some seal that eased when the basin filled.

He watched the basin for a long moment.

The water level didn’t rise fast. The weeping stone cried steadily, but the basin was wide.

“How long,” Meshack muttered. “Days?”

The candle was already shorter than he liked.

He stood, limping, and returned to the pedestal. If the chamber was built to be sealed, the egg was the reason. The door might not open for any random passerby. It might open only when the egg was—moved?—disturbed?—ready?

Meshack stared at the shell until the shifting colors made his eyes ache.

If he took the egg...

He pictured Dross’s face when presented with something like this. Dross didn’t believe in legends, but he believed in profit. An egg like this would buy food for a hundred winters, or power for a decade, or a quick death for anyone who tried to keep it from the wrong hands.

If he left it...

Then what? It would sit here, waiting, while Meshack crawled back through rubble and darkness to die quietly somewhere else? The idea made anger spark in him, hot and ugly. The mountain had tried to kill him. If it had also handed him the one miracle in a lifetime, was he supposed to politely decline?

Meshack reached out again.

This time, he let his palm rest on the egg.

Warmth spread up his arm like spilled sunlight.

The pressure behind his eyes returned, stronger. The chamber seemed to hush, as if it were listening through the stone.

And then—so faint he almost doubted it—a thrum.

Not sound, not exactly. A vibration like a heartbeat felt through the shell and into his bones.

Meshack’s breath caught.

The egg pulsed once beneath his hand.

A single, slow beat.

The candle flame stretched toward it, trembling.

Meshack swallowed. His mind raced, trying to shove this into a box labeled possible.

He whispered, “Alive.”

Another pulse answered him—subtle, steady, like agreement.

Something shifted in the murals. Not the paint—paint didn’t shift—but the way the shadows fell. The dragon painted above the door seemed to lift its head in the candlelight, its eye catching gold for a moment, almost watching.

Meshack snatched his hand back, heart pounding so hard it hurt.

“Easy,” he told himself, though he wasn’t sure whether he was talking to his own nerves or to whatever listened inside the shell. “I’m not— I’m not here to hurt you.”

The words sounded ridiculous in the sacred quiet.

He stared at the egg, and for the first time the thought came clear and sharp:

What if it hatches?

Not someday. Not in a story. Here. Now. With Meshack alone, injured, trapped behind a collapse, holding a candle like a child afraid of the dark.

He looked down at his hands. They were raw and bleeding under the dust, nails torn from digging. Hands built for rock and rope, for labor that never ended. Not for holding legends.

A memory rose uninvited: his mother’s voice, long gone, telling him stories while she mended clothes by firelight. Dragons are not monsters, she’d said once, eyes distant as if remembering something she’d never seen. They are storms with minds of their own. You don’t own a storm. You don’t bargain with it like a merchant. You respect it, or it teaches you manners the hard way.

Meshack exhaled slowly.

“All right,” he whispered to the egg, to the chamber, to the mountain that had nearly swallowed him. “Respect.”

He limped back to the weeping stone and studied it with new attention.

The carved face was simple, but the craftsmanship was undeniable. The tears fell from a point beneath the stone brow where a tiny channel must feed water from somewhere deeper. The groove in the floor led unbroken to the basin by the door. It was as if someone had designed the chamber to do one thing endlessly: cry until the door could open.

Maybe it hadn’t opened in centuries.

Maybe it was opening now because the collapse had shifted something. Or because Meshack had arrived. Or because the egg’s heartbeat had woken.

He crouched beside the groove, watching the water run. It flowed with steady patience, the kind of patience only stone and time could afford.

Meshack touched the wet channel again, then wiped his fingers on his trousers and returned to the basin. He knelt, gritting his teeth against his ankle’s complaint, and stared into the shallow pool.

He had no way to hurry water.

But he did have a way to add more.

He was thirsty, yes, but he wasn’t desperate yet. He could spare some.

He cupped his hands, lifted water to his mouth, and drank. It was the cleanest water he’d tasted in years, cold and crisp as snowmelt. He drank again, then again, until the tightness in his throat eased and his head felt clearer.

Then he did something that would have made any sensible miner call him a fool.

He spit into the basin.

A small amount of water, barely a mouthful, but it fell into the pool with a soft plip that sounded too loud in the quiet.

He waited.

Nothing happened.

He frowned, annoyed at himself for expecting instant magic like a child.

He added another mouthful—more careful this time, letting it run from his lips rather than spitting, as if manners mattered to stone.

The water level rose by a hair.

Still nothing.

Meshack sat back on his heels, ankle throbbing. “Fine,” he whispered. “Be stubborn. I’m well acquainted with stubborn.”

The candle flickered. He looked at it sharply. The flame was smaller now, the wax dripping down the side in slow tears of its own.

Time was not on his side.

He turned his head, listening.

At first, there was only the chamber’s quiet: the soft drip of the weeping stone, the whisper of his own breathing, the distant settling of rock beyond the collapse.

Then—faint, almost impossible—another sound.

A vibration.

Not the egg’s pulse. This was higher, sharper.

A muffled bark.

Meshack’s heart jumped.

“Rook?” he whispered.

Silence followed.

Then again—faint, far away, but unmistakable: a dog’s bark, echoing down stone.

Meshack scrambled to his feet too fast, pain flaring through his leg. He swore under his breath and limped toward the rubble gap, candle held high, throat tight with sudden hope.

He pressed his face close to the jagged opening and listened.

Another bark, clearer now, followed by the distant sound of voices—men shouting, their words blurred by stone and distance.

They’d heard the collapse.

Or they’d noticed he hadn’t come back.

Or Rook had done what Rook did best: make a problem everyone else’s problem until it got solved.

A laugh shook out of Meshack’s chest, half relief and half disbelief. “Good dog,” he breathed, even though Rook wasn’t there to hear it. “Stubborn, infuriating, good dog.”

The voices grew louder, then faded, as if the men above shifted positions, searching for the right tunnel.

Meshack’s relief curdled into urgency.

If a rescue team found the collapse, they might dig. But the deep pits were unstable. They might decide it wasn’t worth it. They might stop. Or they might open the wrong section and trigger another cave-in.

And if they dug through and found this—

Meshack turned slowly back toward the chamber’s heart.

The egg sat on its obsidian pedestal, serene and dangerous as a secret.

The murals seemed to lean in, listening.

The weeping stone cried steadily, unconcerned with men and their noises.

Meshack stood in the middle of it all, a dusty miner with torn nails and a sprained ankle, suddenly holding a decision that felt too heavy for his hands.

If he left the egg, the mountain’s secret would become the mine’s secret. Then the foreman’s. Then the camp’s. Then the kingdom’s.

And secrets like this didn’t survive attention.

If he tried to take it...

He stepped closer to the pedestal and placed both hands on the shell. The warmth met him immediately, familiar now, almost welcoming. The egg’s surface thrummed faintly beneath his palms, a slow rhythm that made his pulse feel like a hurried child beside an older, steadier heart.

He tested its weight, lifting gently.

The egg didn’t budge.

Not because it was stuck to the pedestal—there was no sound of adhesion, no drag. It simply resisted, as if the idea of being moved was something it had to agree to.

Meshack grunted and tried again, bracing his good leg.

The egg remained where it was.

“All right,” he said softly, breath fogging in the candlelight despite the chamber’s mild air. “You’re not a sack of ore.”

The shell’s colors shifted, copper deepening to something like embers under ash.

Meshack froze.

The egg pulsed again, stronger this time.

The candle flame flared, stretching toward the shell, and for an instant the chamber brightened—not with candlelight alone, but with a faint, internal glow that bled through the egg’s mosaic surface.

Meshack’s hands tingled. His arms went prickly all the way to his shoulders.

In that moment, he understood something without knowing how: the egg was listening.

Not with ears. With the slow, patient attention of a creature that had never needed to rush.

Meshack swallowed his fear and spoke to it like he might speak to a frightened colt.

“I’m trapped,” he said, voice low. “There’s a collapse. Men are coming. If they find you—” He hesitated, because he didn’t know how to finish the sentence without sounding like a threat. “They’ll take you.”

The egg’s glow dimmed slightly, as if the words had drawn it inward.

Meshack tightened his grip, careful not to squeeze like a man holding a tool. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he repeated. “I don’t want to sell you. I just—”

His voice cracked on the truth.

“I just want to live.”

For a long heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the shell warmed further under his hands, and the faint thrum shifted—quickened, just slightly, like a creature stirring in sleep.

Meshack’s breath caught.

A whisper brushed his mind—not words, not language, but a sensation: water running over stone, the feeling of a storm gathering far away, the heaviness of wings folding.

He staggered back a step, overwhelmed, and his ankle buckled. He grabbed the pedestal to keep from falling, and the obsidian was cold enough to bite.

The whisper faded, leaving him breathless.

From the basin by the door came a sound.

A soft click.

Meshack turned his head slowly.

The water in the basin trembled in small concentric ripples, though nothing had touched it. The thin line of the door seam brightened—not glowing, exactly, but becoming visible, as if the stone had decided to admit it had edges.

Another click followed, deeper this time.

Meshack stared, candle held aloft, heart hammering.

The seam widened by the width of a fingernail.

Air slid through—cooler than the chamber air, smelling faintly of earth and distance and something like rain.

The door was opening.

Meshack looked back at the egg.

The shell’s colors had settled into deep blue threaded with copper like veins. The candlelight caught the copper and made it look like molten metal trapped beneath a skin of stone.

The voices beyond the collapse rose again, closer now—men calling his name, the sound distorted by the rubble.

“Meshack!” someone shouted. “Meshack, you alive down there?”

Meshack’s throat tightened so hard he couldn’t answer at first.

He looked from the opening door to the jagged gap of rubble, from the mountain’s secret path to the path that led back to the mine and all its hungry eyes.

He thought of Dross’s pale stare. Of quotas and punishments. Of Hollow Men swallowed without ceremony.

He thought of Rook sitting stubbornly at the mine mouth, refusing to accept that the mountain got the last word.

Another click. The door seam widened further, enough now for candlelight to spill into the crack like honey.

Meshack made his choice with the kind of calm that sometimes follows terror: not because he was brave, but because he was out of time.

He limped to the door and pressed his fingers into the widening gap, feeling the stone’s edge—smooth, precise.

Behind him, the egg pulsed once, steady as a promise.

Meshack drew a breath of the cooler air leaking through the opening, tasting freedom and fear in equal measure. Then he leaned his weight into the door and pushed, and the ancient stone began to move.

End of chapter 2
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Elara’s Legacy 

Meshack pressed his shoulder to the stone and slid into the fissure, half sideways, half backward, the egg against his chest. It made everything different. He had squeezed through tight places before, but never with something alive breathing warmth through leather into his ribs, never with his heart thundering to match a pulse he could feel through the jacket and his own trembling fingers. As the chamber swallowed its last candlelight and the narrow cut cooled around him, he felt the egg’s gentle beating become the only sound, until—far above—the hard clank of picks and the bray of men’s calls knifed down the tunnel he’d carved.

Rook barked again, closer. The fissure breathed cold, damp air at Meshack’s face. He exhaled and tasted mineral and the old smell of cave—the sort of depth that made you think of all the dark beneath the world, all the histories squeezed into strata. He supposed this was fitting. Secrets liked pressure.

He shuffled along, feeling through the tight, crooked vein of stone by touch more than sight. The fissure had been hidden under a crust of calcite, a paler ring that—now that he’d scraped away it with his knife—revealed a black slit in the rock like a healed wound. He had noticed it when he was a boy, playing at being smaller than a shadow. He had never gone through. Now he went through and was older than he had ever felt.

The jacket squeaked as leather rubbed stone. He waited on a breath, turned his hips, passed a flare of jagged mineral that ripped a shallow line in the jacket’s sleeve, not in the bundle. He whispered a curse and then an apology to the egg under his breath, feeling ridiculous and wholly serious at once, because who apologizes to a thing in a shell? A person who is holding a future the world wants to break, he thought. That sort of person apologizes for any scrape.

He had put his mother’s journal back inside the inner pocket, where it burned against his chest, despite the cold of the rocks. His mother had always carried warmth with her. He could feel the stitched binding through the rider’s jacket. Elara’s handwriting had always looked like a river in wind, he thought, not just flowing but alive. “Follow the star-that-fell, where the silver river sleeps.” He repeated it in time with his breaths—follow, star, fell—silver river, sleeps—like incantation or instructions. He needed the words to become something that could be walked.

Behind him, light knifed into the chamber from the tunnel. They had broken through the last layer. He could tell by the way the sound changed, by the shout that carried triumph more than strain. Garrick Dross had a distinctive voice—honey and iron. He knew how to sweeten fear. Meshack had heard it in the mine when Garrick first came to take control, and later in the town square when he needed to look like a man who would keep them all safe from stories.

Meshack pressed on and felt air on his ear, not just stale cave breath but breeze, faint and real. The fissure ended in a drop. He felt around with his boot, waited until his foot found a rough ledge, then the next. He slid down a hand’s span, then another, wedging himself between walls like a spider, except he belonged here and also did not. He had that sensation again—of living in a footnote to a book that had been burned, of an old sentence trying to correct itself.

The fissure widened. The egg’s warmth filled the tight space like a lit coal, but gentle. Meshack dared to ease his grip and feel the shape through the jacket: smooth, heavy, but not so heavy he couldn’t run with it. Whoever had placed it on that pedestal had expected someone to be able to carry it. A rider’s blade, a rider’s harness, a jacket—his size. He did not want to think that his mother had meant this for him in exact measures, in quiet hours stitching leather and steel and hope.

He slid the last bit and dropped into a pocket of space large enough to stand in, at least bent. A small shaft led up like a throat. He smelled old mineral oil. He pressed his cheek to the rough stone and felt pilings rotted into the wall. It was an old service vent for the mine, he realized, a forgotten lung. He had never known it existed. He had always believed he knew the Spindle Mines as well as a boy could know a mother’s face. It turned out he did not; but his mother had. Elara had always had a way of building worlds behind the known world.

And living inside them, Meshack thought. He pressed the egg closer with one arm and reached up with the other. The shaft had iron rungs hammered in once, long ago, now mostly rust flakes and ghost shapes. Enough remained to be a ladder if you were desperate. He was desperate.

His fingers curled around an iron nub. It wobbled. He put weight on it anyway, teeth gritted, legs braced, and hoisted himself to the next. It held. He climbed in quick, shaky pulses, moving with that shallow-breath strength people find when there is no other choice. He thought of Rook, of the dog pacing in the snow above. He thought of the way Rook had slept at his feet the night before, nose tucked under paw, ears twitching with dreams of rabbits or bone men. The idea that Rook was somewhere with men who would kick him if he did not move fast enough sent a hard spark through Meshack’s ribs. He climbed faster.

The ladder ended in a broken hatch. He pressed his shoulder into it. It shifted. Dust trickled into his hair and eyes. He blinked and tasted copper. He slowed—no large movements that would send a clang up into the world where Wardens were listening. He loosened his shoulders, adjusted the angle, pushed with his forearm, and the hatch moved the way old things do, not resisting so much as remembering that someone once had asked it to open. He wriggled out into darkness.

Pick a direction, he told himself. Up was roof beams and old brick and the smell of rot. Down was the hatch, the quiet throat of stone, the choice he had already made. He lifted and turned, keeping the egg against his chest. His eyes adjusted. He was in an old ore loft, long abandoned. A cracked skylight let in a little winter starlight. Snow sifted through the broken panes. He could hear men calling in the far tunnel; he could also hear Rook’s bark close enough that his ribs remembered the rhythm. He whistled softly—a quick, sliding note. Rook answered with a shorter bark—a small heartbeat of sound in the cold. Meshack felt relief pool in his chest like an imperfect light.

He crossed the loft and eased out onto a ledge that had once been a walkway. Now it was a series of planks and gaps above a pit where ore had been dropped onto wagons. The mine had been the town’s lungs for so long that the town had forgotten it was a body too. Garrick Dross had taken the lungs and made them his own. Meshack stood on rotten wood with an egg in his arms and knew how strange the next breath would be. He went anyway.

He stepped over gaps, balanced in thin spaces, moved with the careful speed of someone carrying a sleeping child through a place where every crooked thing demands you spill. A lantern’s glow grew, bobbing along a distant catwalk. Voices sharpened. Meshack ducked into a shadow, his back to an old hoist wheel. He felt the egg’s warmth again and the fact of its beating against his heart, and a memory threaded him: Elara’s voice, low and urgent, the night she had cut her hair short and told him fairy tales about people who did unfair things because they had chosen fear. She had said, “Monsters are not always things with teeth. Sometimes they are men with speeches.” He had asked what a speech was, and she had laughed and hugged him, then made him repeat the word so he would know its shape when it came at him later, with sugar.

Now Garrick’s voice came with sugar. “He’s down there,” he called to someone, or to the mineshaft itself. “You smell it? You smell the torch? The boy’s got a light.” The way he said boy made Meshack more angry than the fact that this was technically accurate. He wondered if Garrick had always hated boys because they became men without asking him.

Rook barked again, this time with a growl tucked inside—a warning, not for Meshack but for the men who were near him. Meshack closed his eyes and, without meaning to, pressed his lips to the egg’s leather. It felt absurd and holy. He had kissed rocks before, the ones that would save him if he found a vein in time. He had never kissed a secret. He swallowed and opened his eyes and moved.

The loft opened onto a narrow chute, the kind they used to slide crates down when there weren’t enough men to carry them. Meshack slid himself down it and hit ground hard. He sucked air through his teeth to keep the curse inside where it belonged. He had learned that from Elara too: not that cursing was forbidden but that sometimes you save the word for the place where it does the most good, where it banishes fear rather than feeds it.

He had a choice: the east shaft or the west. The east ran toward town. The west ran toward the ridge and the old glimmer flats where snow crusted like sugar and you could see the sky-shapes as if the world had been turned inside out. Garrick would expect him to go east. He went west.

He ran and felt the mine track under his feet like an old song—one he didn’t sing because the lyrics were a lie. He had always kept his feet quicker than his thoughts when fear ran with him. He had also always been surprised at how thoughts ran faster anyway. The egg’s warmth made an odd difference. The idea of being careful did not slow him; it sharpened him, as if the act of carrying had made every choice narrower and better defined—walk here, not there; breathe now; wait; sprint and then stop; listen; reason.

Behind him, boots hammered. Garrick called orders in that calm tone that let you imagine he would admire you if you did the right thing. Meshack had once thought Garrick wanted men to be brave; now he understood he wanted them shaped.

The west shaft breathed a little ash smell that Meshack knew did not belong to fire but to the old volcano dusts that lay in veins beneath the ridge. He followed it because following things your blood already knows is faster than making new maps. He darted down a side cut and came out in a cavern that was not on any of the charts Garrick had taken from the office. It was a collapse from decades ago, turned into a room with teeth—a ring of broken rock, a ceiling of frozen waves.

He stopped and listened. The men were in the main shaft, not this one. Rook’s bark came again, nearest yet, and then the quick skitter of claws. Meshack whistled his two-note call, and Rook came like a shadow with skin, sliding through a spill of broken rock that would snag softer things. Rook was not soft. He was a small black dog of uncertain parentage whose left ear bent halfway up and then decided to angle toward the ground, as if listening to things most dogs could not. His fur frosting with snow where he had squeezed through cracks to find Meshack gave him the look of a dog who had just failed to rob a baker. His eyes were bright and anxious and tender and angry all at once. He hurtled at Meshack, then saw the bundle, and slowed. The way he approached the egg, nose out, tail still, made Meshack’s throat tight. Rook breathed the egg in like a scent he would hold.

“We have to go,” Meshack whispered. Rook’s tail twitched once. Meshack reached with his fingers to brush the dog’s neck, then took a quick inventory: jacket tight, blade strapped across his back, harness over his shoulder, the egg flush against his heart. He wished he had time to understand each of these things. He did not. He moved toward a narrow tunnel he remembered from a childhood game that had seemed more dangerous than it had been because danger loves children.

He forced himself to breathe slower and to put his boots on rock exactly where they would not make echoes. The tunnel twisted like someone had carved it drunk. Good. Drunk tunnels made poor maps. He slipped through, came out onto a ledge that overlooked a gorge where water had once used to roar and now only whispered, slowly and in its sleep. The flume had been dry for years. The Wardens had closed it off, diverted the trickle, used the channel for storage of scrap and old iron. When the snow melted, the silver sheen of those scraps through shallow water had given the gorge its name: the silver river. Meshack had always thought the name sad. Now Elara’s words pressed at it and made it something else.

Where the silver river sleeps.

Meshack looked down the gorge and felt a shift like a memory flipping over. Once, when he was seven, Elara had taken him out at night and had pointed at the sky. It had been autumn because the air had that taste of something burning far off, a sweet rot that made the stars more brittle. She had pointed at a long pale scar in the sky that the old men called the Skypath. “Do you know what that is?” she had asked. He had said it was spilled milk. She had laughed and called him a poet and said, “It’s where the star-that-fell came through. Not the stars that stay, the one that knew how to break a bad story.” He had not understood. He had said, “How does a star break a story?” She had said, “By landing.”

The star-that-fell. Meshack turned in the cave, in the cold, and looked up through the broken skylight above the ridge line. The Skypath was visible tonight—cold and bright, cutting the heavens. He imagined a point where it had once been more than a line, where it had become a piece of light in the world. He had heard men in the glimmer flats talk about a crater, about a ruin where the old sky had bitten earth and the ground now hummed in winter with frost that made colors wrong. They had called it a superstition. Garrick had called it sedition. Meshack had called it something to dream about when the mine felt like a coffin.

Now Elara’s words made that something a direction. Follow the star-that-fell, where the silver river sleeps.

He checked the gorge and saw a way down: a series of old ladder rungs hammered into the stone, half bent, half solid. He had come up them twice as a child. He had never gone down carrying a dragon egg. He swallowed and told himself not to think that word. He would think the egg instead and let the word come later when he had earned it.

He swung his legs over the ledge and began to descend, Rook after him, nimble. Every rung was a question. He answered each by putting weight and finding the rung’s answer in return. He was not surprised that the iron, having tasted the question of men for so long, knew how to answer again, even rusty. He reached the bottom and felt the gorge’s breath—the slow sleep of water that had forgotten itself. He knew where to go. He just needed to not be found.

Voices up the shaft. A light. Garrick’s laugh, not harsh exactly, but not kind. Meshack did not like that he knew Garrick’s laugh enough to measure it. He moved along the gorge with knees bent, staying below the lip where a lantern’s glow would not lick him out of shadow. Rook moved like a thought. Meshack paused once to breathe, once to listen, twice to make sure the egg did not knock against rock. It did not. It felt like a held breath too, one that would be a word later.

The gorge opened into a spill of boulders where the river had once gone wild, angered by the curve. Meshack picked his way through, then stopped and turned up. The Skypath lay above like a thrown scarf. He imagined the place where it had landed. He knew stories about a black rain that fell for a week and about men who had built houses from meteoric iron and then had been hunted for it because nothing from the sky belonged to men. He heard Elara say, They lie about us. They fear what they cannot control. He thought of Garrick and the way fear can be shaped into a law.

He took the westward fork past a dead pine whose needles had somehow remained on it, iron-stiff and a color like old coins. He moved until the gorge widened and the silver river’s bed became a flat plain of stones that shone pale in starlight—glimmering with frost, but also with something else: the way minerals remember the sun even under the moon. He dropped to a crouch and pressed his palm to the stones. They were cold and somehow warm; they held the day’s memory and the night’s truth. He put his palm to the egg then and felt it mirror the sensation—a balance of two times. He did not know how an egg could do that. He did not know how his heart could hold it.

Rook bumped his shoulder and made a small sound he almost never made, something between a whine and a hum. Meshack whispered, “I know, boy.” He did not know what he knew. He was glad he said it anyway.

He remembered how Elara had hidden the journal in his jacket’s lining and told him once to always carry it even if he did not know what it meant, because meaning often arrives late to the party. He slid the journal out now and flipped to the page he had found—the sketch of the chamber, the script beneath it. On the facing page, in lighter ink, was a compass rose, not the usual one for maps but one that showed three directions only: true north, star north, and dragon north. He touched them with his finger, smiling despite being chased by men who had iron and dogs that were not named Rook and laws that said taking eggs was a crime against the world. He traced star north. He would follow the sky, not the ground. He had done that as a boy, walking home by constellations and then being wrong because he did not have enough sky in his pockets. Now he had enough. The silver river slept, and the star-that-fell had left a trail.

He folded the journal, slid it back, and did something he had never done: he closed his eyes and asked a thing that was not a person for help. He said in his head, to the egg maybe, to Elara maybe, to the old world maybe, “I need to get to Dragon’s Rest.”

When he opened his eyes, the world did not glow and no path drew itself in light. He was relieved. He did not trust miracles. What happened instead was gentler: he got an idea. It was small, practical, and likely to work, which was precisely Elara’s favorite kind of miracle.

The Wardens would think like men who have maps and a taste for straight-line pursuits. That meant they would take the main path along the gorge’s lip, down the old mining road, to the surveyor’s bridge. Meshack would go under the bridge. He would go into the chemical runoff tunnel that spilled into the gorge at a point where it stank and men had decided no person with dignity would ever go on purpose. Meshack did not have time to decide about dignity. He had an egg.

He found the tunnel by smell—sharp, acrid, a little like old wine and a lot like broken things hidden under the kitchen. He crouched and slid under the bridge where the tunnel bore the town’s filth into the old riverbed once a week. In winter, it trickled and formed ice laced with brown. He moved across it slow, feet finding places dry as ideas. The tunnel ran inside the ridge like a vein. He could feel that curve under his palm against the rock—shape and memory. He leaned into it, into the angle that would lead toward the glimmer flats.

He heard something behind him. He turned his head. Lantern light smeared across the ice in the tunnel mouth, then swung away. Voices washed over stone in a way that words became sound and then nothing. Rook pressed against Meshack’s leg, killing his own noise because he was a dog who understood being hunted. Meshack pushed on.

The tunnel came out in a little ravine. The snow here lay untroubled except by fox prints. Meshack wanted to step directly into those prints and pretend he was a fox. He could not. He made his own, boots leaving angled marks that said: a boy went this way, and something inside those angles says he ran because he had something that cannot be replaced. He thought about turning his boots around and making prints that lied. He did not have the time or the patience for cleverness that forgot survival. He moved forward and kept to the shadows of rocks.

They went west. They climbed. Meshack’s breath became labor. Rook kept pace and then surged ahead to check the path. The egg’s warmth against Meshack’s chest had become part of his body’s rhythm. He had stopped thinking about it consciously. It felt like you notice your heartbeat only when it does something odd, and then you forget again because living requires you not to fixate on your body’s mechanics or the world’s.

They crested a ridge and the town fell away behind them. The Spindle Mines looked like a maze built by a patient, angry child. Beyond that, the valley spread out. The Skypath ran above, the silver river’s bed below, and beyond, on the horizon, he caught a dark ring, a bruise in the land only visible at night when the snow became a book. He felt it in his teeth. He knew with a ridiculous certainty that what he saw was the place the star had fallen.

He stood still long enough to hear the voices from below, far now. He had bought himself a space. Garrick did not like spaces he did not control. Meshack would try to keep this one longer than Garrick’s breath.

He moved again. Rook huffed and loped, looking back every few steps like a friend who refuses to be the leader but will never be the last to arrive. Meshack wished he could tell the dog about what he thought of stars that land. He suspected Rook already knew in a way dogs do—by sensing the world’s edges barefoot and deciding which edible smells are also metaphors.

He walked into the wide, cold plain of the glimmer flats. The wind here had a way of pushing you sideways, not strong but insistent. It made you feel like the world wanted to see if you could make a straight line anyway. Meshack worked to keep his feet true. He made a line for the dark ring on the horizon. He used the Skypath as if it was a string held by a patient giant. The egg pulsed again. He paused and felt it. The pulse had quickened when he had looked at the ring. He did not decide that meant a thing more than what it meant. He accepted the meaning it offered: move toward the ring.

He walked. He thought about Elara. He felt her breaths behind the script on the page that had told him to do this. He remembered her telling him that truths often hide in forests and caves because big rooms with tables and men with ink do not like them. He remembered her telling him that the day he discovered something important the world would ask him a question he did not want to answer: are you willing to be hunted? He had laughed then and said even rabbits are unwilling, and she had smiled at him like a knife that cuts bread. Now he felt hunted. He also felt willing.

Snow sparkled with the kind of brightness that almost hurts. Meshack used it to keep his mind clear. He felt his lungs burn a little. He drank melted snow from a hollow of his glove and shared some with Rook, who licked at his fingers and then the egg’s jacket, then looked embarrassed in a dog way. Meshack smiled and wiped the jacket dry. “It’s water,” he whispered to the egg. “Pretend you like it.” He had the fleeting, absurd thought that a creature who hatched from an egg would be very opinionated about the idea of water. He scanned the horizon again. The dark ring had grown larger. He would reach it before dawn if he did not stumble.

He did stumble. He stepped into a hollow hidden by snow and dropped to a knee, catching himself with his free hand and cursing quietly because sometimes you do not wait. He kept the egg safe. He checked his leg. It had a scrape, nothing bleeding. He stood and moved on with that ache that says, yes, you will remember this in the morning in a way that does not matter and matters. Rook trilled a soft sound. Meshack shook his head and said, “I am fine.”

He was fine and then he was not. A whistle cut the air—the Wardens’. Meshack knew the pitch. He did not turn. He ran. Rook ran. He did not think. He had already done the thinking—the star, the river, the ring. He had a destination. He had only motion now. He sprinted across the flats, feet punching snow, breath loud and then quiet in his own ears because in fear you sometimes go silent as if you are trying not to interrupt the world’s show. He zigzagged because straight lines make you easy. He moved from hummock to hummock. He used the way the land curls to fool sight. He was not surprised then when a lantern swung ahead of him, too slow for how fast he was moving. Garrick Dross stepped out from behind a low outcrop, his men spaced on either side like teeth. Garrick did not look cold.

“Meshack,” he said, as if they were meeting at a bakery. “You have something that belongs to the Council.” His voice made Council sound like a benevolent god. Meshack felt the heat surge in his chest, this time not just from the egg.

“No,” Meshack said, because sometimes you need the smallest word.

Garrick smiled. It made him look handsomer and worse. “What you hold is a relic of an age that killed us,” Garrick said. He stepped closer the way men step closer to take your hand. Meshack thought about spitting. He did not. He thought about stepping back. He did not. He looked at Garrick’s face and saw no malice exactly, but yes control, and behind that a layered fear Garrick had turned into a philosophy because he could not bear it raw. Meshack wondered briefly who had taught Garrick to turn fear into law. He hoped whoever had was dead.

Rook growled, low. Garrick glanced down, not concerned, not dismissive, an efficient assessment: dog, small, irrelevant. Meshack felt an urge to have Rook bite Garrick’s ankle and then run. He suppressed it because Rook’s teeth were for better uses.

“What is your plan, boy?” Garrick asked softly. His men had not moved closer. Garrick did not like to crowd. He liked to make you walk into his spaces. “Run forever? Hide and keep hidden what will burn you? Or join us and ensure that history does not repeat itself? The Culling happened for a reason.”

“The Culling didn’t happen,” Meshack said, surprising himself. He had meant to hold the words back, protect them for a better time and place. He heard Elara’s voice in his own, and his heart flipped. “We were betrayed. Not culled.”

“Ah,” Garrick said, as if Meshack had made a point he had anticipated. He nodded, a good teacher hearing a student’s answer. The gesture made Meshack want to break something. “You have been reading her book.” He pronounced her as if it was a title. “Elara was a dreamer. She was also a traitor.”

Meshack stepped forward because anger has a way of moving bodies. Two men flinched as if he had struck them. Garrick’s eyes flicked to the bundle and back, fast, efficient. “The dragon eggs belong to the Council,” Garrick said. “They belong to safety. The old world burned us because it had no measure. The Riders were kings of their own flames—until the Council saved us.”

Meshack laughed. He did not know he would. The sound came out like the crack of ice discovering a hidden spring. Garrick’s eyes did something—tightened, then relaxed. He had the grace to accept the laugh as a thing that happens to him sometimes. “You are a child,” Garrick said, not unkind. “You think I will hurt you. I would prefer not to.”

Meshack slid his hand around to the harness at his back. He felt the leather. It had buckles he did not recognize. He thought about the blade. He did not want to draw it. He did not want to make more death in the world that had already been measured into graves. He also did not want Garrick’s hands on the egg. “Do you know what this is?” Meshack asked suddenly, quietly, not as a boy but as a person who had found an answer to a test he had not known he had taken.

Garrick studied him. “I know it is a weapon,” he said, gently, almost tenderly, as if he were trying to move Meshack into agreement without force. “Like all such things, it is better held by men who are not ruled by their hearts.”

Meshack said, “It is a promise.”

Garrick did not laugh. He tilted his head, and for a strange heartbeat, Meshack thought he saw grief. Then Garrick lifted a hand. The men moved, not closer, but ready.

“Come,” Garrick said. “Bring it to me. You will not be punished. Your mother—Elara—she would have been punished for this. I do not want to punish you.”

Meshack imagined stepping forward. He imagined Garrick’s hand on the egg and how that hand would feel—strong, warm, a mimicry of life. He imagined the egg’s pulse against Garrick’s palm and the fact that the pulse would not mean the same thing in Garrick’s blood as it did in his. He imagined Rook’s bark and the men’s eyes and the long curve of the Skypath meaning nothing to men who looked only at the ground. “No,” he said again.

Garrick sighed, a slow sound not designed to be theatrical, just designed to measure humans. “Then I am required,” he said, “to enforce the law.” He took a step and then stopped. “I am sorry.”

Meshack moved first. He kicked snow up into Garrick’s face—a childish move that made Garrick raise a hand reflexively—and then he ran left, not toward the glimmer flats but into a narrow cut that sliced through a low hill like a throat. He had seen it as a shadow. He had decided it would be a path. He was wrong. It choked into a dead end twenty paces in. Good, he thought, along with an awful laugh under his breath. Good. He turned, pressed the egg to his chest, and drew the blade.

It was longer than most knives and shorter than a sword. It fit in his hand like it had measured him in sleep. The hilt carved like a dragon’s wing made his fingers feel like they were holding two things at once: old air and a future. He stood with it low because he had not been taught to hold it high. Garrick did not rush in. He did not like little cuts. He liked decisions.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BY ASMAN SISIA

THE SURVIVOR

MESHACK THE DRAGON PiLOT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





