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Dramatis Personæ




The main cast and other citizens of The Old Town. 



Anna (ah-na): Younger daughter of Oļegs, apprentice of Oļegs.

Aleks (ah-lecks): Grocer & apothecary.

Beatrice (bee-a-treece): Wife to Lord Mayor Dmitraj & baker.

Bruno (broo-noe): Brewer.

Dmitraj (dmee-trai): Husband to Beatrice, Lord Mayor.

Ešlija (esh-lee-yah): Member of the town guard, master to her son Gustavs.

Gustavs (goo-stavs): Son of Ešlija, apprentice of Ešlija.

Graudiņš (grou-dinzh): Farmer, master to Justīne.

Ievan (ee-vuhn): Blacksmith.

Justīne (yu-stee-nuh): Eldest daughter of Oļegs, apprentice of Graudiņš.

Krišs (kree-shs): Butcher, father to Teodor.

Lilija (li-li-yah): Rancher.

Niklāvs (nee-klayvs): Member of the Lord Mayor’s personal guard.

Oļegs (oe-likhs): Engineer, master to his daughter Anna, father to Justīne.

Pūka (poo-kah): Graudiņš cat, cunning hunter of mice and small birds.

Sofija (soh-fee-yah): Surgeon and singer, elder sister to Staņislavs.

Staņislavs (stan-ee-slavs): Carpenter and singer, younger brother to Sofija.

Teodor (tee-oh-door): Member of the town guard, son of Krišs.

Zigmārs (zeeg-marz): Younger son of Lord Mayor Dmitraj and Beatrice.

Dzevrs (Deceased) (zev-ers): Eldest son of Lord Mayor Dmitraj and Beatrice.

Karīna (Deceased) (kah-ree-nah): Engineer, with moderate skill in magic.

Monika (Deceased) (Mah-nik-ah): Mage.

Timurs (Deceased) (tee-murs): Engineer, master to Oļegs and Karīna.








  
  

Glossary


Select words and phrases. 





Common Terms

Atstrumeter (at-stroo-meter):Machines, mostly made of copper, that emit a barrier which repels the maalkonis. They run on solar power and are supported by an alternator. When placed in a row, they can create invisible protective walls or domes. Occasionally referred to as atstrus (at-stroos).

Dādi (dah-di): The Ļaodil’s term for “father.” Padādi (pah-dah-di) is the common term for “stepfather.”

Ļaodil (lah-dihl): The people of The Old Town refer to themselves collectively as the Ļaodil.

Maalkonis (mahl-kohn-iss): The dark cloud surrounding The Old Town which appears to consume everything it touches.

Mama (mah-mah): The Ļaodil’s term for “mother.” Pamaman (pah-mah-mahn) is the common term for “stepmother.”

Meita (may-tah): “Daughter,” as a term of endearment.

Mortežs (mort-esh): The name of the dead forests in the maalkonis.

Phrases

Lavekzīme (lavehk-zeem): A phrase of good luck, often wishing it upon others.

Malsavekzīme (mahl-savehk-zeem): A phrase of bad luck, often calling a thing, situation, or event bad luck.

Times of Day

With the maalkonis forming a dark dome around The Old Town, the Ļaodil have a slightly different perception on time and the passing of it. A day is broken up into four quarters, determined by the position of the sun. Most quarters have an associated meal and prayer.



Prausme (prows-may): Refers to the time of day when citizens of The Old Town break their fast and offer their first prayers for the day, often shortly after walking up. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from the meal or prayer, it is more commonly referred to as First Dim, referring to the first of the sun’s dim light in the day.

Repukdau (ree-puk-dow): Refers to the time of day when people eat lunch and offer their second prayers for the day. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from this, it is more commonly referred to as Midday.

Vekrēla (vek-ray-la): Refers to the time of day when people eat dinner and offer their final prayers for the day. When referring to the time of day specifically, separate from this, it is more commonly referred to as Last Dim, referring to the last of the sun’s light.

Noctis (nock-tis): There is no nighttime prayer, so Noctis generally only refers to the time of day between first and last dim. At its darkest hour people often refer to the time as Midnight.

Numerals

Viens (vyens): One

Divi (di-vi): Two

Trīs (tree-s): Three
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Aceaseless din filled the air as the atstrumeters’ copper gears spun. Dozens of the machines were mounted along the wall that surrounded The Old Town, humming in unison, holding back the world’s blight. Justīne and her little sister scaled the wall, using missing and protruding bricks to cling onto it. When she reached the top, Justīne extended a hand down to Anna. She took it, and Justīne pulled back, lifting her up. They both collapsed on the narrow walkway, breathing deeply. 

The Old Town lay entirely within the wall’s embrace, its façade blending in with the brick and wooden buildings. Justīne had lived here all her life—though it was not as if there was anywhere else to go. She knew The Old Town like the breath in her lungs: from her Dādi’s house near the tree line, through the cobblestone streets where so many workshops and homes were clustered around the old cathedral; the guardhouse to the east, where apprentices honed their blades; to the bakery in the west, which made the breeze smell like bread; to the pockmarked woods to the north. 

Throughout the day, the town was alight with activity, people working to fill the cellars and granaries, repairing rotting walls and metal tools, tending to the animals and—in Justīne’s case—the fields. But at this hour, most were breaking for their midday meal and prayer, for repukdau. It created an eerie quiet as everyone returned to either their homes or the cathedral, their tools stilled and carts stationary. In the distance, one of Lilija’s cattle mooed. Its somber voice echoed off the hills.

Justīne stood up and looked out beyond the wall, just to prove to herself that the dark wasn’t creeping toward them. A narrow stretch of grass surrounded the wall at its base, ending at the bank of a shallow river. A stone bridge crossed it, with copper-lined railings that had turned a sickly blue-green color. It looked like it was ready to fall apart at any second. Not that it mattered, though. The bridge led into a dark cloud, a whirling mass of inky shadows, endlessly shifting—the maalkonis. Wispy particles floated inside of it, like dust in the wind, glimmering an unnatural violet in the midday light. If Justīne ignored all the corpses that must be inside of it, just out of sight, the dark was almost beautiful. In a strange and twisted kind of way.

“Do you see anything?” Anna asked, now at her side. She’d gotten quicker about the climb lately, more used to the footholds.

“No,” Justīne said. “I don’t think there’s anything out there.”

“What about the lost people?”

The lost were what they called those who fell to the maalkonis. They were people—Ļaodil and those who lived in other towns before the dark took them—who ventured into it or were overcome. They never came back. The adults considered them dead. If one of the Ļaodil was taken, they’d hold a ceremonial funeral, burning some of their possessions on the pyre, usually personal effects that others didn’t need.

Everything else was given out to the Ļaodil, to whoever who needed it most: food, tools, clothing, and so on. Dead or not, the lost were most certainly gone. As terrible as it was, nothing could be left to waste. Although she and Anna liked to look for the lost, in case somebody needed their help getting back, Justīne was struggling to believe that anything could survive out there. She had seen people become overwhelmed by and collapse in the maalkonis before, screaming like they’d been set aflame. Then, a few seconds later, silence.

Justīne still dreamed of Monika's last moments. The mage—the town’s last mage—had long studied the maalkonis and attempted to push it away, even just temporarily. That afternoon, she’d walked out to the rusty copper bridge and, while she was still drawing her runes, the maalkonis surged forward. That had only been five years ago, when Justīne was ten years old and Anna eight. Moments before she was taken, their Dādi had been telling them about the things beyond The Old Town that he hoped Monika would help them see for the first time: vast pools of salt water, dense forests, and hills so tall that it could take days to scale them. Things they’d heard of before, stories passed down for generations from those who lived before the darkness spread.

After Monika was lost—or perhaps after she died—he didn’t talk about those things much anymore.

Justīne asked her sister, “Do you think the stuff that Dādi used to talk about is still out there? The mountains, the salt water, and all the other towns where people used to live?”

Anna shrugged. “I’d like to see a real forest one day. Dādi told me that there used to be a dense one beyond the west wall, with far more trees than the logging fields in the hills.” She paused, her gaze falling to the atstrumeter beside them. She stared closely at the machine’s spinning gears and picked at the corrosion beginning to turn the copper the same blue-green color as the bridge. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re the last people. You know? Maybe the maalkonis isn’t a ring around us like the Lord Mayor says. What if it is everything around us? The Ļaodil invented atstrumeters. We may be the only people who have them.”

“I don’t know. People used to trade before we were all cut off from each other. Maybe we were able to share a few, or the designs for them, before that happened.” Justīne frowned at the darkness, her eyes following a cluster of violet wisps. 

Anna frowned. “There’s something out there,” she said confidently. “I don’t know what it is, or if it’s even human, but I’d like to help find it. Even if it’s just some plants that have found a way to live out in the dark. How wild would that be?”

A moment of silence passed between them, broken only by the several spinning atstrumeters. Then Anna added, “Dādi says he’s going to apprentice me. Show me how he builds these machines.”

Justīne pursed her lips. She had gotten to choose to work with Graudiņš, though it hadn’t felt like much of a choice. While the old man had taken on help seasonally, he had no apprentice, and somebody had to learn to run the farm. Dādi had been insistent that it should be her.

She liked the farm, even if Graudiņš was grumpy and his cat hated her. She’d come to enjoy the feeling of dirt between her fingers and watching the plants grow each season.

“Are you looking forward to it?” she asked.

“I think so,” Anna said. “Everyone looks to Dādi to keep us safe, but he keeps complaining about how the atstrumeters are wearing out. I’d like to help repair them and maybe make some better ones. Some quieter ones, at least.”

“I can’t imagine what it’d be like to not hear them buzzing constantly.”

“Either way, I think it could be fun. Especially tinkering the way Dādi does, testing out new machines… And I could still study Monika’s old books in my free time.”

“Really? You think you can learn the runes without her?”

Anna shrugged. “Maybe. Not easily, but maybe. I’ve been reading her books while you’ve been working on the farm.” Anna kicked a loose stone. It toppled over the edge and onto the long grass at the base of the wall. “I’ve learned a few things but they’re so confusing. Monika wrote in them, which should have helped, but it’s impossible to read her handwriting. And parts of the book look like even Monika wasn’t sure how to use some of the runes. There are questions she wrote but never answered.”

“Just be careful. Draw the wrong rune, and your hand could go”—Justīne flicked her fingers, miming an explosion—“boom.”

“Oh, I don’t draw any,” Anna said quickly. “I’d love to, but right now I’m just trying to understand how they work. What they mean. For now, anyway. It’s like a whole other language.”

The Old Town could have used a new mage. Magic was complicated and filled with rules that Justīne didn’t understand, but to hear Dādi speak of Monika, she’d always found a way to help people, often in small ways like felling trees or helping the forge’s fires burn stronger. But Justīne knew that her sister was right. Perhaps it was better that Anna was interested in engineering. Magic was powerful but unpredictable, even in the best of situations. At least they knew that the atstrumeters worked.

Justīne had overheard the Lord Mayor speaking with other adults about the need for more engineers. Dādi was the last one. He had been working longer days and had left at odd hours of the night, his fingers slick with black oil and grease by the time he returned. The problem was that they also needed more farmers, shepherds, smiths, cobblers, surgeons, and everything else. The Old Town was surviving, but only just.

“Come on,” Justīne said and continued along the walkway. She would need to return to help Graudiņš with the farm soon, and all they’d done was fret about their futures. 

“Where to?” Anna asked, following her.

“To see the nest.”

“Oh, right!” Anna squealed and rushed past her.

“Hey!” Justīne stumbled and fell into the wall’s railing. A brick rammed into her side, and she held in the jolt of pain through gritted teeth—not for fear of anything in the maalkonis, but because she didn’t want any of the adults to spot them. The guard was always spread thin, and what patrol existed was out of sight for now, but so far away that they wouldn’t hear her shout.

“Are you okay?” Anna asked. At some point she’d stopped and was watching her.

Justīne lifted her tunic and touched at her side where she’d landed against the rail. It stung, pain threading across her skin. There was no blood, but she was sure that it would be bruised come first dim.

“Be careful, Anna,” Justīne said.

“I’m sorry.” She pouted.

“If Dādi or the guards catch us up here—”

“I said I’m sorry. I really am,” she whispered.

Justīne glanced back toward The Old Town, to a tall cathedral whose bell tower and two spires nearly reached the ever-present haze above. A thin grey mist spread from the maalkonis over them and obscured—but didn’t fully block—the sun. Those towers also helped to hide them from the guard when they patrolled the other side of town. Surely Ešlija would be coming their way soon, though…

Ešlija often took the midday watch while most others broke for repukdau—the midday meal and prayer. Justīne also suspected that the guard had taken a liking to their Dādi. It remained to be seen if she would rat them out to get his approval, or if she’d keep their secrets to gain her and Anna’s favor. Justīne hoped it was the latter, but she didn’t want to test that theory if they didn’t have to.

Justīne forced herself up and said, “Let’s go. Hurry.”

Justīne’s side ached as she followed her sister along the walkway. They stopped beside a small cluster of trees in the southeast corner of town. The largest was an oak which bore branches that reached out into the maalkonis. Its boughs on the far side had splintered and their bark had been blackened as if they’d been burned. What few leaves remained gave off a violet sheen and grew in unusual shapes as if the maalkonis had warped the few which lived on the edge. The other half of the tree, the part facing them, was lush and green from the springtime rains.

Anna shot her a mischievous smile and then jumped over the wall. A heartbeat later, the nearest tree shook, and its leaves rustled against the others. Justīne looked down from the spot where she’d jumped. Anna was balancing on an elm’s bough. It bent slightly under her weight as she leaned against its trunk. She glanced back up at Justīne and said, “Come on.”

Justīne walked a few paces along the wall, across from another tree. An atstrumeter spun beside her, fastened to the bricks and rattling in its mount. She put a hand on the wall, trying to decide how to get through without kicking it off. One broken atstru wouldn’t cause the maalkonis to crash down around them, but two or three might cause a leak they couldn’t stop. It was a funny thing to know that these little copper spinners were all that held back certain death for them. And, if Anna was right, all of humanity.

A chill ran down Justīne’s spine at the thought.

She climbed up on the railing. A brick shifted underfoot. Justīne steadied herself, took a breath, and leapt onto the bough of an old pine tree. She braced herself against the tree as she landed. She could immediately feel the sap on her arm. She tried to wipe it off on her trousers, which she immediately regretted.

“Oof.” Anna grimaced at her from the elm.

“You could have moved aside,” Justīne grumbled.

“You didn’t ask.”

Justīne rolled her eyes at her sister. They both made their way down. Anna descended the elm like a squirrel, moving as if this were as natural as walking or breathing. Justīne followed with far less grace, eager to get out of the sticky pine as quickly as possible.

Once they were both on the narrow strip of ground between the maalkonis and the wall, Anna inched toward the giant, half-destroyed oak. They stood no more than a few paces away from the roiling darkness.

“Careful,” Justīne said, mostly out of habit. The maalkonis was known to shift and lunge forward at times, but that was rare, especially during the day. Something about the light helped to hold it back.

“I know,” she whispered back like a reflex. “Come here. Look at this.”

Among the lowest and strongest boughs of the half-destroyed oak lay a small nest made of grass, twigs, and rusty orange fur from Graudiņš’ cat—the only creature in the old town to have such a distinctive coat. In the center rested three robin eggs, each white with reddish-brown speckles. However, one egg was different. Buried partially beneath a damaged piece of the nest, it was darker, larger, and its speckles were shades of blue and red. That one was their favorite. Anna liked the colors. Justīne was just curious why one egg was so different and was eager to see it hatch. When Justīne leaned in closer, she noticed that the strange egg had cracked.

“It’s hatching!” Anna said and waited for the egg to shake as the chick tried to pull itself free of the shell. Instead, the seconds dragged on, and the egg didn’t so much as twitch. “Oh no,” Anna whispered, holding a hand to her mouth.

“Maybe it needs more time?” Justīne offered, uncertain how long it took a bird to hatch from an egg. She knew that Lilija’s chickens hatched from eggs, but she’d only been around to see it happen once or twice. Still, a sinking feeling nestled deep in her stomach.

“It’s not moving, June. Do you think it needs help? We can bring the nest to Lilija. She would know what to do.”

“I doubt she’d want to. Even if she does, wouldn’t the birds’ mother have trouble finding them later? She might abandon the whole nest if she thinks we tampered with her eggs.”

Anna shrugged. “But it might be stuck or hurt, and the maalkonis…”

She shrugged back at her sister. “They’ll be flying off long before the Maalkonis reaches them. Besides, Lilija is busy, and we don’t know the first thing about raising birds.”

“I bet we could figure it out.”

The cracked egg was still as the grave. She decided not to suggest that it might have already passed, partly for Anna, partly because Justīne didn’t want to say it.

“You gonna’ go digging for worms to feed them? And you can’t show them how to be birds so they'd be dependent on you. Might not even learn to fly.”

“I figured birds could figure that out on their own.”

“Maybe. I’d bet seeing their mama fly around helps, though.” Justīne glanced down at Anna’s legs. “I bet they’d get real good at running around watching you. Graudiņš’ cat would love that.”

“Pūka would never.” Anna huffed. A heartbeat later she put her hands up in surrender. “Okay, she absolutely would. Fine. I won’t save the little birds from the evil dark magic cloud literally two paces away from them.”

“Two human paces. Probably three dozen robin paces.”

Anna laughed.

“Actually, the birds’ mama chose a great spot. They’re right next to an atstru,” Justīne said, gesturing up at the one she’d stepped over along the wall. As she did, she caught sight of a figure peering through the trees.

“Anna? Justīne?” a woman’s voice asked, incredulous. Ešlija.

“Hells,” Anna whispered.

Justīne stood frozen in place. If they were really quiet, maybe Ešlija would think she was hearing things and move along. If she did, all they had to do was climb back up, then let her catch them somewhere else, and pretend they’d been there all afternoon. It would take some convincing, but it wasn’t completely impossible. Justīne could sprint back to the farm and stay there until Ešlija’s patrol crossed her path again. Graudiņ was taking repukdau, so Ešlija couldn’t prove that they hadn’t been at the farm all midday. 

“I can see both of you,” Ešlija interrupted Justīne’s thoughts, peering at them through the trees. Her tone hardened as she commanded them, “Get up here. Now.”

“Hells,” Justīne cursed.

Nearby, a robin’s chirp caught their attention. It was perched on the pine Justīne had used to catch her fall, watching them intently. Its red face and breast stood out against the shadows and the maalkonis behind it. It began to make a racket, fluttering up and down the branch, its call a shrill, high-pitched threat.

“Sorry,” Justīne told the bird. Then to Anna, “Let’s go.”

They clambered up the elm tree. Justīne’s hands, still sticky with sap, came away with dirt and bark under her fingernails as she let Ešlija help her back onto the wall. She wiped off what she could while the guard pulled Anna back up as well. 

With both of them back over the ledge, Ešlija put her hands on her hips, reminding Justīne of how Dādi looked when he was upset. She was probably a few years younger than him. Dādi’s hair had recently taken on streaks of grey, whereas Ešlija’s was still dark brown all the way down to her hips—though at the moment, she’d fastened it into a large bun. She also wore a faded yellow cloak over a layer of chainmail. A short sword hung off her belt; an arquebus and powder horn hung off a strap she’d slung over her shoulder.

“What the hells were you thinking, going over the wall like that?” she demanded. “You shouldn’t be up on the wall at all, let alone outside of it. One wrong step, and there’s nothing any of us can do to help you. At best, you end up like Bruno and lose a few fingers. At worst… You both understand that, right?”

Anna nodded. She was staring down at her feet.

“There’s a robin’s nest beyond the wall, down there.” Justīne nodded toward the place they’d just been. With them back on the wall, the bird’s frantic chirping had quieted. Justīne hoped that it was on the nest, helping warm and protect the remaining eggs. “We discovered it last week.”

“You’ve been sneaking out for a week?” Ešlija asked the question as if there was no air in her lungs.

Justīne grimaced. She hadn’t meant to reveal that.

“Not every day,” Anna said, no doubt trying to make it better.

“How did you slip out with nobody noticing?”

Justīne glanced at her sister. After she shrugged back at her, Justīne decided that they probably didn’t have anything left to hide. After all, Ešlija had already caught them.

“There are only twenty people on the guard,” she said, “but well more than half of you have other duties to attend to. Teodor helps his dādi at the butchery, Ievan mostly works the forge, and so on. The Lord Mayor’s guard—people like Niklāvs—mostly just stands around him… Besides that, the rest of you spend time training your apprentices, and everybody needs to sleep or eat at some point. The night shift rests during the day, and midday is when most of you work your other jobs or break for repukdau. Which is fair; you need to eat and say your prayers as well. But at most, that leaves only one or two guards around this time of day. If that person’s on the north wall, trees block their vision, and in other parts you can’t see through the old cathedral. So when you’re walking past the farm, you can’t hope to see this part of the town.

“You also tend to walk in groups, rather than covering all angles, so there’s always a decent amount of time when any given part of the wall is out of sight, assuming the person or people on watch keep moving. Sometimes you stop to talk with somebody in town, or whoever relieves you of your shift. That’s plenty of time to explore the places where the maalkonis doesn’t quite reach the wall. And the wall is so old that pieces of it have chipped away, so it’s easy to climb once you find the right place.”

Ešlija took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. The long sigh that escaped her lips was more ominous than the darkness that surrounded their town. Justīne worried that she’d given away too much. Perhaps she’d only worsened things for them. Anna wasn’t helping. She looked a little too proud at having outsmarted the adults. Justīne was as well, she had to admit, but she didn’t want Ešlija to know that. She nudged Anna in the arm, and her devilish grin became a little snarl. A bit dramatic, but at least she didn’t look so happy about tricking the guard anymore.

“You’re right.” Ešlija chucked without a hint of mirth. “We have been lax lately. The maalkonis hasn’t shifted much in the past few years. Not that we could fight it, but we still must be vigilant and keep track of it. But vigilance too easily becomes routine. Things are going to have to change. We can’t have children running around outside the walls.”

“We weren’t running,” Anna said. Justīne thought back to when her sister had sped past her, knocking her into the wall just minutes ago, but chose not to mention that.

Ešlija glanced up at them.

“What will you change?” Anna asked more cautiously.

“Well, for starters I think we’ll take your sister’s advice. Two guards at all times, minimum, on opposing sides of the wall. That way we can see most angles and make sure nothing gets in or out.”

“Makes sense.” Justīne nodded. She just hoped they weren’t in trouble.

Ešlija watched her for a moment. Then, “I know you’re busy with your apprenticeship, Justīne, but clearly you have some time to yourself. Both of you. You should visit me sometime at the guardhouse. I’d be happy to mentor you too, Anna. We need smart kids like you keeping watch, capable of fighting whatever crawls out of the maalkonis. Not that anything has yet, but we really don’t know what lurks out there or what it might be capable of.”

“I’m going to be an engineer,” Anna said.

“And Dādi already showed us how to use a sword,” Justīne added.

Ešlija grinned, her face turning a slight shade of red. “Your Dādi means well, but he’s an engineer. Doesn’t really know a thing about fencing.”

“All you do is swing it around,” Anna said, as if Ešlija had never thought of such a thing.

“Yes,” Ešlija said, “but sometimes there’s something on the other end, trying to swing back at you!” Ešlija lunged forward, catching Anna by surprise. Anna laughed and stepped back, taking up her best impression of a fighter’s stance.

“What does it really matter?” Justīne asked. “Nothing ever comes out of the maalkonis.”

“We don’t know for sure that nothing ever will,” Ešlija said. “Didn’t you just scold me about being too relaxed? Besides, not all threats lie outside these walls.”

Justīne didn’t like what she was suggesting, but Dādi had told them about how, before the maalkonis had encircled the walls, people fought over everything from food to land, or bragging rights. It sounded barbaric, but clearly Ešlija was worried that could happen again. The thought hadn’t even crossed Justīne’s mind. To her, it seemed like the Ļaodil all helped each other, no matter what they were going through. It was hard to imagine anything else.

Ešlija said, “You two train with me every now and then, and maybe I won’t tell your Dādi about what you were up to here.”

Anna gasped. “Does that mean we can come back to see the robin’s—”

“No,” Ešlija interrupted. “If I so much as catch a glimpse of the two of you on the wall again—Gods forbid if you leave town—I will personally see to it that you two have latrine duty for the rest of the year.”

Justīne physically recoiled. She was used to spreading fertilizer on the farm. She’d grown especially used to it over the last week. But the latrines were a different sort of torture. “It’s spring,” she said.

Ešlija nodded. “Sure is. If you won’t consider your own safety—or each other’s—then think about what living horror cleaning those out in the middle of summer would be.”

“Stop, stop,” Anna shouted. Then softly, “We won’t leave again.”

“We promise,” Justīne added quickly.

The silence that followed was long, filled only by the whirring of the atstrumeters around them.

“Good,” Ešlija said finally. “Get out of here, then. While I’m still in a good mood. And I expect you to see me in the ring soon. Be ready to pick up a sword. You’ll need to work hard to unlearn whatever drivel your dādi has taught you about fighting.” She spat off the edge of the wall. When Ešlija looked back at them, there was a breezy smile on her lips. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun!”


      [image: ]Justīne spent the rest of the day helping at Graudiņš’ farm. She watered the spring barley and then set about preparing another patch of soil for planting the new crop. She borrowed one of Lilija’s bulls, who helped her turn over the soil for the season. It wasn’t exciting work. The bull did most of the heavy lifting, but she needed to keep the plow upright and steer it—and occasionally she’d need to stop to move a rock or let the bull rest. 

Lilija had been adamant about taking care of the bull, practically threatening her and Graudiņš should he hurt himself. It seemed a bit much, but Justīne had come to expect that sort of thing from the shepherd. It would have been weird if she hadn’t complained or antagonized them over it, but even she understood the importance of a good harvest. At least the bull, Uli, was pleasant to be around.

Justīne kept the plow steady, carving neat rows in the soil. The air smelled raw and musty—both from the turned earth and when the wind shifted. Graudiņš was fertilizing the plants in the greenhouse. 

Ešlija’s words, and her threat of latrine duty, weighed on Justīne’s mind. Had she been joking? She didn’t think the guard was dishonest, but anyone else would have dragged her and Anna to Dādi after catching them over the wall. Why had she decided to keep it a secret?

Maybe she was overthinking it, Justīne decided, as sweat formed along her brow and rolled down her neck. The Ļaodil had always done their best to protect each other. Especially the children—and Justīne knew that many of them still viewed her as such. Despite the fact that she worked nearly every day from first to last dim. Which was completely unfair, considering she also worked as much as they did. If not more. However, it also wasn’t an argument she could win yet. So, perhaps this was Ešlija’s way of protecting them.

Regardless, she and Anna would have to be careful. If Dādi began asking the right questions, Justīne had no doubt that Ešlija’s resolve would crack. It was obvious in the way that she found reasons to stop by the house, the way her voice changed when they spoke, that she was in love with him. Was love the right word? Either way, it was a wonder how Dādi didn’t seem to notice.

Justīne couldn’t remember her mother. She’d gotten sick when Anna was only two years old, and Justīne had been four. She didn’t love the idea of Ešlija taking her place, but she did like the woman. There was nothing exactly wrong with her, and it was hard to replace somebody Justīne never really knew. If she and Dādi decided to be together, she wouldn’t try to get in the way of it.

The plow skipped over a rock, sending a shock up her arms, but it kept moving. The bull didn’t seem to notice. It plodded along, maintaining a good pace. Justīne called up to him, “I couldn’t do this without you, Uli. And the old man really wants the plowing done today, so thank you.” 

The bull snorted.

“I mean it,” she said. “Remind me to get you a treat after this. Maybe a few—you’ll have more than earned it. Just don’t tell Lilija. She’ll think I spoiled your diet or something.” Justīne scoffed.

She paused as Graudiņš emerged from the greenhouse. The old man hunched forward, and his muscles sagged off of his bones. A thin white beard framed his chin, and his hair was cut short, revealing a wide bald spot. Pūka, his cat, followed a few paces behind.

“There you are, girl,” Graudiņš said. Then he sniffed the air dramatically. “Seems like that bull’s been helping you spread fertilizer.”

“He’s a team player,” she said, not slowing down. “Just watch where you step.”

Graudiņš walked beside her. However, the cat found a butterfly to chase, its wings the color of ash. It flitted around the farmhouse, and Pūka prowled after it.

Graudiņš watched her chase it, a smile on his thin lips. “There she goes. You’d think after so many years I’d get sick of spring. And I do always dread its coming, but then I miss it when the season’s gone. The plowing, the warmth after a long winter, that sweet smell of earth and shit… The work is like a sweaty prayer for a good harvest.” He made a gesture with his hand, folding it over his heart, and added, “Gods willing.”

Justīne wiped sweat off her brow. It came away in a sheet along her arm. “I wish that it were a windier day, so that the sweet smell from your greenhouse might be carried away faster.”

Graudiņš laughed, his belly shaking. “You’re quick-witted, girl. You must get that from your mother. Oļegs only thinks of the little copper instruments he tinkers with. Bah.”

“You know the atstrumeters are what keep the maalkonis at bay,” she jabbed back at her mentor. She shouldn’t talk back, but it was insensitive of him to talk about her Dādi that way. 

He shrugged. “Without a good harvest, none of those copper trinkets matter. One bad season, and this whole town starves. And once that happens, things get ugly real quick. Trust me. So, I hope you say your prayers at each mealtime. The Gods are petty bastards, and we can’t afford their ire, ‘specially not Thirst’s. That one’s only trouble, I don’t care what anyone says. But don’t tell them I said that. Keep at it, girl. There is much to do. The sooner we prepare these fields, the sooner we can plant them, and the better we’ll be ready come winter.”

“And where will you be, Graudiņš?” Justīne asked the sacrilegious coot. She could hear the sharp tone in her voice and quickly added, “Just in case I need to find you later.”

“Only one plow, only one bull.” Graudiņš continued in a quieter voice, “I do appreciate you taking over for me this year, Justīne. My knees don’t work so good no more.”

“Of course,” Justīne said.

“We do need this done today, though. I’ll lend you a hand. Don’t you worry, I’ll grab the hoe and till the smaller gardens for a bit, do what I can before the legs give out. Then I’ll get back to the greenhouse. More to do there, and I can sit for most of it.”

“I’m only about a halfway through, though. I don’t want to kill Uli over this. Lilija would have my head. Yours too.”

Graudiņš scowled and looked up at the cloudy sky. “I hoped you’d be further along. There’s a storm coming, and I want to get as much ready before it rains. This is a good omen, but as usual, it’s damned poor timing. We’ll have to do the greenhouse tomorrow. And I’ll see if I can steal somebody else to help you out before it starts storming.”

“How do you know it’s going to rain?”

“Old folk always know.” He winked then succumbed to a fit of coughing. After he caught his breath, he added, “There’s a shift in the air. Even through the maalkonis, you can feel it get heavy with moisture, like a weight in the bones. It is not a heavy storm, but it’ll be here soon. I’ll be back. You keep that bull moving.”

The old man sounded mad, but she wasn’t going to say it. Graudiņš was usually right about these things. Maybe Justīne just wasn’t old enough to feel whatever he was talking about. Or the sweat that blanketed her skin made it too hard to notice. Either way, she did as he asked and kept Uli moving, carving fresh gouges into the fields.


      [image: ]The sky darkened, then rain began to trickle down through the thin layer of the maalkonis overhead. It was light at first, almost impossible to notice. Justīne’s clothes stuck to her skin, and sweat stung her eyes. The rain slowly washed it away and replaced sweat with water. 

Graudiņš had found help in town. The butcher’s son, Teodor, and the surgeon, Sofija, came to help. Armed with an assortment of hand plows and hoes, they worked through a few of the smaller plots. They moved much slower than Uli, but any little bit helped. The bull had begun to slow down, and they still had about a quarter of the fields to go. Justīne urged him on, promising rest and treats once they were done. She couldn’t imagine how tired he was. All she was doing was keeping the plow from going off course, and she was exhausted. Her back and arms screamed as they turned around, carving yet another furrow.

In the distance, she could hear Graudiņš barking orders as he worked. Once, when he sent Sofija to check on her, she told the surgeon to send the old man inside. The rain pounded against them, a haze of white in the air, and Justīne worried that he would fall ill. Sofija agreed and said she would try again. The old fool didn’t leave the field until she and Uli had finished.


      [image: ]Justīne paid her debt to Uli, sneaking into the farmhouse cellar to grab a few melon rinds for the bull and dried apricot slices for herself. The heist was easy with the old man already fast asleep. She enjoyed her snack with Uli, out behind the farmhouse. The dried apricots made her crave the fresh ones when they would be ripe for picking this summer. Uli nudged the hand she held them with, and she laughed. 

“I can’t give you any, they’re no good for bulls, even strong ones like you. I don’t want to get you sick,” Justīne said, and put another rind in his mouth. The bull’s tongue wrapped around it, and his giant molars crunched down loudly. “That’s better, huh?” 

She let the bull rest for a bit longer then walked Uli to Lilija’s barn. When Justīne finally got home, the rain had slowed down a bit. She wrung out her clothes at the door as much as she could then changed into an old tunic and trousers. They were slightly small and torn at the hem, but at least they were dry.

Dādi had already gotten a small fire started. It sputtered and sang in the hearth, thin grey smoke swirling up the chimney. Its warmth wrapped around Justīne like a gentle hug. She hung her wet clothes on a line beside it. Water dripped off them and onto the floor.

Dādi sat at his workbench near the fire. He wore a plain tunic and trousers, both as stained with oil and grease as his hands were. He was tinkering with some new copper device. It looked similar to the atstrumeters along the wall but with a trigger mechanism, and more of the cogs were exposed to the air. Or perhaps he just hadn't gotten around to building the casing yet. Anna sat beside him on a stool, watching attentively.

“June,” Dādi said, his voice unconcerned but firm. He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, keeping his attention on his work. “Move the rushes out of the way. If they get wet, they could become moldy. You know better.”

Justīne kicked the dried grass mat away from where she’d hung her clothes up. It skid along the floor and spun up the odor of the herbs strewn into the mat.

“I saw that Graudiņš was out in that storm with you,” Dādi continued, still focused on his work. “He shouldn’t be out in the rain. He’s a tough brute, but he’s still an old man. If he catches ill…”

“I told Sofija to make him go inside. He didn’t listen,” Justīne said.

She dragged the bench closer to the fire. When it was near enough, she set it down and lay across it on her back. She stretched and ran her hands through her long brown hair, her fingers catching and breaking through where it was knotted. She needed to brush it, but her comb was all the way in her and Anna’s bedroom.

She looked over at where Anna sat with Dādi. He stared back at her. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “It was selfish of me to accept Graudiņš’ help in the first place, especially when he told me there was a storm coming.”

Dādi set down his tools. “June, you are not selfish. One cannot coax an ox into being quiet at prayer. But it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t at least try.”

“What’s that?”

“What?”

“An ox.”

Dādi sucked his lips before answering, his eyes glazing over for a moment. Then he said, “Oxen were like big cows, but with wide horns. They were used for carrying and pulling heavy things. We used to have a few here when I was about your age, but… Not anymore.”

“How big were their horns?” Anna asked, sitting up a bit.

Dādi spread his arms a comically wide distance.

“You’re lying.” Justīne laughed.

“I would never!” Dādi said, aghast. “They were usually gentle creatures, like those bulls Lilija has, but you still had to watch yourself around them, or they could accidentally give you a good stabbing.”

Anna giggled. “You used to live with such monsters?”

“Not monsters, meita. Animals. Companions. Like the goats, cows, and chickens that Lilija looks after. They can be a little scary sometimes, but so is your big sister.”

“Hey!” Justīne said, extending a hand toward him like a claw.

Dādi held Anna back and feigned terror. Then Anna giggled, and his façade broke.

A knock came at the door, and Ešlija stepped inside, a copper torch in her hand. It was an odd-looking device, a torch with no flame. The wooden shaft was topped with a copper mechanism that held a wire in the center, which was surrounded by a crown of wrought iron, like the guard of a sword. Dādi had explained how it worked to Justīne a few times, how the sun’s energy powered it during the day so that it could burn at night, but it still seemed as arcane as magic to her.

“Greetings, Oļegs,” Ešlija said, shouldering the torch. “I’m headed to the ring with Gustavs. You girls still want to come with me?”

“Now?” Anna asked.

Dādi looked up at her questioningly.

“Yes,” she told Anna. Then to Dādi, “I ran into Justīne and Anna today. They… They expressed interest in learning the sword.”

“That’s right,” Justīne said, sitting up on the bench. “We thought it might be fun to train with Ešlija.”

Anna frowned. “Dādi was showing me how these panels connect… And then after that I was going to go read—”

“I can show you that more later,” Dādi interrupted her. “If Ešlija has time for you now, you should join her. You couldn’t pick a better teacher. She makes even the maalkonis quake in fear.”

“Stop,” Ešlija told him. Justīne narrowed her eyes at her. Was their ‘fearsome’ guard blushing, or was that a trick of the light?

“I’d like to work on this a bit more”—Dādi gestured at the device—“and I will need more time yet to prepare vekrēla afterward. So, take your time.”

“Oh, if you need their help to cook, I can come back at a better time.”

Dādi shrugged. “It’s quicker if they do, but better that they practice with you. My work makes it difficult to find the time to show them how to wield a blade. Plus, I only have the one sword. Makes practices pretty dull. June, why don’t you get my blade from that chest there. The edges are already blunted, and it should be light enough that it’ll work for Anna as well.”

Justīne unlatched and opened the chest he indicated. Below some unfolded clothes was an old sword, the edges too dull to cut, the iron showing patches of rust. She hadn’t picked it up since starting her apprenticeship with Graudiņš, but it felt comfortable enough in her hands.

“That’s the one,” Dādi said.

Ešlija groaned. “You need to let me clean that thing up later.”

“It’s clean enough.”

“It’s rusting. I’m tempted to have Ievan melt it down and have the forge salvage it into something more useful. That boy doesn’t get much iron to work with. I’m sure he’d be thrilled.”

Dādi pointed his unfinished copper device at her. “If you hand Ievan my sword, I’ll have him start melting down your shit too. Could start with some of that armor you’re wearing. It’s so old, after all.”

“Oh, you want to take a shot at my mail?” Ešlija stepped forward then relented, smiling at him. “Fine. I’ll see if I can polish that rusty old blade for you tomorrow. For today, it’ll be fine I suppose.”

“If you’re going to repair that, you and your boy should stay for vekrēla after you’re all done at the ring. Please. It’s the least I can do.”

Ešlija looked like she was about to refuse, but then her expression changed. “What are you planning to make?”

“Not sure yet. But I’ve got some smoked pork from Krišs’ that I need to use. A few dried apricots still around that I could toss into something… I’ll figure the rest out later. Depends a bit on how much longer I’m fussing over this trinket. Either way, I don’t think you’ll want to miss it,” he added with a wink.

“Alright.” Ešlija laughed. “Deal.”


      [image: ]As they arrived at the training yard, the sun’s rays eked through the dark. A weak haze of gold and orange hung above the dark shadows coming from the wall, the maalkonis behind it glittering faint purple sparks in the dying light. Ešlija’s son was already there, whacking a blunted sword against a training dummy. With each strike, dried grass burst through the ratty old clothes it had been stuffed into. 

“Gustavs,” Ešlija called to him.

“Yeah.” The boy stopped and stepped forward, wiping a hand along his brow that glistened with either sweat or rain. Gustavs was older than Justīne, but only by about ten months. Despite that, he stood nearly a head taller than her. She stood a little straighter as Gustavs approached them.

“Oļegs’ kids are interested in training with us,” Ešlija said. “Isn’t that right, you two?”

Justīne nodded.

“I love fighting,” Anna said, raising her hands like the claws of some monster. She was smiling, but a faint growl escaped her lips.

Justīne rolled her eyes.

“That right?” Gustavs laughed.

Ešlija said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you girls spar. Justīne, why don’t we start with you? We’ll see what you need to work on and go from there. Gustavs promises he’ll go easy on you.” She gave her son a stern look and told him, “Keep your blade below the neck.”

He rolled his eyes. “When have I ever—”

“Yesterday.”

“Only because you knocked my blade up,” he fired back.

Justīne looked between the guard and her apprentice. She thought she’d be sparring with the training dummy, not another person, let alone Ešlija’s son. Though, this was a fairer fight, she supposed. She just didn’t want to hurt Gustavs. Her Dādi’s training sword, blunted though it was, could still leave a solid bruise. She was about to ask if they were certain, but the look on both of their faces showed no hint of humor. If anything, Gustavs seemed excited to fight the way he began stretching his arms and legs.

“Alright,” Justīne said, and stepped into the ring with Gustavs.

The training ring was about ten meters wide, a low barrier of logs marking the edges. They were so old that half were rotting, sprouting white mushrooms and green moss, sinking into the ground. The well-trodden dirt inside had turned to mud after the rains. She dragged a boot over it, testing how slippery the ground was.

Gustavs took up a fighting stance, opposite her. He held his sword with one hand then turned his body sideways—making himself a smaller target. Justīne knew that Gustavs was more practiced than she was. He’d been Ešlija’s apprentice for as long as Justīne could remember, but she’d assumed that somebody so close in age to her couldn’t be that much better. Suddenly, this no longer felt like a fair fight. She watched him closely and gripped her sword tight.

“Whenever you’re ready, farm girl,” Gustavs said, giving his blade a slight flick as if he were beckoning her.

Justīne mimicked his stance: one hand on her Dādi’s sword, the other back and out of the way. It felt awkward, so she stopped trying to tilt her body so much. Once she felt mostly comfortable, Justīne gave Gustavs a nod.

Gustavs lunged forward, his sword a blur in the dim light, but she was able to block his first strike. Their blades rang out. She felt the collision through her grip. She tried to push Gustavs back with a wide swing, but he was already swinging at her again, and she felt his blunted blade against her arm. His touch was noticeable but light. She realized that he wasn’t just faster than her, but he also was controlling how much weight he put behind each swing—and he was holding back. Had he been trying, she was sure that would have hurt.

“Point, Gustavs,” Ešlija said from behind her.

“Points?” Justīne asked, still a bit startled by how quickly it was over.

“In a real fight, there are few second chances. But here, we score how many times somebody makes contact. One point per time you strike your opponent, then you start over after the point’s been awarded and go again. It’s an old system from a game that we used to play in tournaments. Haven’t held any in a while though. Anyway, ready up. Justīne, this time make sure to hold your sword up higher. Your guard is too low.”

Gustavs took up his fighting stance again, and Justīne did the same then raised her elbows a little. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw somebody walking by: Staņislavs, the carpenter’s apprentice, with his sister, Sofija. She waved at them as they passed.

“Focus,” Gustavs said.

“I’ll do the instruction, thank you,” Ešlija said. “But he’s right. Don’t let yourself get distracted, Justīne.” 

Justīne adjusted her grip on the sword and refocused her attention on Gustavs. She took a breath, trying to calm her nerves. This time, she wouldn’t let him get the first move. At the very least, she didn’t want to lose as quickly this time. Especially if other people were watching.

Justīne lunged forward. She brought her Dādi’s sword down on Gustavs, but he blocked it. Rather than simply push against her, he redirected her sword to the side. Before Justīne could recover, Gustavs made a quick swing, and his blunted blade grazed her stomach. It was already over. Again. 

Behind her, Ešlija declared, “Point, Gustavs.”

“I hope you’re better with the barley,” Gustavs whispered with a grin.

Justīne cut off whatever Ešlija was saying when she took up her position once more—two hands on her sword this time—and said, “Again.”

She was tired and sore from her day finishing the plowing, from climbing up and down the wall, but she put all that aside for the time being. She was going to score a point on this prick, and she would make it hurt.

Gustavs glanced at her, his smile fading, and took up his own fighting stance once more.

Another clash of blades, but this time Justīne threw all of her weight into the blade. Gods take control; she would never have Gustavs’ precision, but she might be able to surprise or overpower him. Gustavs stumbled as he attempted to step backward under her assault, catching his heel on one of the logs that marked the ring’s boundary. Justīne swung her leg out to trip him, and Gustavs collapsed in the muddy ring. She struck his leg with her blade, landing a blow before he could recover. It made a satisfying, heavy thud.

“Good job, Justīne! Your point,” Ešlija said, and Anna cheered. Then, “That looked like a solid hit. Are you alright, Gustavs?”

“Fine,” he said, recentering himself in the ring. 

Justīne couldn’t help but notice the way he was favoring his other leg and smiled at him. If he noticed her slight, he ignored it.

“That was smart,” he told her. “When you’re in a fight, you need to adapt to the situation. I shouldn’t have stumbled like that, but I did, and you took advantage.”

Justīne nodded. It felt weird for the person she’d just knocked down and attacked to compliment her. All she managed was, “Thanks.”

Over the next several bouts, Justīne scored only a few more points on Gustavs. Ešlija advised her after each one. She’d been telegraphing her movements too much, placing too much weight on her right foot, and lacked control over her sword. Ešlija kept repeating that she couldn’t just throw all her strength into it, but it was awfully tempting.

Even so, she knew that Ešlija was right. Gustavs could—most of the time—predict exactly where she’d swing at him. It was infuriating, and Justīne was swinging so hard that her arms were beginning to burn. Gustavs was able to knock her blade aside and create an opening. She struggled to overcome the errors that Ešlija pointed out, but her body refused to listen.

“What’s the point of this anyway?” Justīne asked after six straight losses. “Guards carry arquebuses. If anything threatened us, you’d just shoot it.”

“That’s true,” Ešlija said. “But our black powder is limited to what we had before the maalkonis surrounded us. Our families stockpiled what they could, but after so many centuries, it has dwindled. Not to mention that what little we do have can be ruined if it gets wet. But you can sharpen or repair a sword and spear, both of which won’t misfire in the rain. It’s best that you get familiar with the weight of a blade in your hand. And hopefully you’ll never need to use one.”

Justīne nodded. It made sense. She’d never given their stock of black powder much thought. She wondered how old it was. Stories of the maalkonis told of how it arrived a thousand years ago, but it had taken time to spread. Dādi told them once about how his dādi used to be able to wander the edge of The Old Town and fish in the river or work in the forest. Nobody had seen the forest or any fish in ages, though.

She pushed those thoughts out of her mind. What mattered was the fight in front of her with Gustavs. As frustrating as he was, and as exhausted as Justīne felt—her brow was once again slick with sweat—Justīne noticed that she couldn’t help but smile a little after each bout. And when she scored a point on Gustavs, that was the best feeling. She was starting to understand why they spent so much time training in the ring.

They went a few more rounds, until Ešlija finally asked Anna take her place. She didn’t score a single point against Gustavs, but she never gave up trying. Unfortunately, the sword seemed to be a bit too heavy in her hands, and her attempts to strike Gustavs were far too slow—despite the fact that Gustavs was moving much slower than he had in their bouts. Anna had gotten close to nicking him more than once. Justīne couldn’t tell if he was taking it easy on Anna, or perhaps their earlier fights had tired Gustavs out more than she realized. Either way, Justīne watched him closely, hoping to learn how he moved. Next time, she wouldn’t let him win so easily.


      [image: ]They left the ring at noctis, after the sun had set. The only light came from the glow from Ešlija’s torch. The wire in its copper head burned a dim orange-gold and cast its light around The Old Town. Long shadows shifted behind the homes and trees that they passed, all moving in unison around them. 

Anna was still talking sword fighting strategy with Ešlija, carrying Dādi’s sword. Justīne was exhausted, but she listened to their conversation carefully. Ešlija was describing how to parry and block, reassuring Anna that if she kept practicing, her reaction time would improve.

They could smell food as they approached the house. Dādi was almost finished preparing vekrēla: rich broth and warm bread, sizzling meats and aromatic vegetables. It made Justīne’s mouth water, and Ešlija swore at everything he’d made. After changing into fresh clothes, Justīne helped Dādi plate the food. Anna was nowhere to be seen.

Dādi shouted, “Anna, come set the table, please. Five plates.”

She emerged from their room holding one of Monika’s books, her lips moving wordlessly as she read from it. Justīne caught a glimpse of the text. The ink was partially faded, darker sketches of arcane runes on the edges of the pages. Some text was crossed out, replaced with a note written by the late mage.

Dādi was portioning stew into shallow bowls when he saw her. He put down the ladle and grabbed Anna by her shoulder, rushing her back into her room. Their conversation was quiet, but Justīne heard enough.

“We have company,” Dādi said forcefully. His tone was not cruel, but it also was not to be questioned. Somehow, that made it scarier. And then she heard him say, “If you are going to start engineering, you cannot keep playing with these books.”

Anna said something quietly.

Dādi said, “Yes, it is playing, because I have told you that you cannot draw any runes. It is too dangerous. Mages have a knack for getting themselves hurt, lost, or worse. So no more, okay?”

The rest of their brief conversation was too quiet for Justīne to hear. Ešlija had also come into the kitchen and asked where she could find plates and cups. When Justīne showed her, she and Gustavs set the table. When Dādi and Anna returned—without the book this time—all that was left was to bring the food to the table.

Justīne was stunned by how much there was. It reminded her of a midsummer feast. There was a dark rye loaf, still steaming, which Dādi had fetched from the Mayor Lord’s wife, Beatrise. Two bowls of bacon- and onion-filled pīrāgi sat at either end of the table. In the center lay a large pot of stew made with pork, peas, onion, carrots, and apricot. Little was fresh, but this time of year they were used to dried and stale food. Cooking it as Dādi had made it difficult to tell, though.

Dādi took the hands of those sitting nearest to him—Anna and Ešlija—and the rest of the table did the same. He led the vekrēla prayer. “Blessed are the Gods who give us this meal as well as the means with which to make it. Thanks be to Thirst, with whom we share this food and drink.”

“By your Light,” the table responded in unison. Among their chorus, Anna was notably pouting. Justīne did as the others and ignored her.

It was a bit late for the prayer, and Justīne wanted nothing to do with it as her stomach churned for the delicious food spread out in front of her, but she played her part all the same. Graudiņš’ warning of petty Gods rang in her head. Better to play it safe.

“Blessed is the Lord who breathes life into this world and the next, who gifted us with not only Souls, but also this Garden to call home. Would that the spirits and the departed could know our gratitude.”

“By your Light.”

“Blessed is Sun who shelters us in their Light, who keeps us and our town safe from the dark. Who delivered the gift of copper and steel. Would that the spirits and departed may share your protection.”

“By your Light.”

Dādi glanced up at the table. “Now, somebody tell me how Justīne ended up with all the damned pīrāgi around her chair?”

Justīne shot him a smile while she took two for herself—and only then passed the bowl to Dādi.

For a time, the room was quiet as everyone dug into the meal. Everything was incredible. It even seemed to break Anna out of her sulky mood. Dādi liked to cook, but it wasn’t often that he did so much all at once. Not to mention the effort that went into filling and folding all of the pīrāgi. They weren’t as fresh as the ones at last midsummer, and they were filled with far more onion than bacon, but they were still incredible. Even the bread coating had a satisfying crunch. After she had a few, Justīne scooped stew from her bowl with a slice of rye, savoring the meat and the bits of sweetness mixed in from the fruit.

“You’ve outdone yourself, Oļegs,” Ešlija said, having just put aside her own stew to try one of the pīrāgi. She stared into the pocket of filling as if something inside might reveal secrets to her. “I’m not complaining, but I hope you didn’t go through all this trouble on our behalf.”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t made a big meal in a while. You and Gustavs coming gave me the excuse I needed.”

Justīne resisted the urge to ask Ešlija to marry her Dādi, so that they could eat like this every day.

“But,” he continued, “I haven’t heard about how the kids did at the ring.”

Ešlija straightened her back and swallowed the bite she’d been chewing. “They both did well, especially considering Gustavs’ been training with me since he was no older than five years. Justīne even scored a few points on him.”

“I let her score those points,” Gustavs said quickly, gesturing at her with his fork.

“You did not,” Justīne spat back at him.

“I would hope not,” Ešlija said, eying her son. “Regardless, they show some promise. Neither backed down once, which is possibly the most important thing—after the mechanical skill to land your strikes.”

“Mechanical skill seems pretty important,” Anna said, pouting slightly.

“Absolutely,” Ešlija agreed. “But those who give up will never learn to improve. And underestimating an opponent is a sure way to lose. You must always be working, like how your Dādi is always working to solve a problem.”

Anna looked up at Dādi. “Like when your hypo-these doesn’t work—”

“Hypothesis,” Dādi corrected her.

“When it doesn’t work, approach the problem in a new way,” Anna finished. “That’s what you said about the thing you were trying to fix earlier.”

“That’s right. Sword fighting and engineering are very different, but both require a great deal of skill and the patience to learn it.”

“I’ve got patience.”

“You both do.” Ešlija chuckled.

“And any time you want to test your patience”—Gustavs smiled at Justīne—“I’ll be more than happy to beat you up and down the ring.”

Justīne tore a piece of her rye bread off and threw it at his stupid face. Anna’s laughter carried over Dādi’s rebukes, and Ešlija stopped her son before he could retaliate in kind.


      [image: ]When Justīne woke the next day, she discovered no less than three purple bruises across her arms, legs, and chest. They were easily hidden beneath her clothes, but getting dressed elicited aches throughout her entire body. She grit her teeth, trying to stay quiet so as not to wake Anna, who still slept beside her. 

Graudiņš asked her to help him in the greenhouse when she arrived. As the day progressed, light streamed in from the rooftop windows. The air smelled of rancid wet soil as they worked fertilizer into the pots and little gardens inside. It was a bit late in the season to be getting them prepared and planted, but it had taken a while to collect the barrels of dung, decaying leaves, and rotten food—which made up the fertilizer. Last year, they’d had help from Dzevrs and Zigmārs, the Lord Mayor and Beatrice’s sons, but the elder boy fell ill over the winter. Dzevrs had only been nineteen. Just four years older than she was. His loss and the funeral pyre they’d made for him weighed on Justīne’s mind as she and Graudiņš worked. She could almost hear the funeral song that Sofija had sung for him, a haunting tune about passing into the next life; ironically, it was one that doubled as a celebration of marriage.

Justīne noticed Ešlija walking along the wall’s walkway, her sword at her hip and arquebus over her back. She crossed paths with Ievan, who was patrolling the walkway as well and walking in the opposite direction as her. Seeing him outside of his forge was a surprise, but perhaps the other guards were all busy, or he didn’t have anything to work on today.

A part of Justīne was glad to see that Ešlija had taken her points about the gaps in their defense seriously. She was also disappointed that Ešlija was putting her and Anna under such close guard. It was important to always have at least one guard on duty, in case an atstrumeter failed or the maalkonis surged forth, but they only needed one person to do that. Nothing had ever come out of the maalkonis. No, she was just keeping her and Anna off the wall, which was ridiculous as far as Justīne was concerned. They would keep their word. It happened that nobody hadn’t told them not to climb over the wall before. At least, not that she could remember.

At midday, Graudiņš announced that he was off for his repukdau prayer and meal, a process which often usually several hours. The old man took his time most days and often had a nap afterwards. Lately, Justīne had been using the time to sneak off with Anna to check on the robin’s nest, but that was no longer an option. Even so, her sister came to visit shortly after the old man went into the farmhouse.

“It stinks in here,” Anna said, stopping to pet Pūka. The cat arched her back, nuzzled Anna’s fingers, and then ran off.

“It stinks, but it’s good for the plants. I’m almost finished. Besides, I think the old man wants me to start planting soon. So, I’m almost done here, thank the Gods. You can wait outside if you want to stay away from—”

“Guess what?” Anna interrupted her, grinning. Justīne noticed that she was holding something in her jacket.

“Did Dādi have you bring me something to eat for repukdau?”

“No.” She giggled. “Dādi doesn’t know about this.”

Justīne glanced up from the soil she was kneading. “What have you done?”

She presented the copper device that Dādi had been working on the day before. The unfinished one with a trigger and no casing.

“You stole that?”

“I borrowed it,” Anna whispered.

“What even is it?”

“I call it an atstru-torch. It’s like an atstrumeter, but it has a trigger and handle like the guards’ arquebuses. Rather than repel the darkness like a wall, it lets you see through it. Like a torch!”

“Why… What is happening, and how do you know all this?”

“Dādi told me about it yesterday. Well, he told me what he hoped it would do. I told you I was going to ask him to teach me engineering things. He worked on this all day yesterday, and he described how all the parts worked while he did. It’s a good thing engineering is fun, because he sure isn’t.”

“Anna.” Justīne sighed. “You should bring it back before he notices it’s missing.”

“Dādi left for repukdau with Ešlija. Then he said he was going to try and repair a squeaky gear on one of the atstrumeters on the south wall. He’ll be gone until last dim.” She pouted, her arms going slack. The atstru-torch struck against her lap. “I like Ešlija, but you don’t think Dādi’s going to marry her, do you?”

Justīne shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems like she probably wants to. I doubt she’s trying to help train us purely out of the goodness of her heart, and she keeps showing up like moths on rotting fruit. But ultimately it’s his choice. Not ours.”

Anna crossed her arms.

“Just be glad that it’s not Lilija,” Justīne said.

“I like Lilija’s chickens. And the cows.”

“Yeah, but how do you feel about Lilija?”

Anna made an ugly face, scrunching her nose and pursing her lips. “The chickens are nicer than her.”

Justīne laughed. She finished working the fertilizer into a large pot. When that was finished, she took off her gloves and set them on the rim of the pot. Justīne walked out of the greenhouse and found a small pool of water in the ground outside where she rinsed her hands and washed her face.

“I don’t know how you stand it in there all day,” Anna said, wrinkling her nose at the greenhouse.

“Graudiņš does most of the work in there. I just help when he needs it. And the smell fades quickly enough, though I’ll admit that my first year with him was challenging.”  She nodded at the copper device her sister still held. “You’re not bringing that thing back to Dādi, are you?”

“Nope.” She smiled. “He said he still needed to test it, so I thought I’d do that for him. And it works. Better than I think even he expects. You want to see how it works, too? You’ll never believe what I just hypothesized.”

“I don’t think that’s…” Justīne sighed. “Sure, Anna. Show me what it does. Then repukdau right after. I’m starving.”

“Follow me,” Anna said excitedly. 

Before Justīne could ask what for, she ran off. Justīne jogged after Anna, following her away from the greenhouse and the rest of the town. She leapt to the side to avoid ramming into Bruno’s cart full of barley as he came around the corner. The man shouted something at her at the same time Justīne yelled an apology, not daring to break her stride.

Anna led Justīne into the hills. The forest that clung to the northern part of The Old Town had once been thick. She could almost remember the dense pines and oaks, many of which had been reduced to stumps—an unfortunate necessity of several especially cold winters as of late. Around their remains sprouted several saplings, some taller than Justīne, a blend of natural growth and Ievan’s work. 

Before the old blacksmith died, his apprentice had been adamant about making sure they planted trees to replace the ones they cut. Ievan didn’t have much time for that anymore now that he was in charge of the forge, and apparently helping Ešlija with the midday patrol. Lately, she’d noticed Staņislavs taking up the effort in the smith’s stead, gathering acorns and pinecones and other seeds from the forest floor and planting them. She looked around for him, but he must have been busy elsewhere.

Justīne hurried to catch up to her little sister. The ground became muddy, and her boots slipped over half-rotten leaves and twigs. Anna ran ahead, her dress skating between the trees as she used the stumps to leap over particularly wet stretches of ground.

“Where the hells are we going?” she called after Anna, hoping that she was out of earshot from anyone in town. If they were caught with a stolen atstrumeter—or whatever it was Anna had taken—that would be even worse than getting caught outside of the wall.

“Hurry up,” was all that she shouted back.

The northern stretch of the wall loomed close by, its bricks falling into even more disrepair than those on the south end. The atstrumeters which lined it whirred all the same, holding back the maalkonis as their droning song filled the air. The wall’s shape was jagged, following the odd forms of the hills which ebbed and flowed without rhythm. Some parts appeared to have risen or sunken over the years as well, causing parts of the structure to arch or collapse. Justīne was surprised that it hadn’t broken apart yet.

Anna finally stopped near a portion of wall which had been built on a hill taller than most. Its base had crumbled, creating a gap in which cobwebs caught dust in the air. It was pitch-black inside, without even a hint of the midday sun touching anything beyond the aperture.

“What’s this?” Justīne asked as both she and Anna caught their breath. “I’ve never noticed it before.”

“It’s the tunnel,” she said, as if that was supposed to mean something to Justīne.

“What kind of tunnel?” 

Anna shrugged. “I don’t know. But do you see the leak in the surface there?”

Justīne peered into the dark. As her eyes adjusted, she began to see faint wispy shapes in the tunnel, like ink in water. She caught it glimmering specks of violet. “That’s the maalkonis.” She took a step back. “Gods. It breached the wall.” 

Justīne stared into the inky darkness, unable to catch her breath any longer, feeling as if somebody had driven their boot into her gut. This was the kind of thing everyone worried about. Every nightmare she’d had was about the maalkonis getting past the walls one way or another. And here it was, happening right before her eyes. 

“Get away from there,” Justīne told Anna, her voice quivering. She wanted to rush forward and pull her little sister back from it, but her feet were frozen. She couldn’t move.

“It’s not moving at all,” Anna said. “It stays in the tunnel. The atstrumeters must work against it even when it’s underground. I already hypothesized that.”

“That’s not how you use that word, Anna! Godsdamn. And how are you so relaxed about this? This isn’t good. We need to tell Dādi.”

Anna frowned. “It’s okay. It’s safe. Well, as safe as death mists can be. I found it at first dim and watched it while you were on the farm. I threw rocks and grass inside, tried—”

“You were playing with it?”

“I was testing my theory. And it never changed once. It’s stuck there. The atstrumeters are still affecting it even below ground.”

Justīne shook her head. “We have to tell Dādi.”

“He’ll just wall it off.”

“Exactly. That’s the damned point.”

Anna frowned. “But aren’t you curious to see what’s inside, June?”

“We are not going inside there. The maalkonis will take us. We’ll get lost at best, and at worst… Do you remember what happened to Monika? You were so young then, but I remember you were there too.”

“I remember. Parts of it, anyway. That’s why I brought this.” Anna lifted the copper device she’d been carrying, the thing she’d called an atstru-torch, her finger wrapped around the trigger. Before Justīne could stop her, she raised it toward the tunnel and squeezed.

Two things happened at once. First, the gears inside spun, and Justīne heard a shrill sound emit from the device, not too different from the atstrumeters along the wall. She saw the inky blackness shudder at it, even in the darkness. Second, a copper wire at the end of the device began to burn a dim orange-gold. In the darkness of the patchwork forest, it was enough to illuminate the maw of the tunnel. Justīne saw how the maalkonis receded away from them, recoiling at the light like it hurt to the touch. The darkness still lingered, but when Anna took a step forward, it receded by equal measure. When she stepped backward, the maalkonis also came closer, filling in some the space.

“Gods,” Justīne whispered.

“So, can we have a look around?” Anna asked. “I—I don’t want to go in alone.”

Justīne knew that they should turn back, but watching the maalkonis recede so quickly stirred something in her. She’d never seen it react to anything like this. And she did wonder what lay beyond the walls; she couldn’t even imagine what some of the adults talked about when they recited their great-grandparents’ stories of not only the surrounding area but of other towns and kingdoms. Whatever that meant. They spoke of mountains and ox and all kinds of strange things that seemed impossible to Justīne. But if Anna could keep the darkness away with that device…

Justīne took a step forward. “Hold on to that torch, and stay close,” she told Anna and put a nervous hand on her back. “I mean it. If anything happens in there, I can’t protect you. You and I are just gone.”

“I know,” Anna said and stepped in beside her.

Justīne took a deep breath. Together, they delved into the tunnel. Into the maalkonis. It receded away from them with every step they took. The light Anna’s torch gave off illuminated the tunnel’s hollowed ground—though there was not much to see other than mud and stone. After a few paces, Justīne glanced back the way they’d come. The aperture was a bright circle against the dimly lit tunnel. As they continued into its depths, the maalkonis bent and reformed behind them until the way forward was just as dark as the way back.

“Glad there’s only two directions,” Justīne whispered, in case speaking too loudly might disturb the dead—or anything else that might live in the maalkonis. She’d long wondered if anything could survive beyond the town. It always seemed a fantasy, but Dādi had clearly created a device that could protect them from it, and Anna had learned to use it without issue. Had anyone else come up with a similar tool? Perhaps there were other towns out there, people like them who repelled the maalkonis, and all they had to do was find each other.

The torch allowed for a sanctuary of about two meters around them. Enough for them both to walk somewhat comfortably, but little else. The maalkonis formed and shifted around them, parting to allow their entry deeper into the tunnel and folding over the path behind. The device’s clattering song sounded strange inside of the tunnel, where it echoed off the walls. Justīne tried to ignore it and be alert for any other sounds, should they come.

The tunnel ended in a wall of old brick, too far to be a part of the wall above ground. This was… something else. Along the wall, the path split in two directions.

“Let’s go left,” Justīne said. “Just help me to remember that we turn right here to leave.”

Anna nodded and continued deeper into the tunnel. She could feel her heart beating, pounding against her chest, but she kept moving. With the torch to protect them, this place seemed to be nothing more than dirt, stones, and bricks. Hardly the stuff of nightmares. Still, she clutched Anna close to her side, terrified of what they might reveal with each step.
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