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      On the western edge of town, two women sat on a stone overlooking a meadow. 

      One woman was thin and strong, with long dark curls tumbling down her back and a few braids to keep the worst of it out of her eyes when the wind blew. Her two young daughters were playing in the meadow below, with hair just like their mother’s. This woman’s name was Zoya. 

      The other woman was shorter, rounder, and sharp-eyed, with ash blonde hair in a no-nonsense pile on her head: Nikita. 

      Nikita had no children of her own and never would. The nature of her job wasn’t conducive to raising children. And though that wasn’t one of the reasons she’d gone into the field of cartography, it certainly didn’t hurt. 

      The two women sat close together, leaning against each other like the old friends they were. They didn’t say much, just watched the children down below as they played. The women were far enough to give the girls a sense of being grown up and alone but close enough to make sure they didn’t get into any real danger or, the Old Kind forbid, cross the low stone wall on the western edge of the meadow. 

      The girls chased each other, squealing with delight. They passed in and out of view as they ran through the trees, little blurs of activity and giggles. Both of their fathers were long gone—one lost to the grave and the other to restlessness—but Zoya had worked hard on her own to make sure her daughters grew up happy.

      “Are you sure you want to take both of them on?” Zoya asked her friend.

      Nikita nodded, her eyebrows raised in a pensive expression. “Yes, definitely both of them. Casting a wide net. In case one of them doesn’t take to mapmaking, I’ll still have a spare.”

      “How optimistic of you.”

      “Realistic,” Nikita corrected. 

      “Well, there’s no harm in having two apprentices, I suppose.” Zoya sighed. “And they’re such good girls. Edith especially. She’s very attentive.”

      “Hm.” Nikita’s eyes followed the younger sister, the faster of the two: Nora. 

      “And we live so close. It really is an excellent arrangement. They can come home for lunch every day. They were forever running up the hill last fall to pick the peaches, and your house is closer than that by half.” 

      “Hm.” Still, Nikita watched the faster of the two girls. 

      Nora was slightly shorter, darker skinned, and more reckless. She tackled her sister, and both girls went rolling. It was a good-natured tussle over Nora’s favorite stuffed rabbit. 

      Zoya let out a little gasp and a laugh. “Oh, I don’t even want to think about the grass stains they’re getting on their knees.”

      “If a girl doesn’t have dirty clothes after a good play, then she’s doing something wrong,” Nikita said. 

      “Says you, who doesn’t have to wash the clothes.” 

      The meadow where Edith and Nora played was bordered on the western side by the Wall, though that was a generous title. It was only a few feet high, made of stone, with a poured flat top where the girls retreated to sit and chat. Nora had rescued her stuffed rabbit and was making it walk along the Wall while Edith wove a tiny flower crown for it. 

      And beyond the Wall was nothing remarkable—just more land, with a few trees here and there. No monsters. No dangerous ground or roaring rivers. Just a gentle rise going about a mile until the ground sloped sharply upwards into the foothills of the Giant’s Mountain. 

      It was beautiful, really. The mountain created a dramatic backdrop in vivid greens, blues, and stone whites for the town of Tutree. It sprawled upward to a gentle peak often shrouded in a mist of low clouds. The mountain was likely a paradise for wildlife, but no one could really know for sure. And that was because no one ever set foot on the Giant’s Mountain.

      Not ever. 

      Even now, while the two girls sat talking on the Wall, they kept their attention on their game, and their gazes never wandered to the west. The stuffed rabbit had a second flower crown draped over its ears, and Edith was busy weaving a third. Nora’s focus was entirely on getting the rabbit to balance just right against her leg so it appeared to sit upright on its own. 

      Neither of the girls noticed a handful of other children approaching from the direction of town. And the two women on the rise, they had no reason to think anything bad might happen in the meadow below. 

      They watched the new children approach Nora and Edith. But what looked at first to be a friendly conversation between friends quickly turned nasty. One of the new boys laughed loudly, and Nora shouted something her mother couldn’t quite hear. 

      Zoya stood up, but Nikita put a hand on her arm. “Let’s see how she handles it. Lord knows that Xander boy could stand to be put in his place.”

      “I never liked him,” Zoya said. “He’s turning out to be just like his father. Pushes buttons just to get a reaction out of people.” 

      The children below were shouting properly at each other now, and Zoya anxiously shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She wanted to protect her daughters, wanted to hide them away from the ugliness of other people. 

      Nikita was right, though. They were growing up, little by little, and they were brave, smart girls. 

      But the boy, Xander, snatched Nora’s stuffed rabbit away, holding it just out of reach. Its flower crowns fell apart and scattered on the ground. 

      “Give it back!” Nora screamed loudly enough for Zoya to hear her clearly, even from a distance. Nora stood on the Wall, her little fists clenched at her side. She was ready for a fight, and she launched herself at the boy. 

      Xander tossed the rabbit to a friend at the last minute. The friend hauled his arm back and threw the toy as far as he could. 

      Which, as it turned out, was pretty damned far. 

      The stuffed rabbit arced through the air, sailed over the Wall, and landed with a plop in the tall grass beyond. 

      Edith screamed and ran to the Wall. She stopped with her hands on top of it, staring at the spot where the precious rabbit had disappeared into the grass, but she didn’t dare go any further. 

      Nora, on the other hand…

      “Nora! No!” Zoya took off at a sprint down the hill when her daughter vaulted the low Wall and stalked toward her toy. Zoya blanched in a panic as she ran, fast as her short legs could carry her, toward the fighting children. She leaped over the wall without hesitation and snatched her daughter up by the waist. 

      Nora kicked and screamed, but her mother carried her back across the Wall, her rabbit left behind. 

      “Mother, no! Bunny!” Nora roared in anger. “Go back! We can’t leave her!” 

      “No, Nora! Bunny’s gone. You just have to let her go.” 

      Zoya set her daughter down in the grass but had to immediately catch her again when Nora tried to beeline toward the Wall for a second time. Edith stood off to one side, crying great sobbing tears of confusion and anger. 

      Nikita arrived on the scene just in time to grab Xander by the arm before he could escape like the rest of the children, who had scattered the moment the two women came into view. 

      “I think we need to go have a talk with your father, young man,” she said to him. “And Bill’s mother too. He can run as much as he likes, but I know where you both live. Let’s go.” 

      And off Nikita went with a protesting Xander—“Get off me! Let go!”—back toward town, leaving Zoya to deal with her children on her own. 

      “Bunny! Bunny!” Nora cried, with the great angry tears of a child deeply wronged. 

      Zoya picked up Nora and began the long walk home. Edith followed dutifully behind. 

      “I know, my darling. I know. Those boys treated you abominably.”

      “I hate them! I hate them!” Nora wailed. “Why did he do that? My Bunny!” 

      “Shh,” Zoya said. “I know, my darling.” 

      They continued like that the entire walk home. Nora refused to be consoled. But Zoya put both girls to work peeling potatoes for an early dinner, and they spent the next hour happily planning all the ways they would get their revenge.

      “I’ll accidentally drop ink all over Xander’s favorite shirt!” Nora announced. 

      “We can throw eggs at his window!” Edith suggested. 

      “No, no, even better! We can hide eggs in his mattress, and they’ll rot and stink, and he’ll never know why!” 

      That set both girls to giggling. But Zoya just rolled her eyes. Nothing would come of these threats. At worst, the boys would get a few dirty looks and some childish insults when they bumped into each other at the market. But for now, the girls were satisfied they had regained control, and that was what mattered. 

      Except, that night, Nora had to go to bed without her bunny, and Zoya had to watch helplessly from the doorway while her daughter silently cried herself to sleep. 

      Maybe it was the silence of the tears that did it. Zoya wasn’t sure. To be honest, she didn’t think very hard on the why of it all. All she knew was that an injustice had been done and the Wall wasn’t there to punish or contain. It was there as a reminder of what lay beyond in the Western Waste, up the Giant’s Mountain, and beyond. A sacred place. A place of hope. 

      And a small justice like this, that was in the spirit of the Wall, wasn’t it? A little hope? 

      So Zoya crept out of the house well after the moon had set, when the night was at its darkest. She walked back to the little meadow by the Wall, where her daughter’s heart had been broken, and she crossed it. Zoya walked with her head held high to the spot where the stuffed rabbit had landed. She had to search for several minutes in the dark, but eventually she found the rumpled toy. Zoya swiped off some stray dirt and grass, but Bunny was just fine otherwise. 

      Back home, she crept into her daughter’s room and knelt by the bed. 

      “Nora, love,” she whispered, shaking the little girl’s shoulder. 

      “Wha?” Nora asked, her voice sleep-heavy and thick with crying. 

      In answer, Zoya tucked Bunny under her daughter’s arm, then pulled the blanket tight around them both. 

      “Bunny?” Nora breathed a sigh of disbelief. 

      “Shh,” Zoya said. Her eyes held a warning. 

      Nora understood immediately. Bunny was back, but she must remain a secret. No one outside of their family could ever know that someone had crossed the Wall to fetch her. 

      But Nora didn’t care about that. She hugged Bunny close and buried her little face in its fur. “Thank you, Mother.”

      “You’re welcome. Go back to sleep.” 

      Zoya patted Nora’s arm once more, then got up and closed the bedroom door behind her. She checked on Edith next, who had been much easier to console than Nora had been. 

      Edith woke up when the door squeaked. Her bright eyes shone in the dark. 

      “Did you find her?” Edith asked softly. 

      Zoya smirked. She should have known. Edith always knew more than she let on. 

      “Yes, I found her.”

      Edith rolled over with a sleepy sigh. “Good.”  

      Zoya closed the door with a small smile. That night, she settled into her own bed and slept the sound, contented sleep of a woman who knew deep in her bones that she had done exactly the right thing.
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        Deep within the Western Waste

        and far from prying eye,

        rooted firm in myth and mist,

        that’s where the Giants lie.

      

      

      
        
        Waiting, sleeping, dreaming all,

        the Giants bide their time. 

        Expectant for the one who calls,

        the one who makes the climb.

      

      

      
        
        Have faith, my dear, and listen well.

        The Giants will ne’er succumb. 

        When they hear the Clarion call,

        the Giants, they will come.

      

      

      
        
        In your hour of greatest need, 

        look deep into the West. 

        Rooted firm in myth and mist, 

        that’s where the Giants rest. 
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            The Map Maker
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          Nora

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, I get lost in the paper. 

      I get so caught up in the process, in the repetitive nature of each step of making paper, that I lose hours at a time. There was a music to it too. It was in the gentle thump, thump, thump of the great hammers as they pulped up the fabric scraps in time with the water wheel outside. It was in the rushing of the water itself, which turned the creaking, squeaking wheel. It was a comforting song to me after all these years. 

      That morning, alone in the paper mill before the workers arrived, I dipped my mould and deckle over and over into the soupy pulp. I had to shake it just right to get the fibers to lay evenly. It took a steady, even hand. Too much effort could ruin it, make me have to start all over with a fresh dip. 

      But I didn’t have to start over, not anymore. My arms knew this dance, and my paper was perfect every time, thank you very much. The music of the mill rattled out a gentle beat while I dipped the mould over and over again, straining out sheets of fine, creamy paper pulp. The water dripped back down to the vat, adding a bright staccato to the song of the mill. 

      After every dip, I removed the deckle and flipped the mould onto the growing stack to my left. The paper fell away from the screen in an even wave. Perfect. I laid a sheet of woolen felt over it and then started again. 

      Dip, shake, deckle, flip, felt. Over and over. 

      And the stack of paper grew—a precious pile of cream-colored potential. 

      Tutree wasn’t a big town, not by any means. But we had the rivers, and that meant we had water mills. Most of the mills were for grain, but we also had one weaving house and one paper mill, and that was worth being damn proud of. This far west, so close to the mountains, we had to make everything ourselves. Trade didn’t come this way often. 

      There wasn’t much to our mill. It didn’t even have walls, just a long roof supported by sturdy columns over the workstations. There was a proper stone structure for the great water wheel, but that was all. The pulp vats stood sentinel to the right of the creaking wheel, overlooking the river and the road beyond that. My favorite place to be. 

      Our paper mill was small, but we made the most of it. At least, I certainly did. I’d been going there every morning before lessons since I was ten, just to learn how paper was made. Though I wasn’t allowed a second apprenticeship and wouldn’t have given up cartography for anything—what other profession would pay me to draw?—no one could stop me from peering under the paper millers’ elbows while they dipped their moulds into the pulp. 

      And no one seemed to mind me too much. The millers just laughed and answered my questions. They even let me dip a few times with the smaller moulds. It wasn’t long before I began working alongside them during any stolen hour I could find. And soon, my paper was as fine as any produced by the true millers: smooth and crisp. 

      Nikita never understood. Though she didn’t stop me from going to the paper mill, she certainly gave me enough grief for it. “If you have so much energy in the mornings, Nora, you can come to lessons early instead,” “I can think of a million better things for you to do with your time, child,” “You always come in here stinking of the mill, Nora,” or “Why do you care so much about paper, anyway?” 

      That last one was the single question I could never answer. Because if Nikita—a fellow mapmaker and artist—didn’t already know, then how could I possibly explain my fascination with paper? With the way it smelled and felt and how it could become anything? How a story could be written on it or a portrait painted? How something imagined could be made real and shared? 

      I smiled at the memory of Nikita’s consternation as I stood in that same mill ten years later. The sun began to rise over the Greater Apgatt River and shone on Nora the Mapmaker, wrist-deep in pulp, with water running down her elbows. Lost in the paper. 

      I laid down yet another sheet of the delicate paper onto the pile and scratch-rubbed my sweaty forehead with one wrist and a sigh. The pale flakes of wet paper stood out in high contrast against the dark skin of my forearms. 

      The stack was taller than was wise. The press would take longer to dry it out, but it would be fine in the end. The mill workers would be arriving soon, so I needed to get out of their way. 

      I wheeled the cart of stacked felt and paper over to the press and loaded the sturdy board on top with a grunt. Next came the weights, arranged as evenly as possible. Water began to drip away from the stack of paper when the weight of the stones bore down on it. I would come back later tonight to hang up the sturdy sheets to dry completely in the airing shed. 

      “Nora?”

      I startled and whirled around. 

      My mother, Zoya, was coming up the hill, looking incredibly annoyed. Her dark, curly hair, the twin of my own, aside from the streaks of well-earned silver, hung in a heavy braid over her shoulder. Wisps of it fluttered in the gentle breeze. 

      Alarm zapped through my chest like lightning. Mother never came up to the mill. She had too much to do on her own without following me all over town at the crack of dawn. 

      “Mother? What’s wrong?”

      Mother shook her head and waved one hand as if to say, Nothing! But then a grunting noise came from down the hill, just out of sight, and Mother turned her eyes to the sky. 

      “The Old Kind only know,” she muttered to herself. 

      And behind her came the one person even less likely to visit the mill than Mother herself. 

      “Nikita? What are you doing all the way up here? What is going on?” 

      My cartography mistress groaned and leaned heavily on the wooden railing alongside the steep pathway. “I’ll never understand why you come up here, girl,” Nikita said. 

      I glanced back at the tall stack of wet paper I had just loaded into the press. “For the view mostly. But why are you here?” 

      “She came by the house, looking for you,” Mother answered for her. “Refused to wait or leave a message. I tried to tell her⁠—”

      “I’m right here!” Nikita butted in, indignant. 

      Mother turned her attention to her old friend. “I tried to tell you that you shouldn’t be climbing this hill, the way your hip has been acting up! And now look at you!” 

      “Pfft. I’m fine,” Nikita said, but she failed to hide a grimace of pain. 

      I knew better than to push the issue, but her last wince was really quite alarming. “Can I get you a stool, Nikita?” 

      “I don’t need a damned stool!” she spat, but she leaned against the sturdy railing to take the weight off her right leg. “I’m not staying up here in this awful wind anyway. I just have to tell you one thing, and then I’m off back home.” 

      “All right, then. Out with it,” I said. 

      Nikita turned and looked pointedly at Mother, who stood off to one side with her hands on her hips. 

       Mother’s eyebrows shot up in amusement. “You are absolutely insane if you think I’m leaving.” 

      “Have it your own way, then,” Nikita said. “Nora, you are wanted on a job. Head down to the Council Room to meet with the mayor and two others. They will have all the details. I would take you there myself, but you made me climb this damn hill, and now I can barely walk.” She nodded once, pleased with a job well done, and turned as if to head back down the hill. 

      “That’s it?” Mother shouted, incredulous.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, arms out in a placating gesture. “Stop right there. What job?” 

      “I could have passed that message along!” Mother said. 

      “You don’t send me on jobs! Four years, I’ve been qualified, and you won’t let me go anywhere!” 

      “I can’t believe you came all the way up here for that!”

      “You said our only job was translations and copying! You said we don’t go on jobs! Not while the war’s on!” 

      “You’re not going to be able to get out of bed for a week after a climb like this, and I won’t be stuck taking care of you, mark my words!” 

      Nikita rounded on us both. “First of all, of course you’ll take care of me. Don’t be ridiculous. I won’t be able to keep you off if I beat you with a stick every time you come within six feet of me with a compress or a bowl of soup. And second of all”—she glared at me—“we don’t take jobs, not here in Tutree. But we take this job. Or at least, you do. Because I won’t make it on this damned hip. I can’t believe you made me climb up this damned hill just to find you! You and your paper!” 

      “No one made you climb this hill, Nikita,” Mother said, the color high in her cheeks. 

      I ignored Nikita’s jab about the paper mill. “What in the hell are you talking about, Nikita? What job?” 

      “The job we train for. Why do you think I made you learn Old Ambic? Cartographers don’t need to know Old Ambic, you idiot! Why do you think I make you do all those translations and transcriptions? To keep your skills sharp. Because one day, I knew this call would come.”

      “Nikita, I swear, you are not making any sense. What is the job? Where am I going? Why? Small words, please.” 

      Nikita clenched her fist around the railing, which was the only thing holding her up at this point. “Go to the Council Room, Nora. Now. They’re waiting for you. Said I’d fetch you right away. And”—she sliced one hand decisively through the air—“I cannot stress this enough. This must be an absolute secret. Come up with some excuse for going to the Great Hall. Say you’re picking up some documents for me. Or something better than that. I don’t know. You’re the liar in the family.”

      “Hey!” Mother spat. 

      “What is this about, Nikita?” I asked. 

      “Now. Go. I was going to take you myself, but it doesn’t matter really. This job is for you, not for me. If the call had come twenty years ago, then maybe. But it’s a fool that tries to make sense of time.”

      “Is this about the war?” 

      And for the first time in her life, Nikita had no response for me. Instead, she turned toward mother. “Let’s go, Zoya. My hip hurts.” 

      Mother cast a wary glance in my direction, hesitation and fear plain in her expression. But when Nikita stumbled and grasped tightly on the railing, Mother darted after her friend. “Wait, Nikita, stop!” 

      The two women started back down the path, bickering like old hens, and left me to stare after them in complete confusion. 

      What in the ever-loving hell had just happened? Mother and Nikita had come barreling up on my pleasant morning and shouted a hole right through it. And now suddenly the air was too dry and the light too sharp. I still had paper pulp drying on my forearms in white flakes, like old skin burned by the summer sun. 

      Five minutes ago, I had been lost in the paper. Now I was apparently going to war.
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      The very first map I ever drew was of Lujor, my own country. I was ten years old, and I drew it with chalk on my slate. I wasn’t to be trusted with real paper yet. 

      Edith, my older sister, sat next to me. We had started out apprenticing together. Later on, Edith would switch to fiber and fabric, but on that day, she was with me. We sat comfortably at Nikita’s kitchen table, copying maps of Lujor onto our slates, our little tongues stuck out and extremely focused on this monumental task before us. 

      “Very good, girls,” Nikita said from behind our chairs. She was much thinner back then but still quite plump and rosy. “Very good. Do you know what lies past the northern border?”

      “Amau,” Edith said, her nose close to the slate. 

      “Excellent.” Nikita shuffled through a stack of papers on the table and drew out a second map. “Erase your slates and draw it again, but this time, include Amau to the north.” 

      I stared at the new map she had set on the easel for us to study. The four letters making up the other country’s name burned in my eyeballs. Amau. A-M-A-U. The enemy. Not just an enemy, but an evil presence, the villain in every game of soldiers we played with the other kids in town. 

      But Amau was real, wasn’t it? That was the moment I realized it for the first time. Amau was a real place, not just a villain in a game for children. Not just a shadow the grownups talked about in hushed tones after dinner. 

      There it was, right there on the paper. A country very similar to our own. Amau and Lujor. One stacked on top of the other, taking up space on the same page. 

      Tutree lay in the southwest corner of Lujor, crammed right up against the base of the Giant’s Mountain, where no one was allowed to go. Past that was the Western Waste, mountain after mountain after mountain as far as the eye could see, and none of it suitable for farming. 

      We were as far away from Amau as it was possible to get, and we were such a small place. A few people would venture out to seek their fortunes, to join the war effort, but we heard little about it otherwise. We sent our tithes, and we accepted refugees. But there was very little else we could do. 

      And then there was me, a ten-year-old girl tasked with drawing borders. They were just lines of chalk, and yet somehow, they were so much more than that. 

      “What’s it like in Amau?” I asked, finally wiping my slate clean to start the new map. 

      Nikita let out a heavy sigh. “I went there when I was much younger, helped redraw some maps after the Battle of Chelton. Didn’t feel any different than here, if I’m honest. Had a lot more pine trees, more rocks. But otherwise?” She shrugged. “Sometimes, the only difference between two countries is the line we draw between them.” 

      “Did you see the Dragon?” Edith asked. 

      “Of course not,” Nikita said with a sniff. “He’s just a man and a general. He was long gone with his army before us surveyors arrived. I’ll tell you one thing for sure and certain, girls. Don’t put stock into frightening titles and made-up names. The Dragon of Amau is just a man, no different from your own fathers.” 

      I frowned at the map on the easel and stared at the border between Lujor and Amau. “Why did they start the war?” 

      “You’ll have to ask someone smarter than me, love,” Nikita said. “Our job is to draw, so draw. Pay attention to your distances and angles. Like this. Look at the way this river curves around Mitsmooren, see?” She pointed at the map, and our lesson continued as normal. 

      Of course, all that had been before the fires started. Before Amau got frustrated and the Dragon started carting out loads of pitch across the border. The war had turned into something distinctly uglier while Edith and I grew up. Towns were burning, now. Entire cities. We heard of a new disaster every week, it seemed like. 

      Amau didn’t care what was left of Lujor when they won the war. They just wanted to win. 

      And until that day, when Mother and Nikita came striding up the hill to find me at the paper mill, I had thought the war would never find our little town in the shadow of the Giant’s Mountain. We didn’t have anything they could possibly want, and we were so far out of their way. Amau desired the capital and the bay. They didn’t want us. 

      But that morning as I made my way into town, I started to doubt. And my comfort in our obscurity began to fade. 
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        * * *

      

      The Council Room of Tutree wasn’t anything grand. Nothing in Tutree was grand. 

      The Council Room, where meetings, hearings, and councils were held, occupied one half of a large edifice simply called Main Hall. It was big enough to hold every adult in town, if we crowded in tight enough. 

      Main Hall itself stood on the west side of the town square, with the Giant’s Mountain looming over it in a grand backdrop. The rest of the building served as clerk offices, mail, storage, and a small library. One of the offices was for document archiving, which was why Nikita’s suggested lie about retrieving documents for her was so innocuous. 

      The market was already crowded with people setting up their stalls for the day, and a handful even called out, “Good morning, Nora!” to me when I passed. But no one questioned me, and the lie was not necessary. 

      I passed into the cool shade of Main Hall, my heart in my throat. My job day-to-day was spent at Nikita’s house, copying maps and translating historical documents. It was one of the least glamorous jobs a person could have. And if you added in the fact that we lived in the ass end of nowhere, it became even less interesting. 

      Sometimes, I supplemented my time by drawing portraits for people. Those sold well enough, and I enjoyed doing them. 

      So why, then, was I slipping into the empty Council Room at the crack of dawn? On a secret errand I could only assume was in effort of the war? 

      It didn’t feel real. 

      I didn’t like the empty Council Room. Usually, it was bustling, busy, and full of people shouting either in joy or in anger. Edith and I liked to sit on the ledge along the side and watch the proceedings, taking bets on who would win disputes. My sister usually won. She was always so good at reading people. Usually me. 

      But this morning, with all the windows shut tight and the lamps cold, it was dark, silent, and a little bit dusty. The only light came in at the cracks around the shutters, striping the rough-hewn benches with bright sunlight. 

      I only had to wait a few minutes, but it was long enough for my heart to slow back to a steady pace. So, when footsteps finally came down the hall outside, I was steady enough to at least appear calm. 

      The side door to the Council Room opened, spilling more light into the space.

      In walked the familiar figure of Jan, the mayor of Tutree, followed by two people I didn’t recognize. I said nothing, staying hidden in the shadows along the wall, waiting to see what they would say and do. 

      Jan went straight to the dais, where a large table stood sentinel, and she scooted the large oil lamp closer to herself. A match struck loud in the empty air, and she held the flame to the wick. Dim flickering light filled the area, and I got my first good look at the two strangers. 

      One man was tall and slim, with long salt-and-pepper hair and a tidy beard. He wore simple, old-fashioned clothes with a wide cowl neck, and his hair was pulled half-up into a knot to keep it out of his way. A heavy bag was slung across his body, which he took off to lay on the table next to Jan’s lamp. 

      The other man was harder to make out. He stayed closer to the wall, away from the small light, so only rough shapes were discernable. He was tall as well, but broad. So broad. He could have probably lifted me over his head if he wanted to, and the idea had me crushing myself deeper into the shadows. 

      The second man also had long hair, but it was messy and hastily tied back. Stray pieces had broken away and stuck out, cutting odd shapes in the dim light. His figure was distorted by tools, knives, and supplies packed neatly and hanging from his thick belt, along with a large travel pack riding high and tight on his shoulders. 

      He was huge. 

      “We don’t have much time,” the first man said—the tidy one. He chose a seat and pulled it up to the table to sit down. He rested his forearms on the tabletop, his long fingers interlocked. 

      “I know,” Jan replied. “Nikita will be back any moment.”

      “With the younger one? What was her name? Nora?” 

      Jan nodded. “Yes. Nora. Our master cartographer is an old woman now. It will have to be her apprentice. Though, I assure you, Nora is fully certified.”

      “And you’re sure she can be trusted?” 

      I narrowed my eyes. Trusted with what?

      “I don’t see how we have much option either way,” was Jan’s reply. 

      I snorted—a little offended, if I was being honest—then winced at my own error.

      All three of them swiveled their heads in my direction. 

      “Who’s there?” Jan asked. “Nikita?”

      I hopped down from the ledge and wove my way through the benches toward the dais. “What’s that supposed to mean? Not much option?”

      Jan drew out a chair for me as I approached. She raised one eyebrow. “Where’s Nikita?” 

      I stared around at the others and did not sit down. The broad man remained with his back against the wall, his expression hidden by shadows. 

      “She said her hip hurt and she wasn’t needed anyway. She sent me for some job, apparently. What did you mean there wasn’t much option?”

      Jan leveled me with a serious expression. “It means that with Nikita unable to travel, you are the only qualified cartographer in town.”  

      “I’m not the only one in Lujor, though. Why didn’t you bring one with you? Why me? I’m Nora, by the way.” 

      I held my hand out to the thinner of the two strangers, simply because he was within reach and the other wasn’t. He shook it amicably. 

      The man pressed his lips together, then turned his attention to Jan. “Thank you, Jan. I think we can take it from here.” 

      Jan cast me a wary glance and silently left the room. Of course, that meant I was alone with two strange men, both of them much taller than me, and no one in town knew where I was. 

      Well, Mother knew. That was something. Mother would tear the whole town apart to help me, if I needed her to. 

      “My name is Lachlan,” the older man said. A small smile played at the corner of his mouth at my brusque attitude. “And this is Eoghan. He’s a ranger.”

      Eoghan nodded politely at me, his face still in shadow, but said nothing. 

      “Good to meet you, Lachlan. And now may I ask what in the name of all that is holy you two are playing at? What is going on here?” 

      Lachlan’s smile broadened, and the crow’s feet around his eyes deepened. He gave Eoghan an appreciative nod. “Oh, yes. I like her. She’ll do just fine.” 

      Lachlan stood and drew his bag closer. He rummaged around inside for a moment before pulling out a much smaller leather case secured with a thong wound tightly around decorative iron pegs. 

      “But it’s not ‘we two,’ I’m afraid. It’s just me. Eoghan met me here, same as you did. I have a job for the two of you. A vital mission to end this war once and for all.” 

      I stared at him, one eyebrow raised, my mouth slightly ajar. “Okay?”

      Lachlan’s smile was serene. “I am the High Reliquary, Nora. I assume you know what that means?”  

      I snorted again. “No, you’re not.” 

      The man called Eoghan shifted his weight from one leg to the other. 

      Lachlan narrowed his eyebrows in confusion. The leather case paused halfway out of the bag. “How do you mean?”

      “What would the High Reliquary be doing in a tiny little town like this, asking to meet with a random mapmaker and a ranger? Alone, with no security or attendants? Who’s running the Reliquary if you’re here?”

      Lachlan settled back on his heels and regarded me closely. “There are many ministers and docents at the Reliquary. I am not needed there every hour of the day. Or even every week of the year. And right now, my duties have called me here, to a tiny little town, to meet with a random mapmaker and a ranger. Alone.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. 

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious why?” he asked.

      I flicked my eyes to Eoghan, who still leaned against the wall. I wanted to yank him forward into the light so I could get a good look at him. Not that I’d be able to yank him anywhere. By the Old Kind, he was huge. And not huge like everyone was huge. I was a small woman, so everyone was tall to me. But this Eoghan? This ranger? He was a wall of muscle.

      I set my jaw and jerked my chin in the direction of the leather case Lachlan had pulled from his bag. “So, what’s that, then? One of your relics?” 

      “Yes,” he said simply. “Before we go any further, I need to impress upon you both how vital secrecy is in this matter. The future of our country is at stake. What I am asking you to do is a last resort, and I am not asking it lightly. I would not be here if it weren’t absolutely necessary. I need your word.”

      “Sure,” I replied in a small voice. Shitting hell, what was I getting myself into?

      “Eoghan?” Lachlan asked. 

      The other man nodded once in affirmation. 

      Lachlan took one more breath, then laid the leather case down and slid it across the table toward me. 

      I hesitated for another second, glancing at both men in turn. Was this some kind of trick? Surely, this Lachlan man wasn’t actually the High Reliquary. The Reliquary was the branch of government that curated and protected the cultural and magical history for the entirety of Lujor. The queen herself might as well have waltzed into this dusty town hall at the ass end of nowhere. Alone. 

      Well, no sense standing around staring at each other. 

      I pulled the leather case closer and ran my fingers over the decorative iron pegs. They were simple leaves. Pretty, but not ornate. I unwound the thong keeping it closed and lifted the flap.

      Inside were four heavy folders, each containing several sheets of antique parchment. I pulled them out with another wary glance at Lachlan and placed the folders side by side on the table. 

      “Not relics, then,” I said. 

      “Archives,” Lachlan said. “Until this moment, I was the only person who knew they even existed.” 

      There was a movement on my right side, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. 

      Eoghan had finally left his post by the wall to stand next to me, and all I could think was arms, arms, arms. His shirt had no sleeves at all, which put his dizzying set of muscles on full display. Dirt and grime had settled into the dips and valleys of his skin, accentuating them. If I poked his bicep, I’d probably break a finger. 

      I supposed that depended on how hard I poked, though. 

      And of course, now I could finally see his face properly in the light of the single lamp. He stood peering over my shoulder at the blank folders lying out on the table, but I stared up at him. His short beard wasn’t particularly tidy, but it wasn’t messy either. He had a heavy brow and a crooked nose, all of it framed by high cheekbones. 

      But what caught my attention was his eyes. Larger than I expected, bright, keen. Brown as good soil and sharp. They were eyes that saw everything. Not just surface things, but deep-down things. 

      And when those eyes darted to my face, I blushed. What would a man like that see when he looked at me? 

      I turned away, annoyed—mostly with myself, but partly with him. Because hell, who gave him the right to look at me like that? Instead, I focused on the four folders laid out on the table. One by one, I pulled their contents free and spread them out likewise. 

      Each folder contained sheaves of antique parchment covered right over with handwritten text. The first was in Ambic. This was by far the least aged document, judging by both the language and the lesser browning of the parchment itself. The other three were written in Old Ambic, a dead language. These were much older, with faded ink and parchment so brown on the last one that I had to strain to read it. 

      I scanned over a few of the pages, my eyebrows drawn together. “They’re accounts of some kind of journey. Here”—I pointed to a specific passage on one of the Old Ambic parchments—“the writer talks about the distance to a specific landmark. A stone outcropping that resembles a horse. They sketched it here on the next page.” I flipped it up to show Eoghan, who leaned in with some interest. 

      Did the man even know how to speak at all? What was wrong with him? 

      “Yes,” Lachlan confirmed. “Four accounts of the same journey taken by four different travelers at four different times. A journey that I am asking the pair of you to take again now. The purpose of these archives is to guide you.” 

      The hell was going on here? I lifted page after page, scanning the text. But when one specific word caught my eye, I dropped the pages as if they’d burned me and backed away from the table in alarm. 

      I jostled Eoghan’s arm as I went, registering somewhere in the back of my mind that his arms weren’t made of rock at all. Just arms. Couldn’t break my fingers on him if I tried. 

      But I couldn’t think about anything at all except that one word I had seen on the parchment. It flashed across my mind’s eye over and over again. 

      Clarion. 

      “What the hell?” I said breathlessly. 

      Clarion. 

      “You see now why this must remain a secret.” Lachlan seemed entirely unfazed. 

      Clarion. 

      “What is it?” Yes, of course, now was when Eoghan decided he had a tongue after all. His voice was deep and smooth, and it dislodged whatever stutter my brain had gotten stuck in. 

      “He wants us to climb the Giant’s Mountain,” I said. 

      I had lived in Tutree all my life. And aside from a couple of trips to the capital with Edith to visit her father’s family, I had never left. And there was one thing every person in Tutree knew in their bones: No one set foot on the Giant’s Mountain. Not if they wanted to use their feet ever again. 

      It was just a mountain, really. It loomed over us—a comforting constant in our lives. If I stepped outside Main Hall right now, there it would be, creating the dramatic backdrop of our western horizon. Right there, yet just out of reach. 

      But it was more than a mountain. It was the final resting place of the Giants. It was a sacred place, untouched by mankind for over a thousand years. 

      Except…there were accounts of four people who had dared to cross the border. 

      My fingers traced over the parchments once more, almost afraid to handle them too roughly. “What happened to these people?” I asked. 

      “Executed.” Lachlan’s tone was unreadable. “Three of them were before my time. This last one, I was a docent back then. It was done in secret. I didn’t learn about it until much later, but I was there in the Reliquary when it happened.”

      “And now you want us to go? Will we be executed as well? Are you damning us just by showing these to us?” 

      “Of course not.”

      I threw out both hands to encompass the dark, empty room, the secret documents, the clandestine nature of the entire meeting. “What do you mean by of course? Because nothing about this makes any sense. And it certainly isn’t making me feel particularly safe.” 

      And then, as if he knew exactly how and when to speak to have the most impact on me, Eoghan opened his mouth for the second time. “He wants us to wake them up.” 

      I crossed my arms tightly over my chest and clammed the hell up. I couldn’t process this. 

      Lachlan leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “You and Eoghan will set out as soon as possible. As soon as you have prepared yourselves. You will tell no one where you are going. You will take these archives, Nora. You will read them, interpret them, and get yourselves to the Archways. Eoghan is an experienced Ranger. He will keep you safe, keep you alive in the wilderness. 

      “Once you find the Archways, you will locate the Clarion. None of the four travelers even attempted to find it, out of respect, but you must do so. You will find the Clarion, then take it to the peak of the mountain, where you will sound it in the Cavern of the Giants. And Old Kind willing, the Giants will hear your call and rise up.”  

      I clenched my fists, tucked them deep into the folds of my arms, and willed them to stop shaking. But it wasn’t just my fists. It was my entire body. Even my breath shook in my lungs, which could only manage short, gasping pants. Tears welled up in my eyes, but none spilled over. I blinked hard. 

      This couldn’t be happening. I was dreaming. Yes, that was it. 

      Or maybe I had passed out while dipping paper and had drowned in the pulp vat. That made the most sense. I died making paper that morning, and whatever this was…it was just a drawn-out hallucination in the last seconds before my brain shut down forever. 

      “What if we refuse?” I asked in a tiny voice. And I absolutely did not dwell on the fact that I’d used the word “we” instead of “I.” 

      Lachlan’s expression sagged the tiniest bit. “Every day, new fires are set. Every day, more people die. We are losing this war. Amau will overtake us, and the Dragon will invade New Haven. It is only a matter of time. You don’t see it much this far south and west, but it is happening.”

      He chewed on his lip for a moment, looking unsure for the first time since he’d entered the Council Room. 

      “The legends say the Giants will rise up when we need them most. They left behind the Clarion for the express purpose of waking them up when we needed them. Now is the time, Nora.” 

      “Why me? Why us? We’re nobody.” 

      Why was I still lumping Eoghan in with myself? I didn’t know him at all. He had said exactly two sentences in my hearing, and that was it. 

      “It’s precisely because you are nobodies,” Lachlan said. “You’d be surprised how much gets done by nobodies in this country. No one will ever look twice at the pair of you.” 

      The pair of us. That was it. Settled. Eoghan and I were a set. Neatly done. Just the fact that we were the only two people who knew about these archives, who knew the High Reliquary wanted this done, it separated us from the rest of the country. From the rest of the world. 

      I glared up at Eoghan, at this stranger I had somehow attached myself to without noticing. My next words came out with a bit of a bite, but they always did when I was upset. 

      “Say something.” The last syllable was laced with a wobble. A plea. Please.  

      He regarded me with those wide eyes. For a moment, I thought there might be a bit of a connection. His right eyebrow twitched, and his lower eyelids rose for half a second. I could practically see the thoughts running through his mind. And if I could just get a little closer, maybe climb right into his skin, I might even be able to hear what those thoughts were. 

      But instead of saying something profound, comforting, or encouraging, his actual words landed in my gut like a lead weight. 

      “I’ll be ready to leave at dawn.” 

      I didn’t know this man, and the little I did know wasn’t particularly endearing. But for some reason, I felt betrayed by this cold statement. We were supposed to be a team, but it looked like we would be climbing this mountain alone, together.
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      I floated through the rest of the meeting like a dream. Eoghan made me write out a list of supplies I would need to gather and pack. Lachlan gave us a few more instructions and impressed on us again and again the need for secrecy. Because if Amau found out where we were going, what we were trying to do, there was no telling what they would do. Kill us before we could succeed? Try and take the Clarion and, therefore, the Giants’ loyalty for themselves? 

      Lachlan packed up the archives and stowed them carefully away, first into their individual folders and then into the leather case. It had been a shock when I realized Lachlan meant for me to keep it, but he insisted. “We won’t be seeing each other again. I’m leaving for New Haven immediately. They belong to you now.” 

      Lachlan disappeared through an inner door into Main Hall, and Eoghan followed me outside. I found myself in the busy sunshine of the market square, dazed, with the case clutched to my chest. 

      The market was in full swing by then. The people went about their business, buying, selling, trading, meeting, and parting. They had no idea the entire world had just turned upside down. I supposed it hadn’t for them. Just for us. 

      “Where are you staying tonight?” I asked. “At the inn, I suppose?” 

       “Just outside of town,” Eoghan said from my left side and up. Damn, he was tall. “There’s a quiet place on the west bank of the Lesser Apgatt. I’ve camped there before. Years ago.” 

      It was the most words he’d spoken at once since I’d met him, and they were ridiculous. 

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said, because clearly every word that popped into my brain still came shooting straight out of my mouth. “You’ll come home with me. Eat a real meal.” 

      “That’s not necessary.” 

      The hell was wrong with him? It was enough to drag my attention away from the monumental task we’d been given. I finally looked up at him. 

      No, not looked. Glared. Because for hell’s sake, he was being stupid. 

      “You’re being stupid,” I said.

      This earned me an honest scowl back from him. “Excuse me?”

      Oh, good. He did have some emotion in there after all. 

      “You’ll come home with me and eat a real damned meal. And you’ll meet my mother. Because she deserves to know who I’ll be traveling with. And then you’ll help me pack.” I waved his list in his face for emphasis. “Were you seriously going to leave me on my own to deal with all this, alone?” 

      I clutched the archives closer to my aching chest and stalked off across the noisy square. I didn’t need to glance back to know Eoghan followed close behind. His seething was almost audible. 

      Tutree was a small town. It didn’t take long for us to leave the bustling market square behind. The narrow streets and densely packed buildings at the center of town muffled the noise quickly. I had the urge to veer off to the right on Apple Avenue, which led a winding path down to Nikita’s house, and wave the archives in her face, ask her if she knew what in the hell I’d been asked to do. She had known I’d need Old Ambic. Had she known why? 

      But Eoghan was a steady shadow on my left, and I didn’t want to drag him into that conversation. I didn’t want him to witness me interrogating my mistress about this, like a loon. So my feet cut a straight path through town, no hesitation. 

      Mother, Edith, and I lived near the edge of town, where the houses had a little space about them. We weren’t career farmers, but we were plenty comfortable. We had our own garden, three dairy goats, and a healthy smattering of chickens and rabbits. There was a reason we had been able to afford apprenticeships for two daughters when we were young, and it wasn’t my charming personality. 

      I shooed the goats away from the front gate and held it wide for Eoghan to pass through. The sweet ram butted his head against my hip, begging for attention. 

      Anyone else might have commented on the cozy little house, with its fresh thatching and bright blue shutters, or the riot of greens in the front garden. They might have petted the goats and asked their names. Our house was a beacon of Mother’s love and devotion. Edith and I helped, of course, but this property and these animals were her passion. 

      Eoghan, however, said nothing at all. He followed me silently to the front porch and made no comment when I shoved the ram with a hip so I could climb the steps and open the door.

      In fact, the first indication he was a real human being—and not just a big, silent shadow—came when I went inside and held the door open for him to follow. He hesitated on the porch, brows gathered slightly in the middle, eyes on my knees. 

      “Come inside, Eoghan.” 

      Mother appeared behind me and looked up at him over my shoulder. “Nora? Who’s this?” 

      “Come inside, Eoghan,” I said again. I stepped back further and opened the door a little wider. 

      And then he did just that. Without any change to his expression or bearing, he simply walked inside, like there had been no hesitation at all. Just like at the Council Room, he planted himself against the wall near the door. 

      Fine. That was just fine. At least he’d come into the damn house. 

      “Eoghan, this is my mother, Zoya. And that is Edith, my sister.” I gestured at Edith, who stood at the washbasin, with water dripping down her elbows. 
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