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Chapter 1
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The moon—ripe and luminous, pressing its unblinking gaze upon the night with the considered purpose of something that has decided, this evening, to really commit—laid a pale benediction over the fields. Even the lesser stars, arrayed like spilled salt on velvet, dimmed beside the cold clarity of its attention. It was on such nights that the moonwheat of Avanthia shone most fiercely, its stalks not merely reflecting but devouring and rearticulating the light, as though each trembling blade had its own small moon nested inside. The moonwheat had not asked for this quality. It endured it, which is the way of crops everywhere, and of most things that find themselves caught in a light larger than themselves.

The girl cut a solitary figure, shoulders squared against the endless sprawl of silvered grain. Her name was Valken, and though her legs ached from the climb and her hands were webbed with old scars, she moved through the field as a native element—more wind than flesh, more purpose than person. Each time her sickle flashed, it was less a motion than an answer to the hunger of the land.

She had braided her hair tight and looped it back, a dark plait that swung like a pendulum as she worked the moonwheat in steady, hypnotic arcs. Each armful of stalks gathered against her chest released the resinous aroma of the grain, wild and faintly metallic. Her hands—broad, callused, surprisingly deft—moved with the assurance of a woman raised on repetition. She could have harvested blindfolded, letting the wind and the land guide her stride. The land would have let her. It is worth noting that this is a more intimate arrangement than most people ever achieve with the ground they walk on, and the land does not extend the courtesy lightly.

She paused the way a wolf might pause mid-hunt, head lifted to catch the subtle shifts in the air. The cool night pressed against her bare forearms. Sometimes, when she was sure she stood alone at the center of the world, Valken would glance up at the moon, her blue eyes reflecting its steely fire. The act was never reverent—more appraisal than worship, as if daring the sky to find her wanting. The sky, wisely, kept its opinions to itself.

It was during one such pause, the sickle lowered and moonwheat at her feet, that she noticed the disturbance. Not the shape of it at first, but the interruption—a rhythm broken, an unfamiliar texture pressed into the familiar. Where she expected the stubborn resistance of stalk against blade, her sickle instead cut only air, the absence ringing strangely up her arm.

She stepped forward, frowning.

There in the wheat, less than a span from her boot, the crop was pressed flat into an immaculate spiral—an inward-turning helix, its edges unnaturally crisp. Valken squatted to inspect it, knees popping, the cold from the ground seeping through her work-tunic. The trampled stalks glowed faintly blue, a phosphorescence that beat with the sluggish certainty of heartbeats. She ran a finger along the whorled edge; the pattern did not break, did not even flex under her touch. Instead the glow intensified at the contact, raising a chill that had nothing to do with the night air.

The field was an unruly place. Wind flattened patches; wildlife nested in hidden furrows. But this was deliberate. Geometric. The spiral’s center was a perfect locus from which all energy radiated outward in controlled disarray—the work, the attentive observer might note, of something that understood order well enough to know exactly how much of it to leave out.

She scanned the perimeter. Two more spirals, each larger and nested with meticulous fidelity to the first, punctuated the field at measured intervals. No tracks led in or out. It was as if the field had folded itself inward, obeying some equation written in the language of roots and moonlight.

Valken straightened, sickle dangling useless at her side. She felt watched—scrutinized, weighed.

She snorted, half-amused, half-defiant, and spat into the spiral’s center. “If you want a reaper,” she muttered, “come down and do it yourself.” The absurdity of talking to empty wheat made her feel foolish, but comforted all the same. She was Valken Dralcowynn, daughter of hard ground and harder parents, and no field had ever cowed her yet. This is, as it turns out, precisely the right personality for someone around whom extraordinary things have decided to begin occurring. Extraordinary things have very little patience for people who simply fall over.

She slung the next bundle of moonwheat over her shoulder and forced herself back into the rhythm. Each stroke was deliberate now, her gaze flicking often to the shifting silver at her feet. She would tell no one—not yet. Let the field keep its secrets a little longer.

Above, the moon hung motionless, a silent judge. It had witnessed stranger things than glowing spirals in a farm girl’s wheat. It declined, as always, to provide context.

—
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THE HORIZON BLED FROM indigo to rose as Valken trudged across the pocked dirt of the home path, arms sagging beneath the final sheaves. The field behind her had grown somnolent, drained of its nighttime glamour; the spirals, for all their unnerving geometry, seemed half-imagined now in the slow leak of dawn. Daylight does this to the inexplicable. It does not make the inexplicable go away—merely embarrassed. The two states are often confused.

She cranked the well bucket up, the rope’s rhythm as ingrained as any other aspect of farm life, and plunged her hands into the shock of cold water. Dirt and resin pooled in whorls around her fingers. She splashed her face, letting the chill lance the heaviness from her skull, and stood blinking at the sky’s slow alchemy.

Today was market day. The goods were already assembled inside—her mother’s work, as always: glass jars of moonwheat flour sealed with wax, tight bundles of dried herbs, a pouch of carefully winnowed seeds heavier than it had any right to be. A good harvest’s worth of extravagance. From the porch, her father would soon emerge to inspect the clouds and complain about the price of grain. Her mother would ladle out porridge with the same stoic devotion she applied to everything. The world would proceed, as it always did, with magnificent indifference to the blue spirals breathing in the dark.

Valken dried her hands and looked out at the fields. The spiral patterns were all but invisible in the early light, the land returned to its ordinary face. She thought of the blue glow, the way it had intensified under her fingertip, and then made herself stop thinking of it.

She squared her shoulders and turned back to the house. The distant hills, cloaked in morning haze, waited for her as they always had—silent and full of possibility, and saying nothing whatsoever about what kind.

—
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SHE SHOULD HAVE BEEN asleep. Instead, Valken sat on the stool beside her window, knees pulled tight to her chest, watching the fields below.

The spirals were still there. She had told herself she wouldn’t look, but here she was, and there they were—their pale blue light ebbing and flaring with the slow, deep rhythm of something breathing underground. The market day had come and gone, her father’s complaints right on schedule, her mother’s porridge exactly as it always was. The ordinary world had asserted itself with such completeness that the nighttime discovery had seemed almost like fever-dreaming. Almost. Almost is doing a great deal of work in that sentence, and it knows it, and it has no intention of stepping aside.

She cracked the window. A blade of air slipped in, sharp with chaff and the dying embers from the kitchen hearth.

She pulled her journal into her lap and turned to a blank page. Her first attempts at sketching the spirals were crude, but something took over as she worked—the lines grew more assured, the curves deeper, more articulate. She found herself marking the exact points where the glow intensified, overlaying possible explanations. Wind patterns. Animal burrows. The sky-charts in an almanac her uncle had once left behind.

None of them accounted for the unbroken edges. The sense of hidden intent.

She set the pencil down and pressed the heel of her palm into her eyes. Below her window, the moonwheat stirred in a breeze she could not feel, the spirals brightening for a moment as though touched.

The land is not speaking, she had written. It is being spoken to.

She stared at the words. Then, from somewhere below—from the fields, or perhaps from the edge of sleep—something reached her.

It was less a sound than the ghost of one. A sound with no name for itself, low and unbounded, like a note struck once on an instrument she had never seen. It rose and fell once, and was gone. She could not have said with certainty that she had heard it at all; it left no echo, only an absence, as though the night had briefly held its breath and then thought better of it. Sounds of this kind are famously difficult to file in any useful category. They tend to settle in the part of the mind reserved for things that have not been named yet—which is, in most people, considerably larger than they would like.

Valken held still, her pencil suspended over the journal.

The fields below were unchanged. The spirals breathed their quiet blue. The moon moved behind a cloud and returned, indifferent as ever, as though it had merely stepped out and found nothing of note in its absence.

She waited a long time at the window before she finally closed the journal, set it on the desk, and lay down on top of her quilt without undressing. Sleep did not come quickly. When it did, it brought no dreams she could remember—only the faint, formless impression of something very old turning its attention, with great deliberateness, in her direction.

It had been waiting for rather a long time. It could wait a little longer.
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Chapter 2
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The morning after a full-moon harvest always left Valken feeling like she had been turned inside out, hung on a fence post, and left for the crows to consider. The ache was not localized. It was everywhere—the particular democracy of exhaustion that came from working through dark with a sickle until her arms stopped feeling like her own. She had stumbled to her pallet sometime before the horizon went gray. She knew this because the calluses on her palms had not finished bleeding when she fell asleep, and they were crusted over now, the raw skin tightened into the shape of the handle she’d been gripping.

She lay on her back and listened to the farm wake up without her.

The rooster first—punctual as spite, indifferent to her suffering. Then the goats, their complaint carrying the particular note that meant the water trough had gone low in the night. The wind off the eastern fields brought in the smell of cut stalks and wet earth, the sweet-rot edge that followed harvest like a shadow, all that grain gone from the ground, the land exhaling something it had been holding since spring. She could feel it through the walls. After twenty-five years of harvests she could read the field’s aftermath the way a sailor read weather—not by thinking, but by the quality of the air in her chest when she breathed it in.

She counted the ceiling beams. She had counted them since childhood—seven, the same seven, the third one still showing the fire-scar from the summer her father had tried to smoke out a wasp nest with a lit torch and badly misjudged the outcome. She had been eight. She had laughed until she had to sit down.

The memory didn’t hurt the way it used to. It had been long enough that she could pick it up and set it down again without bleeding.

She got up.

The first circuit of the yard was habit so deep it required no thought. She moved through it like a woman following a groove worn into the earth—scattered feed to the chickens, who received it with their usual combination of gratitude and contempt; checked the warding stones along the east fence, pressing her fingers briefly to each one, feeling for the familiar faint warmth that meant they were holding. She had checked those stones every morning for twelve years and they had never been anything other than warm and still and reliable. It did not occur to her to wonder why she was the one who knew how to check them, any more than it occurred to her to wonder why the water from the well tasted the way it did. Some things simply were, and living in close proximity to them had a way of making them feel ordinary. This is one of the more reliable tricks the world plays.

She adjusted the tarps on the equipment lean-to where the night wind had worked a corner loose. The sickle was still on her belt. She’d forgotten to rack it the night before. It knocked against her thigh with each step, a small steady rebuke.

Normal. All of it normal. The sky was eggshell blue, the light low and sidelong, the air cold enough to make itself known without quite committing to frost.

She came around the corner of the barn and stopped.

The well stood at the yard’s center as it always had—fieldstone older than anyone’s memory of the farm, pitted and gap-mortared, leaning a few degrees east as though it had been meaning to fall for two centuries and kept finding reasons to delay. The family story held that it drew from something deep, some vein running under the whole valley, and that the water it gave was sweeter than any neighbor’s well for reasons no one had ever felt the need to investigate.

This morning the stones were glowing.

Not reflected light. Not the way dew caught the sun at certain angles and made the ordinary world briefly miraculous. This was internal. Each stone bled a slow, sullen blue from within—strongest at the seams where the old mortar had long since weathered to gaps, where it gathered into thin filaments that shivered with a rhythm she did not recognize at first, and then did.

Her own heartbeat.

The goats had retreated to the far fence and stood pressed together, which goats did not ordinarily do. The dog had abandoned her post on the porch entirely and was somewhere under the house, audible only as a low and unrelenting whine.

Valken crossed the yard with the slow care of someone not entirely convinced of her own wakefulness, and crouched at the rim. The blue was brighter up close—not bright enough to hurt, but bright enough to throw shadows, faint ones, bent wrong, falling away from the stones as though the light had its own opinion about where darkness belonged. The air above the well tasted of copper and something else she couldn’t name, something that recalled the feeling of standing in an open field just before lightning struck near enough to matter. A dry electric hum settled into her back teeth and stayed there, and after a moment she understood that the hum was not random. It had structure. It was doing something.

She reached out and pressed one finger to the nearest stone.

The glow spiked. A sharp metallic taste flooded her mouth—iron, overheated steel, the specific flavor of a blade worked too long without cooling. She pulled her hand back and stood.

Behind her, the barn wall exploded in blue-white sparks.

She was moving before the sound registered—sideways, sickle clearing its loop, body dropping into the low stance she’d learned watching her father face down a cornered boar when she was twelve. The light was not fire. It was colder than fire, more deliberate, a vertical column that held there roaring with the sound of machinery pushed far past the use it was designed for, while the goats screamed and the chickens scattered in every direction and the dog achieved, somewhere under the porch, a frequency beyond ordinary hearing.

A human form staggered out of the column’s heart.

It came through sideways, arms windmilling in the manner of a man attempting to swim through air considerably thicker than usual. It collapsed to one knee and scrambled upright and stood trailing thin ribbons of smoke, wearing a robe—if robe was still the accurate word for it—that appeared to have been patched so many times in so many different fabrics that the original color had become a philosophical question rather than a fact. The man beneath the robe was a tangle of beard and wild hair and mismatched spectacles, one lens cracked clean across the middle, and he was already talking.

“—the decimal, obviously, I compensated for the decimal, I distinctly remember compensating for the decimal—” He grabbed the barn wall with both hands, steadied himself, and performed a rapid inventory of a situation he had apparently been fairly certain would not occur. “Ah. Barn. Yes.” He looked at the scorch mark his arrival had left on the planks. “Sorry about the barn.”

Then, from the same fading corona of sparks, a second shape arrived.

It came through with considerably more authority than the man had managed—landing on packed earth with a sound like a smithy’s worth of ironware dropped from a height and then, without hesitation, righting itself. It stood.

A horse—or the argument, rendered in brass and polished steel, that a horse was ultimately a problem of engineering rather than biology. The thing was extraordinary and it knew it: every joint a small rotating marvel, each motion smooth and deliberate in a way that living creatures never quite achieved. Through glassine panels set into its flanks the interior was visible—gears engaged and counterweights shifted in steady rhythm, the workings of it unhurried, like watching a clock that had made the additional decision to also be a horse. A spiraling horn rose from its forehead, lit at the tip with the same blue as the well stones. Its eyes were orbs of polished copper set in sockets of worked filigree, and they moved with a quality of attention that made her feel, uncomfortably, as though they were taking notes. Which they were. Widdershins’ notes were extremely thorough. He had opinions about this.

The creature surveyed the yard. Then it walked to the well with the unhurried authority of something that had never once needed to ask whether it was allowed to go somewhere. Its hooves carved perfect half-circles in the damp earth.

Valken had already placed herself between it and the well, sickle in both hands, blade forward.

The unicorn lowered its horn toward the well’s rim and hummed—a low sustained tone, the blue at its tip brightening by small degrees—for several long seconds. Then it raised its head. “Subsurface energy signature confirmed,” it announced, in a voice like a cathedral bell that had learned to produce words and found the experience instructive. “Threshold state. Recommend study before the next surge.”

It said this with the air of something exercising considerable restraint about a situation it found far more interesting than it was letting on.

The man had recovered enough to jog. He clapped his hands with the sharp crack of genuine delight, noticed Valken, and attempted a bow. He nearly toppled. He rallied.

“Apologies. Nevrin—Senior Research Artificer, formerly of Thetanonica, currently freelance by necessity rather than preference.” He gestured at the unicorn with a flourish that landed somewhere between theatrical and desperate. “Widdershins. Mostly harmless, unless you find certainty distressing, in which case I’d recommend any other conversation partner available.”

“Probability of harm from my presence: statistically negligible,” Widdershins said, without looking up from the well. “Probability that this woman requires an explanation before she lowers the blade: one hundred percent. I find this sensible. She seems sensible. We should proceed accordingly.” Widdershins had views on sensibility. They were the views of someone who had spent considerable time in the company of people who lacked it, and had drawn conclusions accordingly.

Valken kept the sickle level. “You put a scorch mark on my barn. Your clockwork horse is interrogating my well. Give me one reason not to remove you both from my property.”

Nevrin produced a glass rod from somewhere inside his robe. He breathed on it, studied the faint condensation, and then appeared to forget it existed. “The barn—genuinely sorry, the transit calculation was off by a decimal point, and I did compensate, but apparently not sufficiently, and we overshot the landing coordinates by—” He stopped himself. “That’s not the point. The point is the well.” He looked at her steadily, something sharpening behind his eyes. “You’ve seen the spirals. Haven’t you. In the fields.”

The yard went quiet.

Valken reached into her tunic and pulled out her journal.

She opened it to the page she’d filled the night before: the spiral rendered in careful strokes, its radii measured and noted, the six points where the intensity spiked marked with small annotations. She’d stayed up past the light to finish it, sitting by the window with the candle burning low, not entirely certain why the drawing felt so urgent.

Nevrin went still.

His hands—which had not stopped moving since his arrival, touching things, adjusting his spectacles, worrying at the hem of his robe—stopped. He took the journal when she offered it with both hands, as though it were made of something that could be damaged by carelessness, and for a long moment he simply looked at it. Not a glance. A study.

Widdershins turned its copper-eyed gaze from the well to the journal. Then, with the air of something arriving at a quiet private conclusion, back to the well.

“How long have you been keeping observations?” Nevrin asked.

“Since last night. First time I’ve seen them.”

“First time you’ve seen them,” he repeated. Not correcting her. Filing the distinction somewhere careful. “Tell me—after the spirals. Did you dream?”

The question landed wrong. Her mother had asked that same way, some years back, in a period she didn’t often revisit. Not what did you dream, but simply: did you. As if the fact of dreaming mattered more than its content.

“No,” Valken said.

He accepted this in the way of a man accepting an answer that has not yet decided whether it is true. He returned the journal with both hands and turned back to the well. “Has it ever done this before? The glow.”

“No.”

“And you’ve lived here your entire life.”

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly, crouching at the rim, his singed robe gathering dirt without his noticing. “There are wells that are simply holes in the ground,” he said. “Useful. Unremarkable. You drop a bucket, you get water, and that is the whole of the story.” He paused. “And there are wells that are something else. Places where the deeper fabric of the world runs close enough to the surface to be felt—where the visible and the underlying are separated by less than usual.” He glanced up. “Yours is one of those.”

“That’s a category,” Valken said. “Not an answer. What does it mean?”

He almost smiled. “It means the blue isn’t coming from the water. It isn’t coming from the stones. It’s coming from whatever the stones are sitting above.” He stood, brushing his knees ineffectually. “What I need to understand—what is urgent—is why it’s activating now. Your journal. The spirals in the field. The well.” He counted on his fingers. “Three converging events in twelve hours.” A pause. “Four, if I count you.”

The words settled on her with the particular weight of something she had not asked to have placed there.

“Count me how,” she said.

Nevrin set his glass rod on the rim of the well—the absent gesture of a man who needed his hands empty to speak clearly—and looked at her. Not at the farm or the well or the journal. At her. It was the first time since he’d arrived that he had actually done so.

“I need you to stay calm,” he said.

“I am calm.”

“Calmer than this, possibly.”

“Say it.”

He exhaled. “The sketch you made—the radii, the marked intensity points, the accuracy of the intervals. In twelve hundred years of formal study, by trained scholars with instruments and methodology and every advantage I currently lack—there are six recorded instances of anyone producing documentation of this field with this degree of accuracy. Six. In twelve centuries.” He stopped. “In every case without exception, the person who made it belonged to the Dralcowynn bloodline.”

The word landed in her chest like a stone into still water.

“That’s my family name,” she said.

“Yes,” he said carefully. “It is.”

“What does my family have to do with a well that’s started glowing.”

“Valken.” He said her name the way you said a name when you needed someone to understand you were telling the truth and not enjoying it. “The pattern that produced those spirals doesn’t form around arbitrary locations. It’s drawn toward certain convergences—places where the deep structure of the world and the right bloodline are occupying the same ground at the same time. The Dralcowynn line runs back to the first Circle. To the people who first learned to work with what lies beneath. That capacity doesn’t vanish when a bloodline goes quiet. It waits. And when the conditions are right—when the land is right, and the person is right, and the time has finally come around again—” He stopped himself. Started again. “The field was always going to draw itself together here, around this farm, around this well. It was always going to draw itself around you. Not around a Dralcowynn in general. Around you in particular. The person you are. The knowledge you carry without knowing you carry it.”

“Stop,” Valken said.

He stopped.

She stood utterly still. The morning had continued without her permission: the chickens had resettled, the goats had resumed their complaints about the trough, the ordinary world had failed to acknowledge that it had just been pulled out from under her feet. A crow landed on the lean-to roof and regarded the proceedings with professional detachment. It had seen stranger things. It kept this information to itself, as crows generally do.

She thought about the warding stones. Twelve years of pressing her palm to them every morning, feeling for warmth. She had always assumed that the warmth came from the stone—from the sun, from the ground, from whatever absorbed heat in the night and gave it back at dawn. She had never asked what made them work or why they held or why she was the one who checked them while her neighbors paid a hedge-witch to do the same job for silver.

She had never asked. It had not seemed like a question with a useful answer.

“I’m a farmer,” she said.

“Yes,” Nevrin agreed. Not hedging it. Not softening it with but. “The land remembers anyway.”

Widdershins, who had been standing at the well’s rim throughout the exchange with the composure of something that had all the time in the world and several opinions about what to do with it, turned its head. “I have a question,” it said.

Nevrin blinked. “Now?”

“The timing seems appropriate. The woman has just received a considerable amount of information and requires a moment to process it. A brief interlude seems merciful.” It looked at Valken with its copper eyes, and there was something in the quality of that look—some weight behind it that had nothing to do with mechanics—that she had not expected. “You have lived beside this well your entire life. Did you never find the water strange? Sweeter than your neighbors’. Colder in summer than depth alone would explain. Lit, occasionally, on certain mornings, by something that was easier to call a trick of the light than to call by its right name.”

It was asked with genuine curiosity. Not the extraction of data. Something that felt, uncomfortably, like one careful being asking another whether they had been pretending not to notice something for a long time.

Valken said nothing.

Widdershins nodded—a slow, oddly sympathetic motion—and turned back to the well. “I thought so,” it said, quietly, to no one in particular. “It is not dishonesty. It is simply the only way to live with a thing you cannot yet name.”

The ground moved.

Not violently. A tremor so faint she felt it in the soles of her feet before she understood it as motion, a deep subterranean shift like the land adjusting its weight. Then the water in the well dropped. She heard it—the sound of water pulling back from stone, a soft withdrawal into darkness—and then a silence from the depths that was somehow louder than anything that had come before it.

Somehow is a word that does a great deal of work in moments like these. It means: I know what I perceived, and I cannot explain it, and I am going to proceed regardless.

Then the well detonated.

No further warning. A column of cold blue light drove upward from the stones with a sound like the world inhaling—a vast and purposeful intake—and the pressure wave caught her mid-step and threw her sideways. She rolled on instinct, felt the impact drive through her shoulder, and came up in a crouch with the sickle forward and her ears ringing and the whole world gone sharp and strange in the blue-white flood.

Every shadow was hard. She saw the barn wall thrown dark against the hillside behind it. She saw the fields lit like midday under winter sun. And she saw, just for a held breath—in the shadow she cast against the barn’s near wall—something that had nothing to do with the woman who had woken that morning with aching hips and a sickle on her belt.

The shadow was taller. Straighter. It stood the way someone stood who had never once in their life needed to wonder whether they were permitted to take up the space they occupied. And at its crown, where her braid should have fallen in its familiar shape, there was instead something that spread and caught the light—limned in the same slow blue as the well stones, as the warding stones, as the tip of Widdershins’ horn—

The column collapsed.

The light went out. The fine dust of it settled from the air in slow curls that turned, she noticed, in the same pattern as the spirals she had drawn the night before. The silence that followed was so complete that even the crow had nothing to say.

She was crouching in her own yard. The sickle’s blade was trembling in her grip. She looked at it: the metal held a faint internal glow, the same sullen blue as the stones, as though it had decided at some point she hadn’t caught to be something other than a sickle.

Widdershins recovered first. “Field event confirmed. Locus established.” It paused—a genuine pause, not a processor’s gap. “I would give you the odds of surviving the next surge unprepared, but I find that kind of numerical candor rarely improves anyone’s morning. Suffice to say: we have perhaps forty minutes.”

Nevrin, pale beneath his singes and wearing an expression she was coming to recognize—the look of a man who had been right about important things for a long time and had never fully made peace with the cost—met her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I genuinely am. But there was no way to arrive at this moment that didn’t require arriving here.”

She looked at her hands. The glow in the sickle was fading, slowly.

“Now what?” she said.

The words came out level. They came out the way ten thousand mornings had trained her—practical, even, the voice of a woman asking a reasonable question about an unreasonable situation, because if you could keep asking reasonable questions then the situation had not yet beaten you.

Nevrin offered his hand. The palm was mapped with burn marks and ink stains and one long scar along the wrist she hadn’t noticed before. It was shaking slightly at the wrist.

“Together,” he said. “We stabilize the locus. Then we explain everything. In that order, because the second is considerably more complicated.”

She looked at his hand for a long moment. Long enough that he started to look uncertain.

Widdershins said, without turning from the well: “In the interest of full disclosure—I have observed nine prior attempts at this stabilization across the span of my operation.” Another pause. “I mention this not to discourage you, but because I find honesty is best deployed before the critical moment rather than during it. Make of the number what you will.”

“Widdershins,” Nevrin said.

“I’m helping,” Widdershins said, with serene and unassailable dignity.

Valken took Nevrin’s hand.

She turned with him to face the well. She did not speak. She kept the sickle in her other hand and her eyes on the stones and her face arranged in the expression she had worn since childhood for moments she could not afford to feel yet—the face that said I am fine, this is fine, nothing that has happened has altered me in any way that matters. She had worn it the morning after her mother left. She had worn it the day the eastern field flooded and she walked the perimeter alone in the rain and did the arithmetic of the lost harvest standing up, because sitting down was not something she could afford.

She wore it now.

Beneath it, her heart was a fist knocking against her ribs.

Beneath it, she was standing at the edge of something with no name and no bottom, and the only thing between her and the fall was the practice of not looking down.

In the well, the blue light gathered itself and deepened.

Not a signal anymore.

An answer.
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Chapter 3
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The blue had not faded. If anything, it had thickened since the blast at noon, pooling in the well’s throat and staining the stones in concentric bands of cerulean and violet. Where the mortar had cracked—and there were new cracks, fractures that had not existed before the column of light—the glow seeped outward like dye through wet cloth, tracing veins in the flagstone that Valken had walked over every day of her life without once suspecting they were there.

She stood at the porch’s edge and watched it the way she might watch weather coming in off the hills—cataloguing, measuring, refusing to flinch. Her hands smelled of the morning’s work: the copper tang of well-water on stone, the green bite of moonwheat chaff still caught under her nails from yesterday’s haul. She had fed the chickens, mucked the stalls, hauled two buckets from the creek because the well was no longer a thing you drew water from casually. The chores had taken twice as long as usual, because she kept stopping to look at the stones.

Nevrin crouched at the well’s lip in an awkward parody of prayer, his apparatus fanned around him in a careful arc: glass retorts, capillary tubes, a battered slide-rule, a sheaf of crystal wafers he handled with the trembling deference of scripture. He muttered a constant patter—not incantations, but the distracted monologue of a man alone with the machinery of his own mind. Twice since dawn he had singed the same sleeve, and did not appear to have noticed either time. This is a particular quality in scholars: the ability to be so thoroughly present to one problem that the rest of the world, including their own person, becomes approximate.

Widdershins had appointed himself to the collapsed rain-gutter by the barn, working at a riddle of rusty hinges with his multi-jointed horn. After a prolonged silence punctuated only by the squeal of tortured metal, he withdrew, surveyed his work, and said: “I have concluded that this gutter was installed by someone who actively despised the concept of water management. It is a monument to spite.”

Valken almost smiled. Almost.

“Leave it,” she said. “It’s been broken since I was twelve.”

“Then it is also a monument to neglect,” Widdershins observed, copper eyes tracking from the gutter to the well and back. “Although I confess the morning’s events have somewhat recalibrated my standards for what constitutes a household emergency.” He said this without irony. Widdershins was, on the question of irony, officially neutral—which is to say he was capable of it, but preferred to deploy it in situations where it might actually be useful. The gutter, he had decided, was beneath it.

She did not answer. She fished her journal from beneath the porch step, sat on the edge of the boards where the wood was still warm from the morning sun, and turned to a fresh page. She sketched the well’s pattern with the same deliberate focus she brought to irrigation diagrams: the width of the blue bands, the way each ring seemed to echo not the one before it but the one before that, as if the pattern were remembering itself backward. Six lines radiating from the center, each terminating in a node she could feel as much as see—a faint pressure behind her eyes, like staring too long at the sun’s reflection on standing water.

The lines grew confident as she worked. After a time she stopped noticing her own hand.

It was the voices that pulled her back.

At first just a low wash of sound—an overlay on the quiet, like the murmur of bees in a field you cannot see. Then syllables, then the unmistakable rhythm of argument. She looked up. The road from the village shimmered with heat, but the figures moving along it were distinct: a crowd traveling not as a flock but as a dispute given legs and momentum.

She looked at Nevrin, head now half-submerged in a tangle of glassware, humming a discordant harmony with the well’s low song. He would not notice her leave. She was not sure he would notice if the barn caught fire again.

“I’m going to the village,” she said.

He glanced up, blinking. “Ah—yes, excellent. Social context, crucial for the array’s calibration. Don’t linger too long. These readings—” He gestured wildly at a glass sphere and nearly knocked it into the well. “We may need your particular sensitivity when the next phase initiates.”

She did not ask what the next phase was. She had learned in a single morning that Nevrin used the word phase the way other men used the word eventually—as a placeholder for something he had not yet worked out, deployed with the quiet confidence of someone who expected the world to hold still until he caught up with it. In Valken’s experience, the world had a poor record of this.

She tucked the journal under her arm and started down the lane.

The path to the village was old and rutted, bordered on one side by the slow decline of the moonwheat field and on the other by a windbreak of sentinel trees whose roots had spent generations perfecting the art of catching an inattentive boot. The cut stalks of yesterday’s harvest still stood in ragged rows, and the air above them carried the sweet, dusty smell of grain dying in the open—a smell she had known every autumn of her life, a smell that meant the year was turning and the work was almost done.

Except the work was not done. The work had changed shape overnight, and she did not yet have a name for its new form.

Valken walked quickly, the tremor in her calves less exhaustion than a new, unfamiliar energy—something coiled beneath the muscle, waiting to be used. She flexed her hands as she walked and felt nothing unusual. Closed them again. Opened them. The faint pressure behind her eyes had not gone away since the well.
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