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The hearthfire clutched the bite with his right hand and screamed, fire shooting out of his face, since his instinct was to solve all his problems by burning them. But the venom was in the blood, and he couldn’t let go of his flesh the way a fury could. He lasted a good deal longer than many creatures would, being a giant, but inside of a minute he succumbed in much the same way the king had: taken by surprise, unable to defend himself, and in agony.


“One down,” I said.
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For bards and storytellers and people
who dream of a better world





Dramatis Personae



FINTAN, BARD OF THE POET GODDESS KAELIN: Raelech bard assigned to perform daily for the people of Pelemyn, telling the story of the Giants’ War.


DERVAN DU ALÖBAR: Brynt historian tasked to write down the Raelech bard’s tale, but increasingly drawn into spycraft against his will.


OLET KANEK: Daughter of Hathrim hearthfire Winthir Kanek and determined to live a life outside of his rule. A firelord of the First Kenning.


ABHINAVA KHOSE: The first person to discover the Sixth Kenning, on the run from the Nentian government with his animal companions, Murr and Eep.


TALLYND DU BÖLL: Brynt tidal mariner and second könstad of Pelemyn. Widowed mother of two boys.


HANIMA BHANDURY: Known as the Hivemistress, she is one of the blessed Nentian children leading the resistance in Khul Bashab.


KOESHA GANSU: Joabeian captain of an exploratory vessel searching for a passage through the Northern Yawn—and also for her missing sister.


MAI BET KEN: Fornish ambassador to Ghurana Nent, assigned to Melishev Lohmet. Seeks to ally Forn with the blessed of the Sixth Kenning.


BHAMET SENESH: Viceroy of Khul Bashab, determined to stamp out the threat to monarchist rule that the Sixth Kenning represents.


TUALA, COURIER OF THE HUNTRESS RAENA: Raelech courier who lives an ascetic life and pines for a childhood love.


GONDEL VEDD: Kaurian scholar of languages. Married, fond of mustard and Mugg’s Chowder House.


DARYCK DU LÖNGREN: Brynt gerstad of a mercenary ranger corps employed by the city of Grynek, and later, Fornyd.





Day 20



THE HEARTHFIRE’S FURY


Few revelations light up a gathering more than the intelligence that there’s a traitor somewhere nearby. The tension sparks and pops like fresh pine logs in the hearth. If extra fuel for the fire is needed, just make it clear that said traitor is most likely responsible for the deaths of the friends and family of the gathered. Chances of enjoying a quiet evening after that are close to zero.


The Raelech bard’s assertion that a traitor had worked with the Bone Giants hit the crowd like a pat of butter thrown in the skillet, sizzling and steaming and spreading angrily. It was not just the shock of betrayal that got people talking but a matter of wrestling with the timeline. We were now in the month of Thaw and he’d been speaking of events that occurred late in the previous summer, so that meant the pelenaut had known about this traitor for at least half a year.


“Wait,” a mariner nearby us on the wall said. “Who’s this Vjeko, then? You’ve found him already, right? Or you wouldn’t have said anything. The pelenaut let you say that because he’s already got him.”


“More tomorrow, friends,” Fintan called out to Survivor Field, his kenning allowing his voice to be heard far out into the peninsula and all through the city of Pelemyn. Then he stepped down from his stage and headed for the stairs descending into the city, rumbles of protest trailing him.


“Come on, Dervan,” he said, waving at me to follow. “I need a word.”


“You might want to slow up,” I replied. “My knee won’t get me down those stairs that quickly.”


“Oh, right. Sorry. We should try to hurry, though.”


“Because everyone wants some answers from you?”


“Yes. And I don’t have them.”


I hobbled gingerly down the stairs behind him, putting weight on my cane, and considered what that meant. He must have been told by someone to include mention of Vjeko in Gondel’s latest story. Most likely Föstyr, the pelenaut’s lung, had relayed information from Röllend himself. In the streets, Fintan smiled at everyone who asked him about the traitor and he kept moving, saying only, “Tomorrow,” and I grew certain that he knew nothing at all about this. Which meant the traitor wasn’t caught yet. Revealing his existence was intended to flush him out, despite the unrest it would cause.


“You mentioned me in your tale today,” I said.


“Glad you caught that.”


“No one ever asked me about this Krakens’ Nest, or Nest of Man-Eaters, or anything like it.”


“There was no need. That part of the story, at least, I already know, and I’ll be sharing it in coming days. But I was told to mention it now on purpose.”


“Why?”


“I’m sure you can guess. You’re part of the puzzle somehow. Just like everyone else, I’m being given pieces and fitting them together with some pieces I already have.”


“But you have many more pieces than I do,” I said, to which he shrugged.


“Maybe.”


Fintan led us to Master Yöndyr’s establishment, the Siren’s Call, where a single mariner assigned to him provided protection and a modicum of privacy. There was little to fear from Nentian assassins anymore since the expulsion of Ambassador Jasindur Torghala, but in such a busy place we did need someone to fend off those who just wanted a “quick word” with the bard. It was not uncommon for him to be recognized now, and a truly quick greeting was always welcome, but Master Yöndyr made a point of telling everyone in his pub that Fintan was there, and he served us himself—honored guests indeed—so we were watched and drinks were bought for us and I began to wonder if we should not have tried to find someplace quieter.


“How’s Numa?” I asked him once we had giant schooners of Mistmaiden Ale placed before us. Fintan’s lifebond, a courier for the Triune Council of Rael, had arrived only the day before.


“Running back home as we speak,” he said. “Our time together was too short, but she’s well, and I’m happier for seeing her.”


I made a noise of approval as I drank from my monstrous vessel. It may have echoed a tiny bit.


“We could practically drown in these things,” Fintan observed, and grabbed his with both hands. “I am fairly certain this container is larger than a human stomach.”


“It is the most agreeable of challenges,” I said, smacking my lips.


The bard’s voice bounced off the interior of his schooner as he raised it to his mouth. “Yes, it is.” When he put it down with satisfaction, he flashed a grin that was partially obscured from view by his large nose, but then a thought chased it away. “I have a different challenge that may not be so agreeable now, but I might as well get it out of the way before Master Yöndyr brings over something to eat.”


“Oh, yes, you said you needed a word.”


He nodded and sighed. “I have a strange, vague message to deliver specifically to you, via Numa, from the Triune Council.”


“The Triune knows of my existence?”


Fintan chuckled. “Yes, they heard about this project of ours almost immediately—Numa let them know about it weeks ago, after leaving me here. They don’t know anything about the Nentian attempts on my life yet, I don’t think, but they have the idea that you have the ear of the pelenaut and represent a different channel, I guess, than the customary diplomatic ones.”


I snorted. “The customary channel is to have Numa talk to the pelenaut directly. Your couriers can speak to Rölly whenever they arrive. Involving me makes no sense. That’s adding a middleman.”


The Raelech bard spread his palms in a gesture of surrender. “I understand, believe me. But there’s a feeling that this message might be better heard by someone besides the pelenaut—his lung, perhaps, or someone else you may know of—and they want to leave it up to you to decide.”


Blinking and shrugging, I said, “Okay.”


“This is going to be word for word from the mouth of Clodagh, recorded by Numa and then by me.”


“So . . . not the Triune Council, then, but a single member of it,” I said, mentally preparing myself. Fintan nodded once.


“Message reads: ‘Someone in the employ of the Brynt government has stolen a personal item from me. Do not attempt to deny it: I know that you have it. If this item is used against me or Rael, there will be terrible consequences.’ ”


And there it was. She knew we had taken her journal, knew it compromised her, and threw in a threat to forestall acting on the information inside. Fintan had even hinted that they knew the Wraith existed, or some shadowy spymaster figure like him, and this message was clearly intended for him rather than for Pelenaut Röllend. And by delivering it to me she implied that she knew, or at least suspected, that I had some kind of connection to the Wraith. But I had to act as if I knew nothing about it. “That’s all? What personal item?”


Fintan shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. I only have that message.”


“Does she want this item returned, or an official investigation, or reparations, or what?”


“I don’t know that either.”


“So I’m just supposed to walk up to the pelenaut and accuse him of stealing whatever it is and warn him against using it? You’re giving me week-old fish guts, Fintan, and telling me to make them smell like fresh flowers. That’s not my job. You can forget it.”


“Fair enough,” he said with a nod, and then held up his hands again. “You’ll get no argument from me. I’ve delivered the message and was told I could leave it entirely to your discretion, so it’s done. We can forget it like you said and enjoy whatever Master Yöndyr is bringing over.” His eyes flicked toward the kitchen, and I followed his gaze to find a jolly proprietor heading our way, carrying a tray laden with meats and cheeses. That he still had any when the city was suffering shortages was impressive.


“Fine,” I said before Master Yöndyr arrived, “but please let the Triune know the next time you can that I am not a channel of any sort. I’m an old soldier with a bad knee who writes down histories. They should talk to the lung or to our diplomats or whoever, and just leave me out of everything.”


“I will,” he said, and then beamed as our food arrived. It was excellent fare and gave me time to think about what to do. The Wraith needed to be informed, but apparently I was being watched by someone who didn’t mind reporting my movements to Rael. Should I inform Rölly too—or instead? Did my old friend even know about the theft or the fact that Clodagh had ordered my wife’s death? I wasn’t sure the Wraith told him everything, and he might be quite surprised and annoyed to find out all this had been done without his knowledge or consent, though Mynstad du Möcher had said Gerstad du Fesset had been sent by the pelenaut to Rael on a special mission. That meant Rölly knew about the journal, at least, if not its full contents.


The entire exercise may have been designed to see where I would run first. I hated this game—worrying about what to do, who was watching me, and letting it ruin the joy of the moment. Abruptly I remembered that I wasn’t required to play the game and had in fact told Fintan in so many words that I wouldn’t. Simply forgetting about it seemed the best option and brightened my attitude considerably, since it would require almost no effort. Taking a large draught from the giant schooner of ale might even help the process along, so I grasped it with both hands and tipped it back, guzzling it until I could drink no more. The long, loud belch that followed shortly afterward was the sum total of effort I would put into doing Clodagh’s bidding, and it also drew a round of wry applause from the pub.


When I stumbled drunk into my home hours later, trying not to wake Elynea and her kids, I thought something felt off but didn’t want to investigate and try to light candles with such degraded motor skills. I’d wind up burning down my house. So I crashed into my bed, woke up with a hangover on what was to be the twentieth day of the bard’s tales, and discovered what had felt off.


The house was empty. Elynea had once again moved out and left me a note on top of a gift basket of assorted marmalades, my favorite.




Dear Dervan,


With Bel Tes Wey’s help, we have found accommodation near the furniture workshop—a place for just the three of us—and won’t need to trouble you for hospitality anymore. You have been the kindest and most generous of hosts.


Thank you always,


Elynea





I checked their bedroom. The bed was made, all their belongings absent. Well. Good for them. That was the best possible news.


But I was alone again.


It was a rare morning of late in that no one disturbed me during the making of my toast and tea, but I didn’t feel the sense of victory that should have accompanied it. It sounded like my chewing echoed off the walls of my empty house. Since I couldn’t do much to help myself feel any better, I spent some time chatting with Dame du Marröd across the street and helping her get her spring garden planted, before it was time to meet Fintan and get the day’s writing done. He was bleary-eyed like me, recovering from last night’s carousing, and had little to say apart from an inquiry.


“I don’t suppose anyone’s told you how I’m supposed to answer the inevitable questions I’m going to receive about the traitor? Something I’m supposed to work into today’s tale?”


“No, I’ve not been told anything. You don’t know already?”


“No, they gave me the information about Gondel Vedd but neglected to tell me what happened next.”


“That’s odd.”


“It’s fine for now. I have plenty of other tales to tell in the meantime.”


We kept working and guzzling tea and felt restored by the end of the session.


“I think I used to recover faster from nights like that when I was younger,” Fintan said.


“You and me both.”


The massive sea of humanity on Survivor Field churned and seemed especially excited for the bard’s tale to begin. I worried a little that they might be upset about him shouting “Traitor!” and then never pointing the finger at anyone. But faces turned and voices quieted when he strummed his harp, and his voice was carried throughout the city and the peninsula, thanks to his kenning.


“Hello, fine people of Pelemyn,” Fintan said. “Today I’m going to play for you a Hathrim smoke song. The people of the First Kenning assign a lot of meaning to smoke, as you might imagine, and though smoke can take many forms, the songs are very structured and were invented long ago, shortly after the discovery of the Fifth Kenning, so there are five lines to a traditional smoke song, and they are often meditative.” Fintan began to pluck at his harp with a series of rolling notes that swelled and then fell again until they steadied into a gentle rhythm. “Some of the Hathrim are more meditative in the practice of their faith than others. People often assume sometimes that the nature of fire is to destroy a thing, but look deeper and it is really fire’s nature to change a thing, whether by forging or baking or glassmaking or what have you. We are going to hear of some destruction in today’s tales, but I would not want anyone to assume that the work of some individuals is the nature of their people or their faith. In fact, I would like to share with you all that I greatly admire and esteem Hollit and Orden Panevik, a couple of wonderful people over eleven feet tall who live and work here in Pelemyn. They own and operate a restaurant down by the docks called the Roasted Sunchuck. Hollit is the chef and Orden is a master mixologist behind the bar, and they’ve been here for many years. They love Brynlön. And I love Hollit’s bladefin steaks.” He paused for polite laughter. “I need to try the sunchuck next. I hear it’s very good. Anyway, this is for you, and for my friends Hollit and Orden.”


He sang just one line at a time, and in between there were extended musical breaks that bridged into another key, scaling up to the third line, and then back down to the original key for the last line.




One Puff: I feel in my core the need to stop and ponder.


Two Draws: I am beset by problems I am helpless to solve as I am.


Three Drags: To be well again I must change, yet change is painful.


Four Breaths: To remain the same is also painful, so I welcome change.


Five Pulls: May this fire transform me and light my way to a better future.





After the customary break he gave everyone to get seated, he pulled out one of his black seeming spheres—his supply replenished by Numa’s visit—and grinned at Survivor Field.


“I have a new story to begin with you today. There will be more regarding the traitor Vjeko, never fear. The pelenaut will have much to share. But it is not yet the time.”


That earned a dismayed response from more than one throat, including mine, but Fintan pressed on.


“We met our new narrator earlier on the periphery of events, and you just heard of her surrender to the Nentians at the Godsteeth, but now she will get to speak to you in her own words. Friends, I give you Olet Kanek.”


He threw down his fragile egg of a stone, and when it shattered, the gas billowed up, covered him, and then revealed a much taller new form. Olet Kanek was eleven feet tall or more and armored, save a helmet. Her red hair spilled free about her head and rested on her steel shoulders. I thought her simultaneously attractive and fearsome, for she clearly knew how to use the weapon sheathed at her side. Her lips were drawn down in worry, or perhaps it was just solemnity.
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I sparked up a bowl of leaves and inhaled, the gases searing the lining of my throat, a fiery salve for my scorched heart. The gulls and blackwings circling overhead keened with hunger, the slosh and slap of the tide against the hull an unsteady rhythm to their arias, but I focused on breathing in and then breathing out a plume of smoke, willing not just the toxins but poisonous thoughts to exit my body.


My plume met and mixed with one from the mouth of La Mastik, priestess of the Flame, who had sparked her own pipe. We were the last two lavaborn among the Hathrim who had escaped the eruption of Mount Thayil, and we had much to burn away and transform in the purity of fire. We also needed to forge new steel in our minds for the trials ahead, and fire was necessary for that. La Mastik was thinking much the same, and she gave voice to it, eyelids half closed and her voice a reverent prayer.


“May our lungs ever prove the bellows to forging new fires, new paths, and new creations,” she intoned.


“May our purpose burn pure and blue,” I responded, in tandem with those who watched us.


Her eyes snapped fully open and locked on mine, held them as we drew deeply on our pipes. This was going to hurt, but it needed to be done. The other passengers on the boat listened raptly, on their knees, hands clasped in front of them. In the ritual of a funeral smoke, there is comfort, even if it is only witnessed rather than performed: It is a drape of order over a whirlpool of chaos, a refuge from wind and water. We all needed it now. The customary rites for the dead could not be observed in this case, and we needed to resort to this secondary ceremony as we sailed north to Talala Fouz, the capital of Ghurana Nent.


“Thurik witness our love and respect for those who fell at Baghra Khek,” La Mastik said. “Their memories will burn in our minds until we ourselves are ashes.”


I have always appreciated that sentiment. It is good for the lavaborn to be reminded that we are not invincible. It is true that Gorin Mogen inflicted terrible casualties all by himself, but he was ultimately defeated by a Fornish greensleeve. Their bantil plants destroyed some houndsmen, and their spore pods slew more that inhaled too deeply; thornhands removed the spines and organs of many who ventured outside the walls. But the bulk of the other lavaborn were trampled by a stampede of kherns that were supposedly summoned by a Nentian boy who’d found the Sixth Kenning.


We learned that the Fifth and Sixth Kennings were more than a match for the First, and should they continue to work in tandem, the world will change.


That was hot popping logs to me: I had wanted it to change for a long time anyway.


“The Mogens,” I began after exhaling a new puff of smoke. “Gorin, Sefir, and Jerin, whose fire saved us and birthed a new city.”


Shedding tears at this point was not only allowed but encouraged by social convention. It was no hardship to summon them; they rose and spilled down my cheeks without effort for Jerin, if not for his parents.


The challenge would be to make them stop, for I regretted Jerin’s death so deeply and until now had not been free to show it. I had felt such surprise to find him a kindred spirit who wished to be free of his father, like me. Surprised and somewhat chagrined that I liked him, since our fathers wanted precisely that and had arranged our marriage without our consent. He was supposed to be agreeably awful and easy to despise. But he’d impressed me so that I felt I might actually grow to love him. And then he was gone.


I had some hope left: I could still pursue the dream we had of a city born of goodwill instead of blood and fire.


The funeral smoke was good for us. The other boats sailing alongside and behind had no lavaborn, but they had firebowls and people willing to lead and list the names of the dead, and we did right by our fallen. We left the carrion birds behind, and the sun sank below the surface of the Larik Ocean before we were through giving voice to our grief, but I spoke into the quiet afterward, hoping my words would carry across the water to other boats.


“Hathrim, hear me! I do not know what this Nentian king will ask of us when we arrive in Talala Fouz. I do not know if he will agree to our proposal. But I want you to know that you are all free. Free to come with me if we are given leave, and free to return to Hathrir at any time. I am not your hearthfire; I make no claims of leadership. I am just one of the lavaborn who want to live a new life in a new place, in a new way with new friends, and you are welcome to join me if you choose. May Thurik’s flame burn brightly within you all.”


It was not a speech my father would have made, nor would Gorin Mogen. It did not stoke fire here or fuel passion there, urging some specific answer or course of action. It burdened them with choice, and some, I think, were displeased. Most were simply confused: They had never not been ruled by a firelord. But the result was silence and heads in motion: turning to either side to see how others were reacting, some shaking their heads in condemnation, others nodding in approval.


I was satisfied with that. If I preached freedom on one hand and burned hot at disagreement, then I was no better than a sand badger snapping at his own ass. No better than my father, the Hearthfire Winthir Kanek, who told me one day I could forge my own future and told me the next I must forge a marriage with a stranger.


After the funeral smoke, I kept careful watch of my feelings. I worried that I would lead people to their ruin. I worried that I would die without ever knowing love. I worried about what my father would do when he heard I wasn’t coming home. But I smiled in the sun and took my turn at the oars and kept my worries hidden until night, when I huddled under ice-howler furs, my cheek pressed against the bottom of the glass hull, and wondered how peoples of all kennings or no kennings could live together in peace.


When we finally landed in Talala Fouz, most of our people were shunted to the northern banks of the West Gravewater, in a poorly developed area, while La Mastik and I were led to the palace to deliver our petition.


I had a letter signed by Tactician Diyoghu Hennedigha and Viceroy Melishev Lohmet, but I did not know what it said: It might contain instructions that we be executed immediately. But we represented thousands of Hathrim. Killing us all would not be easy, and we had not come for any sort of conflict. They might decide simply to kill La Mastik and me and tell the remainder of our people to go home or be destroyed.


Talala Fouz was my first experience of a Nentian city—Baghra Khek, I felt, did not qualify, even though Gorin Mogen gave it a Nentian name.


It was a place of startling industry, deplorable poverty, and immense wealth, the economic conditions capable of taking dizzying climbs or dives when one crossed a street. The king’s palace was a white-walled cake with swooping slate rooftops, surrounded by manicured gardens and ebullient bronze fountains. The lintels above the doors were high enough to admit us without ducking, and the skylight room with the king’s throne at the back was likewise roomy for us.


The current king of Ghurana Nent had been crowned before my birth, so his given name had been forgotten by the common folk long ago. Once seated upon the throne, every king was supposed to be an avatar of Kalaad’s will beneath the sky, so they were all known as King Kalaad, followed by an ordinal number and often a disparaging or humbling epithet like “the Unwashed” or “the Unmannerly.” This one was King Kalaad the Unaware, forty-fourth monarch of Ghurana Nent.


I wondered if that epithet was supposed to be his excuse for having done nothing of significance for twenty years. Perhaps he was simply unaware that anything needed to be improved? Except that he didn’t look unaware when we arrived. He was showing his age, his once-black hair now a long white mane, but there wasn’t the slightest hint of senility in his bearing or expression. He was sharp-eyed and quick. And it became clear to me that he had been doing something significant for twenty years: He’d been keeping himself in power and keeping the kingdom exactly the way he wanted it—profitable for those who supported him.


King Kalaad didn’t speak to us directly—at least, not at first. He relayed instructions through a chamberlain, even though we could hear and see him perfectly well. The chamberlain presented our letter to him and he glanced up at us. We towered above him, even though his throne was elevated several steps above our feet. I could tell it annoyed him, because his mouth turned down at the corners. He rubbed at his naked chin as he examined the seal, then waved the envelope and said, “Have them wait over to one side.” He apparently did not want us looming in his peripheral vision as he read. He frowned and pursed his lips as he broke the seal and scanned the contents, raised his eyebrows once, then grunted. Again within our hearing, he told his chamberlain, “Have them return. I have questions.” Only when we stood before him this time did he deign to acknowledge we were capable of hearing him speak and could reply without the chamberlain’s prompting.


“Ignoring all this nonsense about the Sixth Kenning and defeating Gorin Mogen with fewer than five Nentian casualties, it says here you do not want to return to Hathrir but instead establish a city in the north under my control?”


“Yes, King Kalaad.”


“How will you do that?”


“We’ll build a rudimentary road as we go. That road can be improved over time and timber harvested. We will send taxes once a year to you, provided we survive, then more frequently as the road improves.”


“That’s what I truly want to know. How will you survive, heading into the Gravewood with winter coming on?”


I gestured to La Mastik. “We are both lavaborn. The Gravewood has no shortage of fuel. We will hunt and fish and forage and live on what supplies you might grant us.”


“So all you want is permission and supplies?”


“That’s correct.”


King Kalaad the Unaware sniffed. “I don’t see the benefit to me. Giving you food and sundries to take into the Gravewood amounts to little more than supporting an extended mass suicide.”


“You stand to gain much! A path through the Gravewood, access to the northern shore and the timber of the north, and a new city site suitable for expansion, where every citizen will be paying taxes into your government coffers. Already you have a similar opportunity in Baghra Khek, which can now be settled and flourish. That city’s development cost you nothing,” which I realized was untrue after I said it. It cost Hashan Khek about two thousand men, all slain by Gorin Mogen’s lavaborn and houndsmen. I’m not sure the king would count that as a cost, however. Melishev Lohmet’s pet tactician, Ghuyedai, had spent their lives like puffballs in the wind, so they must have held no value to him. “Think of this as developing two cities, then, for the price of one.”


The king snorted. “A sales pitch. Unexpected.”


I took it from his expression that he didn’t like sales pitches and was inclined to refuse. I jumped in with a hint at what he’d have to deal with if he said no. “And, of course, this will ensure you won’t have thousands of Hathrim trying to find work in your river cities. Our people can’t go back, so we must seek a way forward.”


His eyes slid over to his chamberlain and he raised a single eyebrow, which was a signal for his chief courtier to weigh in.


“New revenue streams will please everyone,” the chamberlain ventured, confirming what I thought: This government was all about money. Money for a few, anyway. All the various moral and logistical issues we faced were of no consequence except that they might provide a new source of revenue.


The king slumped back in his chair and sighed. “All right. You’ll strike north from Ghuli Rakhan. You can sail your boats upriver?”


“Yes.”


“Do that. The boats will become property of the viceroy there upon your arrival, which he will use for the river trade. In return, he will supply you with what you need out of his own resources. I will write a letter to that effect and give it to you shortly. But I want you out of Talala Fouz today, is that clear?”


“It is, but may we have some food for the journey?”


“You may purchase some from the royal victualer at the same discount we receive from merchants. I will see to that as well.” He turned to his chamberlain. “Take them to the victualer and insist on the discount. Then return here for the letter I’m writing to the viceroy.” He rose from his throne and padded to his writing desk, off to one side, idly flicking his wrist our way. “That is all,” he said, the sum of his grace delivered. Our royal audience ended without ceremony, and we dutifully followed the chamberlain to purchase some food and potable water, since the Gravewater itself did not qualify. Getting that delivered to our landing site on the northern shore and organizing a hasty departure burned most of the remaining daylight hours, but the Nentians were helpful. They wanted us to be someone else’s problem as quickly as possible so that they could return to squeezing profits out of their people and natural resources.


Privately, while the boats were being loaded and the sun hung low in the sky, La Mastik and I drew off to one side and had another smoke, this time a celebratory remembrance of the occasion. I waggled the king’s letter to the viceroy in front of her.


“We are going to start a new city founded on principles of equality,” I said. “No hearthfire. No viceroy. Leaders elected among the people, like they do in Rael. We are forging something new for Nentians and Hathrim. And my body will be no man’s prize.”


La Mastik nodded and smiled a thin-lipped smile as she expelled a breath of smoke from the side of her mouth, the colored-glass chain leading from her nose to her ear gleaming in the firelight. “Have you considered what you will do if your father comes looking for you? He has probably heard what happened at Baghra Khek already.”


I shrugged. “All the more reason to leave sooner rather than later. He’ll move more slowly than us, and he can’t simply invade to chase us down. The Nentians are going to notice.”


“And what will you do when that white-haired king eventually sends a viceroy to rule this city we’re starting?”


I shrugged and puffed idly at my pipe. “The Gravewood is dangerous. The road to our city will remain perilous for many years to come.”


La Mastik smirked and blew a ring of smoke into the starlit night. “Thurik protect us and burn our enemies.”


I returned her wry smile as I gave the ritual answer. “May his fire warm our hearths.”


Fintan dispelled his seeming, shrinking down to his much smaller Raelech size, and withdrew another sphere, upon which to imprint the new form he would take momentarily.


“You’ll recall that while Olet and her people sailed north from the Battle of the Godsteeth, Abhinava Khose and I were riding north on stolen horses, trying to arrive ahead of any message from Viceroy Melishev Lohmet that might suggest that we were horse thieves or worse. We got there a bit after Olet, so the king had heard of us, but during the ride I may have been a tad excited to be riding with the world’s first plaguebringer.”


He chuckled and threw down his seeming sphere, the oily gases forming around him in the shape of the handsome young man from Khul Bashab.
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I don’t know what to think of this Raelech bard who’s decided to travel with me. He smiles easily and laughs a lot and has wonderful stories to share. He speaks Nentian and even knows a few Nentian songs. But he also thinks I’m somebody important, someone good for the world, and that makes me nervous. Or ashamed. A whole suite of emotions, really, because I don’t think I’m very good.


I’ve killed people who may or may not have deserved it. My actions have caused others—among them my family—to be killed by creatures of the plains. Two viceroys—Melishev Lohmet and Bhamet Senesh—would like to see me dead. And maybe the king would like the same, even though we are riding directly to him to find out. Riding on horses we stole from the Nentian cavalry.


Fintan dismisses my worries as “growing pains.” Mere misunderstandings.


“The Sixth Kenning is going to change the world. Not just Ghurana Nent. It’s going to be great for everyone, the way Brynt hygienists are great for everyone.”


“You’re thinking about how pests will leave your crops alone and how safe your chickens will be from foxes, right?”


“Well, sure.”


“We’re a long way from bringing peace to the henhouses of Rael,” I told him. “Before we get to that point, a lot needs to change in this country, which is organized around the fact that the animals of the plains are incredibly dangerous. So much of our freedom is circumscribed by concern for our safety. Our oppression is for our own safety. We must endure the taxes and rule of a corrupt nobility for our own safety. It is the primary justification for their actions, their favorite lever of power. So when the beast callers come along and say, Hey, we don’t have to be afraid of the beasts anymore, how do you think our noble rulers are going to react?”


“I think I see.”


“Yes. They’d like us to disappear if possible. Or, failing that, they’re going to make people distrust us and say that we are the new threat to their safety, casting us as the bad guys.”


“You’ve thought a lot about this already.”


“Yes,” I replied, leaving out the fact that I’d thought through much of it with the help of Tamhan, who was back in Khul Bashab. I wondered how he was; whether Hanima, Sudhi, and Adithi were all well and making progress on starting the beast callers clave. “I know a little of the world’s history. The people who discovered the kennings never lived long.”


“They were the fulcrums of history.”


I greeted that sentence with a few moments of silence before responding. “Okay, sure, that’s one way to look at it. Another way is that they were consumed by the people they wanted to help. And the thing is, Fintan, I do want to help. But I don’t want to be some tragic figure people learn about ages hence from bards.”


“Oh. Oh! You don’t think I’m just waiting around for you to die, do you?”


“No. I mean . . . are you?”


“No! I’m certainly interested in what you do next, but I very much want to witness your victories.”


“Well, thanks. But victories imply battles, and I’d rather avoid those.”


“Understood, but change won’t happen without conflict. Anytime someone wants to try something new, some ancient sack of bones starts talking about tradition and how it’s worked great so far, and inertia therefore keeps terrible situations terrible. If you don’t want to encounter conflict, what would you rather do?”


“I think I’d like to explore. See the world with Murr and Eep.” My friends, a bloodcat and a stalk hawk, paced beside us in the grass. “And figure out a way to change things for the better without hurting people.”


“You sound a bit like Olet Kanek.”


“I do? Wait, who’s that?”


“You do sound like her, in general. She’s the daughter of Hearthfire Winthir Kanek, who rules Tharsif and Narvik. Didn’t you see her at Baghra Khek? Tall redhead in armor.”


“Oh, yeah, I remember. We didn’t talk much.”


“Well, I was stuck on a boat once with her and Jerin Mogen, and they dreamt of starting a new city somewhere that wasn’t beholden to the ways of their fathers.”


That did sound a bit like me. I didn’t want to be beholden to the ways of my father either. “Do you think it is ridiculous to dream such things? Are such changes even possible?”


“Of course they are! Were you taught about what the Fornish were like before the Fifth Kenning was discovered? The clans warred constantly. The First Tree made them stop all that and put the Canopy first. Now some of the clans still bicker, but they don’t shed blood.”


“Okay, yeah, but that’s the First Tree imposing order. I can’t impose anything.”


“You could.”


“By throwing my power around and growing old so fast that I die young? No thanks.”


“It’s not desirable, no.”


“Not at all. Let’s hope the king will be receptive to change without blood. I mean, if he’ll even agree to see us. Kings don’t typically talk to hunters.”


“He’ll see us. We have information he wants.”


When we presented ourselves at the palace, we were able to get an audience by saying we had news of the Battle of the Godsteeth, as the bard decided to call it. The king already knew the result, since Olet Kanek had arrived some days ago, but he wanted to hear Fintan’s account, because he couldn’t quite believe what he’d heard.


King Kalaad the Unaware was an elderly man whose hair had gone from glossy black to glossy white, and his eyes were piercing. He appeared hyperaware to me. I wondered if the epithets attached to kings made them strive to be the opposite of whatever theirs was.


“Welcome, bard,” he said, and then the eyes fell on me. “And you, citizen. I’m told you’re a hunter who also witnessed the battle?”


“Yes, sir. I participated in it.”


“Participated? So you’re in the army?”


“No, sir, I was more of a mercenary, employed by Viceroy Lohmet. I stampeded a boil of kherns into the lavaborn as they emerged from their walls to wipe out the Fornish catapults, effectively ending the battle. The rest of the Hathrim surrendered after that.”


The king leaned forward in his throne, his eyes searching me up and down. “So you’re the boy who supposedly found the Sixth Kenning?”


“I did find it, yes, sir.”


“You can control animals?”


“I don’t wish to control anyone. But I can speak to them, and they often do as I ask. And I can sleep on the plains without fear of flesh eels or any other creature.”


As I had done with the viceroy’s chamberlain, I proved that animals would listen to me by requesting the palace vermin to show themselves briefly before being dismissed to return to their hiding places. It would have been better to demonstrate with Murr and Eep, but I’d had to leave them outside the city, since I couldn’t guarantee their safety. The king leaned back, considering the small tide of bugs and rodents fleeing his throne room. “This is suddenly the most interesting audience I’ve ever had. Arguably the most interesting audience ever for a king of Ghurana Nent. Evidence of a new kenning doesn’t happen every day. I’m told you wish to start a clave, with the right to refuse commissions.”


“Yes, sir. As I dislike controlling others, I wish not to be controlled.”


“You would refuse to aid your country?”


“I did not refuse to fight the Hathrim at the Godsteeth. Viceroy Lohmet engaged me to eliminate the lavaborn and I did, resulting in their surrender and preserving the lives of your army. My willingness to aid the country against invasion should not be in question, sir.”


“So, tell me, Abhinava Khose, what should I question?”


“I will not use the Sixth Kenning against our own people to compel their obedience, to punish them, or to be used in any way as a lever of power. The Sixth Kenning should be a boon to all Nentians and not a hammer wielded against them.”


The king’s mouth turned upward on one side. “Does that courtesy extend to me? To my viceroys, officials, and soldiers?”


“It does. So long as they do not try to compel my service with threats. There will no doubt be great demand for the clave’s services, and the clave, not the government, gets to choose which projects will receive priority.”


The king laughed and clapped his hands, rubbing them together. “Ah, negotiating already! Well, we should. We certainly should. There is much to think about, and when we get more of the blessed—there must be more already, am I right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Well, the more there are, the more we’ll need a framework for their employ, or we’ll have chaos. I confess I haven’t taken time to read the draft agreement Lohmet sent me; it only just arrived. I am glad you’ve come to me here so that we can speak directly and not have to worry about delays or the reliability of intermediaries. It will take some time, regardless, to think things through. Can you stay for a while so that I can clear my schedule and be involved in the talks?”


“Yes, sir.” His willingness to even discuss a clave, much less accept one, surprised me immensely, and I wasn’t sure I could trust it. The viceroys had given me the impression that the king would never permit a clave outside the government’s control. Which suggested they were lying shitsnakes. Or maybe the king was, and this was all a ruse to lower my guard so he could hit me with a fatal “accident” later. It would be easy for him to arrange something and I’d have to be wary. But he seemed eager to proceed at the moment.


“Excellent. Do mornings or afternoons work better for you?”


“I prefer mornings, sir.”


“Discuss the dawn of a new era at dawn! I like it.” The king immediately told the chamberlain to clear or reschedule his commitments in the mornings for the next week, and then he asked Fintan to recount what he’d seen at the Battle of the Godsteeth, just to compare it to the reports he’d received from others.


I could not believe this was going so well. King Kalaad was infinitely more patient and open than I’d been led to believe; he was a far better leader than his viceroys. Was he unaware of how terrible Melishev Lohmet was? Were all of his viceroys awful humans and he simply didn’t know? Or did he know and approve, a poisonous serpent on the throne that was bright and beautiful and yet incredibly deadly? Fintan had barely started his narrative of the battle when a breathless page burst in, all apologies, to interrupt.


“Sir, Hearthfire Winthir Kanek is here, and he demands an audience most urgently.”


King Kalaad blinked several times, trying to process the revelation. “Winthir Kanek is here? Now?”


“He’s in the foyer with one other giant.”


“No army behind him?”


“I’m told there are more giants on his ship, but it appears to be a normal crew.”


The king looked to his chamberlain. “His daughter left the city days ago, correct? Rowing upriver?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Did any choose to return to Hathrir?”


“No, sir. They all went with her.”


“All right, let him approach. You two, however,” he said to Fintan and me, “need to get out. If he’s angry about the defeat of Gorin Mogen, he’d better not see you here.”


“Is there any way we might hear his audience but remain unseen, sir?” Fintan asked.


The king paused, then hooked a thumb over his right shoulder. “The rearmost guard space is empty. I wouldn’t mind a perfect recall of this audience, so you can listen there, but remain quiet and do not reveal yourselves until he has exited.”


I didn’t know what he meant at first, but evidently Fintan did. While the king ordered more guards to be brought in for a visual show of force, the bard led me to the indicated wall, which was covered in a remarkable tapestry of plains animals. Upon closer inspection, I saw that there were doors on hinges that swung both ways, leading to small rooms in which a bodyguard could wait and watch. A view slot of mesh fabric allowed us to see and not be seen, and these corresponded to areas of shadow in the tapestry.


It was a tight squeeze in there for the two of us, but we made it work and were both able to watch through the view slot as Winthir Kanek stormed into the skylight room.


His hair very nearly brushed the ceiling, and I saw why he was feared among the Hathrim. He was powerfully built, even for a giant, perhaps even more muscled than Gorin Mogen. His braided blond hair and beard fell over his lava dragon leathers, and he did not look like he had come for a pleasant chat. His jaw was set in a grim line, and I could tell he was clenching his teeth so he wouldn’t bellow at someone. He was unarmed in the conventional sense, but a firelord like him could set the room aflame with little effort, and the giant with him was blessed with the First Kenning as well, since he was also wearing the lava dragon leathers.


“King Kalaad,” Winthir growled in broken Nentian, “thank you for seeing me on short notice. This is the famous fury Pinter Stuken.”


“Stones and bones,” Fintan whispered. “Olet told me about him.”


“Welcome, Hearthfire Kanek,” the king said. “I was told the matter was urgent.”


“It is. But first I must congratulate you on your victory at the Godsteeth. Gorin Mogen behaved rashly and paid for it.”


“Thank you. You must have heard about it very quickly to have gotten here in advance of my own army’s return.”


“I did, and I hired a Kaurian cyclone to speed my journey here, because my daughter was with Mogen and I heard that she sailed here instead of home.”


“That she did.”


The hearthfire’s eyes flickered with blue flames. “Where is she?”


King Kalaad said, “Somewhere upriver. She wants to settle down in the Gravewood.”


“Do not jest with me. I am not in the mood. I want my daughter now.”


“I do not jest. She and her party left here immediately after stopping to take on supplies.”


“You just let her go?”


“Why would I stop her? She wants to build a city in exchange for food and then pay me taxes.”


Winthir Kanek pointed a finger at the ground and then at himself. His face was red, and the finger was too, the tip almost incandescent with heat. “She has obligations to her country,” he ground out. “Obligations to me.”


“She did not mention them. And even if she did, it’s not my place to get involved with her family duties. She did say she didn’t want to return to Hathrir, and obviously neither did anyone else in her party.”


“So she’s made herself hearthfire of Mogen’s people?”


“I don’t know. She never used that title and I never heard anyone call her that.”


“I want her back.”


The king threw up his hands. “And I want a pet beaver. Look, I can send any message you like upriver, but obviously I can’t produce her now.”


“That’s not good enough. She can simply say she never got the message. I’ll catch up to her myself.”


“I’m afraid I can’t allow that, Hearthfire.”


“What? Didn’t you just say it’s not your place to get involved in family matters?”


“It’s not, and I promise to do whatever I can to help. But I just can’t have you wandering around with a fury in tow. The last hearthfire who was allowed to stay in Ghurana Nent did not behave well.”


“I am not Gorin Mogen.”


“I’m aware.”


“I’m much more dangerous.”


“I’ll take your word as gold.”


“You really shouldn’t patronize me. Let me go find my daughter, King Kalaad, or I will burn your city to the ground.”


That was an outrageous bluff. The guardsmen shifted at that and a few raised their crossbows. The king held out a hand to stay them and called him on it.


“That is a ridiculous ultimatum, sir.”


“I’ve already sailed all the way up here. That should hint at my commitment to bringing her home myself. I will not be stopped. You defy me at your peril.”


Maybe he wasn’t bluffing.


“You’d start a war. The Fornish, the Raelechs, even the Brynts and Kaurians would get involved.”


“Only if anyone survives to tell them I’m responsible. Otherwise it’s a tragic accident, isn’t it? Fires happen all the time. Final warning: Let me go.”


“I don’t imagine you’d take kindly to anyone showing up at your hall and issuing commands. Let me draft a message with you and affix my seal and send it upriver with my fastest courier.”


“Enough.” The hearthfire turned to his fury. “Pinter, the guards. Now.”


The fury turned into pure fire. Flames licked out to the hands and faces of all the guards at once, so that they couldn’t bring their crossbows to bear; their nerves forced them to drop the weapons instead, but then they just kept burning. The lava dragon armor fell to the floor, and Winthir Kanek dropped with it, flattening himself in a push-up to reduce his silhouette if any guards were fortunate enough to take a shot. The hearthfire stretched out a hand and sent a gout of flame to kill King Kalaad—an act of such impetuousness and sheer evil that I could scarce believe it. No wonder Olet wanted to get away from him. He casually murdered people who didn’t give him what he wanted.


Guards popped out of the secret compartments like ours, two on either side of the throne, and Fintan placed an arm against my chest to ensure I didn’t do the same and make myself a target. One guard did get a shot off at the hearthfire, and the bolt sank into the meat of his left biceps, but he and the others were soon human candles. The tapestry on the wall caught fire near the throne, and the flames began to work their way across the wall toward us. There was no one left alive in the skylight room but the Hathrim and us.


Pinter Stuken coalesced into human form again and bent to pick up his lava dragon hide.


“I’ll get it,” the hearthfire said, levering himself up on one hand. “Burn the city down, like I said.”


“The people too?”


“I don’t really care. I just want them too busy to worry about stopping us. We’re going to find Olet and burn anyone who gets in my way.”


They exited, leaving us in an inferno with a very hot door to burst through. Fintan rammed his shoulder against it and we tumbled into some open space. We had to get out before the ceiling collapsed, but where could we go if they were going to burn the whole city down?


“The kitchen,” Fintan said, coughing.


“What?”


“It’s stone and has a back exit.”


“How do you know?”


“Perfect recall. I’ve seen plans for the palace and grounds. Follow me.”


We scurried past the cooking corpses of the king and his guard and peeked out of the exit. The Hathrim were nowhere in sight. Fintan took us around a corner and down a few halls, where people were quite rightly panicking as smoke and flames roiled along the ceilings.


The kitchen was already in the process of being evacuated when we got there. The roof was on fire. When we stepped outside, coughing and eyes streaming from smoke, we saw that other buildings were likewise burning from the roof down. Pinter Stuken had set them all alight.


There had to be something I could do to stop them, but there wasn’t a handy boil of kherns nearby. Not that they would do any good against a fury anyway.


But I remembered how a hive of moss hornets had been surprisingly effective against a firelord, and I wondered if something similar might work here. I searched with my kenning for creatures with poison bites, but there were very few within city limits. There was one, however, lurking in the dungeon, feeding on rats there. A face jumper.


Spiders with bodies the size of a fully extended hand, they were deadly to humans but thankfully didn’t find us terribly delicious. Still, a goodly number of people died from their bites every year.


I encouraged the spider to exit the dungeon via one of the many ventilation shafts that ended topside and went to meet it, dragging Fintan along.


“Where do you think we can find Winthir Kanek?” I asked.


“Down by the docks, probably, going to board his ship. Why?”


“The Hathrim need to know that Nentians are not defenseless anymore. These hearthfires look at us as easy pickings now that the other nations are worried about that invasion on the east coast. That needs to stop.”


“What, are you fireproof all of a—Gyaaah, is that a face jumper? Stay back!”


“It’s okay.” I invited the spider to perch on my right hand. It neatly leapt up and rested in my palm, about the weight of an orange, its six eyes looking at me. Fintan backed a couple of lengths away.


“I don’t know if you’ve heard, Abhi, but those things have a habit of jumping. On your face.”


“She won’t bite us,” I said, sensing that she was female. “Will you? Little cutie.”


“Cutie?”


“Don’t hurt her feelings, now. Let’s go.”


We set off into the chaos. Some folks were trying to fight the fire and others were running for their lives, heading to the river. Pinter Stuken wasn’t purposely targeting people, just the buildings, but plenty of folks got trapped. It was impossible to tell where the fury was; he could be any ball of flame on the rooftops.


Winthir Kanek was easy enough to spot once we rounded the corner leading down to the docks. He towered over everyone, clutching his left arm as he walked, and people streamed around him, paying him no mind. Hathrim weren’t that uncommon in this port city. No one but us knew what he had done, and few people, if any, had figured out that the fires were due to the work of a fury. When there’s a fire, figuring out who started it always runs far behind escaping it and putting it out.


I wasn’t sure it was my place to avenge the king, but I couldn’t let this hearthfire treat us like kindling and go upriver to do the same to others.


“Jump away as soon as you’re done,” I told Cutie as we caught up to the hearthfire. “I’ll take you back to the dungeon.”


I extended my hand toward the hearthfire’s backside—which was about my head height—and Cutie leapt from my fingers onto the giant’s lava dragon armor. She scrambled silently up his back, none of the sensation ever getting through to his skin, and he didn’t seem to notice the extra bit of weight. When she got to his shoulder, she perched for a moment, positioning herself for the strike, then pounced.


Face jumpers inject a massive amount of venom in a fraction of a second and leap away. The head or face is their primary target because the venom works quicker that way, and the pain is such that their prey will be too busy pawing at it to look around for a spider to squash.


Cutie landed neatly on the ground to Winthir Kanek’s right and scurried back to me, leaping up to my outstretched hand. The hearth-fire clutched the bite with his right hand and screamed, fire shooting out of his face, since his instinct was to solve all his problems by burning them. But the venom was in the blood, and he couldn’t let go of his flesh the way a fury could. He lasted a good deal longer than many creatures would, being a giant, but inside of a minute he succumbed in much the same way the king had: taken by surprise, unable to defend himself, and in agony.


“One down,” I said.


“One down?” Fintan’s eyebrows performed some impressive acrobatics as he goggled at me. “You think you can take on a fury the same way?”


“Nope. But I don’t want to be here when he discovers his hearthfire is dead. Back to the dungeon vent for us! I promised Cutie.”


“Is that the best place for her now?”


“The dungeon probably won’t burn, and it’ll still be full of rats. So, yeah, perfect place. Whatever prisoners are down there are going to be safer than everyone else.”


“How are you going to fight a fury?” he asked as we wove through the panicked masses. We were definitely moving against the tide at this point, but the appearance of Cutie had some power to make people swerve out of our way.


“I don’t know. I’m making this up as I go along.”


Pinter Stuken must have found Winthir Kanek’s body just as I returned Cutie to safety at her vent, with my thanks. A fireball bloomed in the sky in a show of emotion that I thought was a little outsize to commemorate the death of such a man. What affection could the fury have truly had for someone who used him to terrorize people? Who had asked him to spend years of his life on burning down a city? For to burn so steadily as he had, Pinter had to be feeling poorly right now. And in a moment he might think he should take over and rule in Winthir’s stead. He might already be thinking along those lines. I had no confidence that he would be a model of restraint and diplomacy after he had so readily agreed to raze the city.


“We need to return to the docks,” I said, a plan forming in my mind. “I need to see the Hathrim ship but not be seen.”


That was easier said than done. Everyone wanted to go to the river right then; running out onto the plains wasn’t an attractive alternative. Which reminded me to communicate with Murr and Eep and tell them not to worry about me and to stay away from the city.


When we finally did make it down to the docks—via a route that did not take us past the body of Winthir Kanek—we saw that someone had wisely decided to start ferrying people across to the camp area on the northern shore. Plenty of others were simply heading upriver or out to sea, cramming the hired boats to the rims, having made the calculation that all was lost and there was no use lingering.


We were perhaps ten berths away from the Hathrim ship and Pinter Stuken was there, dressed again in his lava dragon armor, shouting and gesticulating at the giants on the boat and, once, pointing back into the city, where Winthir Kanek lay dead. Delivering the news, no doubt. He looked angry and visibly older, crags on his face that were not there before.


That gave me pause. Was it worth it, going after him? It would cost me some time, no doubt, to defeat him as I planned. How much, I had no way of knowing in advance.


But I looked behind me at the clouds of black smoke rising from a city on fire, at the parents clutching crying children, all with soot-stained faces like mine, everything lost at Pinter Stuken’s willingness to destroy on another man’s whim.


Yes. It would be worth it to prevent him from doing this to others. It was not only criminal; it was an act of war.


“Face me,” I told Fintan. “Pretend we’re in conversation. We can’t be seen staring at them.”


“Why would they notice?”


“They might start looking around soon.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Just move your lips meaninglessly, gesture once in a while, and watch from the corner of your eye.”


I reached out with my kenning to locate pests in the city—there were still plenty—and directed them to pester Pinter Stuken in waves.


First, a cloud of flies descended upon him, which he tried to swat at but eventually burned. Then mosquitoes. Then hornets, which managed to sting him a few times before he went all flames again, expending energy at the task. I waited until he’d dressed again and then hit him with the wasps. Grasshoppers flew in from the plains. A swarm of roaches followed, which he could easily avoid and burn but which unmistakably let him know that he was not welcome here. That’s when he figured out that someone must be behind all this and started looking around. Fintan said as much. I never made eye contact.


He was also scanning the ground for more approaching vermin, so that’s when I had a blackwing dive at his head from behind and give him a good peck in the ear. He cursed and cooked the bird, but then he looked up and saw a cheek raptor circling high above and pretty clearly targeting him. It was too high for him to blast, but now he couldn’t let his guard down. Give a cheek raptor the same chance as he gave that blackwing, and it would tear his face off.


Pinter thought it best to go home at that point and leave Winthir Kanek’s body behind. He shouted orders and his crew cast off and rowed to midstream before heading out to sea. The cyclone that the hearthfire mentioned filled their sails with wind and sped them on their way. I made sure the cheek raptor kept following, and then I dropped off the side of the dock into the river, much to Fintan’s surprise. This was going to be the hard part, because I couldn’t count on anything being especially close by. Just searching for something to help me was going to take plenty of energy.


I found what I needed, but they were leagues away. A stabbing pain grew behind my eyes as I relayed my requests, and then I fell backward into the water, exhausted.


I rose, spluttering, trying to walk a bit closer in to shore, and Fintan was there to help me. He was trying to pull me fully out, but I resisted.


“No, I need to stay in the water to see if it works.”


“If what works?”


“Right now Pinter Stuken is worried about that cheek raptor following him. He’s probably climbing up to the crow’s nest to get closer to it, thinking he’ll be able to blast it. So he won’t see what’s coming. Not that he could do anything about it, heh heh.”


I made Fintan wait for the report as it happened and then told him: “A Larik whale just rammed their ship from below and toppled Pinter Stuken, along with some others, into the sea. He was too tired from his exertions here to take his flame form before he dropped in, and once in, he couldn’t. A bladefin followed up, grabbing him by the leg and dragging him down to make sure he’d never surface again. That’s how you kill a fury: Drown him. A pod of dolphins is now rescuing all of the other sailors, bringing them back to the ship. That was a measured response to what they did here today. I’m hoping that will teach the folk of the First Kenning that the Sixth Kenning is real and they won’t last long with the world’s wildlife after them.”


“Well,” Fintan said, and then, after a pause: “Well.”


That made me laugh. “I’ve struck a bard speechless?”


“Savor the moment, because it won’t happen again. What now?”


“Now you tell me how old I look.”


“I wouldn’t say you look older. Maybe . . . more mature.”


“That’s older. I’m supposed to be a youth.”


“Looking a bit older isn’t so bad. It gives you gravitas. That can go a long way sometimes.”


“Will gravitas get me upriver?”


“No, but is that what you want?”


“I don’t want to stay here.” I gestured to the burning city, the oily clouds of smoke spreading in the sky. “There’s going to be a fight over who gets to be king of these ashes, and I don’t want to be caught in the middle. But exploring the Gravewood sounds like a great time.”


“It does?”


“If you don’t have to worry about the animals eating you, yeah. I could help Olet Kanek start this new city. You think she’ll be mad that I killed her dad with a dungeon spider named Cutie?”


“I don’t know. On the one hand, she is clearly not anxious to do what her father wants and has made plans to get as far away from him as possible. On the other, he’s her dad.”


“Maybe you could ask her for me first.”


“Maybe. So you want to go?”


“I do. You have a boat?”


“The Raelech embassy has one twenty or so berths down. We can catch a ride with them.”


“Will they let me bring Murr and Eep with me?”


“I’m sure they will.”


I didn’t have a lot of good choices in front of me. I was a wanted man in Khul Bashab, so going home was out. Viceroy Melishev Lohmet had put my death on his to-do list. The king might have been truly willing to work something out with me, but we’d never know now. Going upriver was the only way forward I could think of.


I wished I could talk things through with Tamhan. I hoped he was doing okay in Khul Bashab.





Day 21



THE MISTMAIDEN ISLES


Fintan and I were informed after his tale that Pelenaut Röllend would like to meet us for breakfast in the morning, and when the sun crawled out of the ocean, a mariner arrived at my door and escorted me to the home of Tallynd du Böll, Pelemyn’s tidal mariner. Rölly and his lung, Föstyr, soon joined us.


We had a mess of peppered eggs and some sliced sausage from Tallynd’s seemingly never-ending supply of gift baskets.


“Enjoy this last bit of luxury,” she said. “I’m donating the remainder today to the refugee kitchen in Survivor Field. It’s starting to get dire out there. Found out from a hygienist that some kids haven’t had protein in a week. That’s unacceptable. After this I’m going to escort some fishing boats out to the Mistmaiden reefs and bring in a haul just for the people in the field.”


Fintan and I thanked her for that, and I was seized by the overwhelming desire to give her a gift basket for giving away all her gift baskets. Our cultural mandates can tie us up in knots sometimes.


Rölly frowned as he spoke to Föstyr. “I know food supplies were already on our list of things to revisit soon, but perhaps you could move that to the top of the list? I hadn’t heard about the protein shortages among the refugees, and I’d like to know why not but also make sure it doesn’t continue or happen again.”


We ate somewhat guiltily after that, and I wondered if I was pulling my weight; next to the crisis of basic needs some people were facing, I didn’t feel that my duties were more important than, say, joining a fishing-boat crew.


“Forgive me for not spending longer on pleasantries,” Rölly said after a few moments, “but I have plenty to do and I just wanted to speak to you, Fintan, about your story last night. I believe it made clear what’s to come, as you promised; the Nentian throne was not overthrown so much as suddenly left vacant and Melishev was able to seat himself?”


“That is correct, Pelenaut. More details to come, of course, but you have the essential drift.”


“So that was months ago, and we hadn’t heard because the Granite Tunnel collapsed and their capital was burned down. With all that going on, it’s little wonder they didn’t try to reach out to us on the other side of the continent. Melishev was ill when he took the throne, and I’m given to understand he must be even worse now?”


“He’s well-nigh buried.”


“Sending a hygienist will take weeks. He might be dead by the time they get there—or he might be dead already.”


“That is true.”


“Still, those Nentian merchants pulled at my heart. I wouldn’t want the families of Subodh, Ghurang, and Poudresh punished because I failed to act. Or Jahm’s family, for that matter. But I don’t like rewarding hostage taking, so I’m going to release one hygienist to each country—one to Rael, Forn, and so on—to deal with any dire needs as the leaders of each country see fit. I believe we have stabilized our situation here and are making excellent progress in the river cities, so I feel I can let a few return abroad.”


“I am sure everyone will be grateful.”


“What I’m wondering is if there is some other information in the stories ahead that I should know now. Any other new leaders in the west I should know about? Who took over for Winthir Kanek, for example, in Narvik and Tharsif?”


Fintan chewed thoughtfully and swallowed before answering. “I have no idea who the new hearthfires are. Numa hasn’t reported it to me, and so I assume for the moment that the Hathrim are occupied with internal affairs rather than making noise abroad. There are some surprises ahead—developments in both the north and the south—that I think will bear the stamp of revelation for many people, but nothing that affects your day-to-day business right now. We have spoken privately about some events in the north that we agreed can wait their turn, and what little else has happened you already know, as you’ve been getting reports from your quartermaster up there. What I’m going to share about the north came from people I was with, and the rest came from Numa, who reported extensive goings-on in Ghurana Nent before she presented me here to you.”


Rölly simply stared at the bard for a long while, holding his gaze, making it clear he didn’t truly believe there was nothing else he should know at the moment. I had no idea what they might be referring to, and it took a supreme effort of will not to break in and say, Hey, what are you talking about?


“Very well,” Rölly finally said. “If you think of anything later, Master Bard, that I might not know but might find relevant, please make sure you get word to me through Dervan or a mariner. I don’t wish to be surprised again. I’ll be quite displeased, in fact, if I discover you’re holding something back right now that can help my people.”


“Some of what’s to come will no doubt help your people, and mine,” Fintan said. “But not right now. It will only be helpful once the Raelech army arrives—plus the Fornish reinforcements and the Kaurian fleet—and we are still weeks away from that.”


“Yes, we are.”


“Then you can cease to worry, Pelenaut. The past cannot change and it won’t affect the present, and the future it will inform is still some distance away.”


Föstyr grunted. “The past always affects the present.” He waggled a fork at Tallynd. “The second könstad here has some information to share with you now that will have an effect, I promise you.”


I noticed that Tallynd’s eyes locked with Rölly’s at that point, and he gave her the barest of nods. Something was up, and I couldn’t wait to discover what it was. But Rölly placed his napkin over his unfinished breakfast and excused himself. “I have much to do—hygienists to assign and food shortages to address—so I hope you’ll excuse me. Dervan, if you’d accompany me, I’d like a word.”


My gaze dropped down to my unfinished plate. There was still plenty to be enjoyed, luxuries from Tallynd’s gift baskets, but that butter and jam spread deliciously on crunchy perfection almost sang to me that it could not bear to be left behind. “Can I . . . bring my toast?”


“Yes, bring your toast. I know how important that is to you.”


I salvaged it, grateful that it wouldn’t go to waste, and bid Fintan farewell, promising to meet him that afternoon for our daily recording session. We left him with Tallynd and Föstyr, and I supposed I’d hear about whatever they discussed later.


Once outside, the pelenaut waited for me to devour my toast and matched his pace to my slow one. Mariners preceded and followed us at a discreet distance.


“How’s the bard been of late, Dervan?”


“He’s been plagued by nightmares of the Hathrim.”


“That’s it? I know Numa just visited him. Did he behave differently afterward, say anything strange, ask you anything?”


I thought of sharing the intelligence that Clodagh knew we’d stolen her journal but remembered that I didn’t want to be a go-between or play their spy games. I didn’t want to lie either. “Apparently the Triune Council is aware that we’re writing the bard’s tales down. They relayed a brief message to me, but it’s nothing that concerns you.”


“Let me know if anything changes.”


“What are you looking for?”


“I’ll know it when I see it. Or rather when you tell me about it.”


That made me wrangle somewhat with my decision to keep quiet. What if the message from Clodagh was what he was looking for? Clearly he was expecting something from the Raelechs, or he wouldn’t be checking in with me. But, no, I firmly wished to keep myself and the world of espionage at a distance, and sharing that would only draw me closer to that world.


Rölly made excuses—the very good excuses that he had a country to see to—and left me alone soon after that, and I found myself abruptly with nothing to do. I no longer had any classes to teach at the university. I’d have no work to do with Fintan until that afternoon. It was time to find an occupation, for I’d be presented with more such moments in the future.


Thinking of Tallynd’s promise, I took myself down to the refugee kitchen on Survivor Field and volunteered to work however they could use me. I was chopping vegetables soon enough and a bit later was slicing up sausages and cheeses from Tallynd’s gift baskets into portions for children.


Noon arrived all too soon and I promised I’d return as often as I could. There was plenty of work for volunteers there.


Fintan was beaming when I met him for lunch. “Tallynd told me the most amazing story,” he said. “People are going to learn a lot today.”


I asked what he meant by that, but he told me I’d have to wait.


“Today you’ll see a familiar face and two new ones,” he said hours later from atop the wall. “But first, an original song for you all today based on a true story: This is ‘The Tragical, Lamentable, Entirely Preventable Swamp Duck Death of Jahm Joumeloh Jeikhs.’ ”




I want to tell you a story of a bootmonger


Who isn’t with us any longer;


He was rude at the table and ate too fast


So now we must speak of him in the past.


It wasn’t just a case of bad luck


That made him choke on a glazed swamp duck;


It was his poor manners alone


That made him inhale that fatal bone.


So please slow down and chew your food


Or you’ll be short of breath, my dude;


You’ll turn blue and asphyxiate


And fall facedown into your plate.


(Chorus)


For safety and propriety


Please tell your little tykes


Of the tragical, lamentable, entirely preventable


Swamp duck death of Jahm Joumeloh Jeikhs.


Jahm grabbed a breast and a leg and and thigh


And crammed them in, I don’t know why;


Perhaps it was the rich fire glaze


That tempted him to end his days.


But there hasn’t ever been a sauce


Rich enough to justify such a loss;


The extreme high speed at which he fed


Caused him to choke and then drop dead.


The proper thing to do at table


Is to enjoy each bite as long as you’re able;


You sure don’t want a glazed swamp duck


To be the end of all your good luck.


(Chorus)





“I can’t believe you did that,” I said during the break.


“I told you it was too good to pass up,” the bard said. “Jahm will serve as a warning to generations. And I wanted those Nentian merchants to hear it before they left town with their hygienist.”


After the break, Fintan pleased everyone by taking the form of our national heroine, Second Könstad Tallynd du Böll, and I grinned with anticipation. I couldn’t wait to hear what she’d shared with him that morning.
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When your time is running out, that which you normally view as mundane can become a treasure. A flowering weed in the garden, a thing to be despised on most days, can become a beauty of the world—a miracle of life!—if only you believe that such a flower might never be seen again. Noting what may be the last time for everything infuses every moment with poignance and sentiment. And even the sentiment gets its chance to be cherished, because when might one have the luxury to feel that again?


The pelenaut’s orders had me feeling that way. I was to scout the Mistmaiden Isles up close, a deed not undertaken for many years. In fact, I could find no records that they had ever been truly scouted at all. Delving into the archives, I found no records but maps, and even those were suspect, since no one could tell me when last they were surveyed. I was privately informed by the pelenaut’s master of charts that cartographers just copied what had already been done years ago, and accuracy was not a priority. After all, why worry about charting coastlines accurately when no one would dare to sail there?


“How long since the isles were last surveyed?” I asked the master of charts.


She shrugged. “I don’t know when the last survey was completed, Second Könstad.”


“Ten years? Twenty?”


“Oh, much more than that. Long before you or I were born. It might have been our great-grandparents’ time.”


My jaw dropped, and she waggled a finger at me.


“That’s being optimistic, mind. If someone who knew the answer for sure told me it was three hundred years or more, I wouldn’t be surprised.”


“Three hundred? Do you know what three hundred years of tide does to a coast? The coastlines are going to be entirely different now!”


“I understand, Second Könstad, believe me. But no one wants to sail near the wraiths. Those islands are left alone for good reason. I do have a record of a survey ordered by the pelenaut from one hundred twenty-seven years ago, and the quartermaster of Festwyf was supposed to recruit a company for the task and outfit a ship for that purpose.”


“Oh? And did the quartermaster follow through on that?”


“I have no record of it—perhaps some records in Festwyf’s archives can break through this dam we find ourselves up against. But since we have no completed survey from that time, we may deduce that the quartermaster either failed to send out a crew or did send one out but they never returned.”


I closed my eyes and sighed, trying to let my frustration hiss out of me. I have often envied the Kaurians for their ability to breathe peace. I usually find my own peace in the currents of the ocean, in keeping pace with whales migrating through our coastal waters, but those seasonal moments of bliss were far away from me right then. The master of charts had an excellent point: I, too, would leave the islands alone if I had a choice. But now it was clear these islands were a huge blind spot for the Brynts—one we all knew was there and had willfully avoided, as if nothing in the isles could ever harm us so long as we left them alone.


I hugged my boys tightly before I left and told them I loved them and always would and that they should never ever forget that. Which of course scared them. My own fears were flowing into them, the tears in my eyes telling them that I was about to do something dangerous. They didn’t want me to go. Neither did anyone else, especially me. But I knew that I needed to go.


So I set out from the Lung’s Locks with a waterproof carisak full of paper and ink, just in case I found a safe place to take down some notes, along with an oilskin and a bedroll. I sleeved myself through the waves to the Mistmaiden Isles at the fastest pace I could comfortably maintain. My plan was to never set foot on any of the isles—a reef, a crag, maybe, but never where I might come face-to-mist with a wraith. All we really knew about them was that they didn’t like the living and couldn’t swim.


But though they couldn’t inhabit or cross the water, I didn’t know what my kenning could do against them. Certainly no weapon could harm them, since they lacked substance, but would a squirt in the eye do them any damage? If I walked on the isles wreathed in a swirling shield of water, would they be able to penetrate it to do me harm? It sounded like it might work in theory, but I wasn’t willing to experiment.


In the old tales, wraiths were said to have some power to lure people to their doom. If the tales held a droplet of truth, it would be better for me to remain unseen. If I didn’t return, the likelihood of anyone ever coming after me, much less finding me, was incredibly small. It had taken a hundred twenty-seven years after the last expedition to send me out, after all. If that expedition had ever actually been sent.


What few reliable records the master of charts could find indicated that perhaps not all four of the islands were inhabited by wraiths, but there was no solid information on which ones were safe and which were not. I must therefore treat all of them with the same excess of caution. And the wraiths were not the sole danger: I was going there to locate a Bone Giant fleet, after all, and perhaps something that could conceivably be called the Seven-Year Ship, possibly crewed by men with pale skin, if the information we had from the Kaurian scholar was correct. And, of course, there were krakens. Always krakens, once you got away from the coasts and into open ocean, preventing us from finding out what might lie beyond the edges of our maps.


It occurred to me that the Bone Giants might have had some secret colony hidden in the Mistmaiden Isles for centuries and we obviously had never figured it out because we had never explored them. Or, more implausibly but still inescapable to my paranoid mind, perhaps the infamous ship was in fact crewed by wraiths, a sort of ghost ship. That possibility chilled me.


The churning of my mind was not echoed by the sea, thankfully. It was a calm day, and as I traversed the deep channel between the continent and the islands, I sensed nothing large moving beneath me. The krakens, if they were out there, were still for the time being, or perhaps not interested in something as tiny as me.


The southernmost island, according to our out-of-date maps, was a smallish one, shaped like a kidney bean with the inner curve facing north. When I found the island, it proved to be both bean-shaped and empty of wraiths, so far as I could tell, as well as unoccupied by a fleet of ships. It did have fantastic fishing; its populations had never been touched by a net.


I moved on to the neighboring island located to the northwest, which was also uninhabited and its shoals also blessed with extraordinary schools of fish. I found some rough rocks offshore on which to set up my bedroll and an oilskin for the night. I could technically sleep in the ocean, since I’d never drown, but that was an outstanding way to get caught and slowly digested by a nocturnal bloom of stalking jellyfish.


I slept poorly but did appreciate waking with the dawn and witnessing seabirds dive for their breakfast. I dove for mine as well, spearing a sandy flounder with my glass knife and returning to the rock to cut off some fresh fillets and eat them raw. It was a clear, sunny day, even finer than the last. An auspicious morning on which to encounter wraiths, if such a thing had to be done.


Taking the time to write down a report of seeing nothing on the southernmost islands was an exercise in procrastination. I wanted to do my duty but didn’t especially want to find anything either.


Of the two islands left, the one to the northeast of where I’d slept was the smaller, so I went there first. The big island was so large I doubted I’d be able to complete a circuit of it in a day. It then occurred to me that it might be convenient to name the islands. Bean for the smallest one. Bolt for the second, since it was a bit of a zigzag shape. And the drawings I’d seen of this third one looked like the silhouette of my boys’ least favorite vegetable—it had a small stalk and floret, anyway—so I named it Broccoli. No doubt the master of charts would disapprove, but it gave me some comfort to exert this small measure of control.


The big island looked like a mess on the map and I toyed with the idea of calling it Barf, just to really outrage the master, but decided to reserve judgment on that until I’d scouted it.


Broccoli, like Bean and Bolt, was free of habitation but lush with wildlife on its shores and in its depths. Living in the reefs on the eastern side were fish I’d never seen before—many new species, in fact—and if I’d had the leisure to watch and document them, I would have gladly taken it. But I kept circling Broccoli until sometime in the late morning, when I was in a strait between it and the big island.


I was traveling south at that point and periodically looking west, to my right, to see if I could spy the big island at all across the strait, and I could. A low, gently undulating ridge of dark green. And then, suddenly, patches of white.


Were those sails?


I stopped, treading water and squinting to be sure. There was just enough distance and glare that I couldn’t be certain, so I first pushed water beneath me and then pulled it up underneath, shooting myself high into the air as if I’d been ejected from a whale’s blowhole. At that height I could confirm that, yes, those were sails, quite a lot of them, and that I’d most likely found the fleet I’d been sent to find. When I dove back into the ocean, I immediately abandoned my circuit of Broccoli and sleeved myself toward the fleet, taking note of the currents and vibrations in the water.


I found quite a bit of activity underneath those boats. The vibrations might be normal, because these waters were full of creatures whose purpose was to consume and be consumed. But it also might be a feeding frenzy of bladefins and other creatures reacting to a new abundant food source.


The flat bottoms of the boats, when I reached them, were familiar to me. These were definitely Bone Giant vessels, the same barely seaworthy craft they’d employed for the invasion. What were they invading here?


I surfaced cautiously near one of the boats and checked to make sure there were no sentries with spears guarding them. Satisfied that the boat in front of me, at least, was anchored and abandoned, I hauled myself aboard to search for intelligence. I found nothing of significance on board—no convenient letter announcing what they were planning to do there—allowing me to depart without further ado. But I did stand up in the boat and count all the rest of the ships that I could see.


The fleets that had attacked our cities comprised one hundred boats carrying one hundred giants each. Ten thousand. These boats were the same size as those in the invasion fleet, but there were only thirty-five of them anchored in the inlet. It was a sizable inlet and could have held a full hundred boats easily. But either this force was a fraction of the fleet sent to the islands and the other sixty-five boats were anchored elsewhere, or it hadn’t been the same size as the other fleets to begin with.


Why had these boats come here? I squinted at the shore, covered in thick forest, and saw no buildings. But I did see a ship of a different design moored at a weather-beaten dock extending from a small sandy beach. Perhaps there was a path leading into the forest and then to some settlement or habitation hidden in the trees, but I could not see any details from where I was. I’d have to swim to the shore for a closer look.


But all that feeding activity I had sensed was right underneath that boat at the dock. My kenning kept me safe from the water but not from the creatures in it; I could of course kill anything quickly by pulling water through its nervous tissues, and I could move quicker than most anything that might want to eat me, but I had to see them coming first. My ability to scramble brains would do me little good if a bladefin managed to chomp me in half.


I dove off the edge of the boat and sought the bottom of the inlet, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom of the deep water. It was clouded with the sediment being thrown up underneath the ship.


Slowly, my senses alert for vibrations in the water that would warn me of danger far in advance of sight or sound or smell, and keeping low and searching for threats from above, I advanced toward the dock.


There were at least two bladefins, some smaller scavenger fish, and a whole army of blue crabs crowded around a churning mess of blood and sand underneath the keel of the strange boat. The crabs were responsible for most of the suspended debris in the water, for they were tearing at a buffet of bodies. Bone Giant bodies—or Eculans, as the scholar Gondel Vedd told us they call themselves. In a strange moment that echoed the night the Bone Giants attacked Pelemyn, I saw a crab sidestep across the bottom of the sea with a severed hand grasped in its claws.


I moved forward until the water was so cloudy I couldn’t see a length in front of me. Going in there blind would be unwise, and it was unlikely I’d find anything beyond what I already knew: The bodies of a whole lot of dead Eculans were being eaten. I could feel that there were plenty of teeth and claws in there. I rose to the surface, slowly, so as not to alert any creatures of my presence. Whatever they felt of my passage in the water, it wasn’t the cavitation or flailing of prey. I moved inside the currents of the water itself.


Upon breach, I saw that I was only ten lengths or so from the ship. It was not like the Eculan ships at all, nor like any ship I’d ever seen. It possessed elements of Brynt design in that it had a finely carved bowsprit and a deep-keeled hull, but it also had fine carvings along the deck rails and the main cabin in the Fornish style. Its sails and rigs looked as if a Kaurian had advised the shipwrights. But the lower boards of the hull were smeared with a black substance that was unfamiliar; it wasn’t pitch or tar, precisely, which was occasionally used as a water repellent, but something like a varnish. The black substance came about halfway up the hull, and then it transitioned to a different varnish, which brought out the green in the wood and gave the whole thing a wet sheen even though I was sure the boards were perfectly dry.


And there were bodies on deck. Eculan ones. There were more on the dock and the beach, which I hadn’t seen from a distance. But these few didn’t account for the whereabouts of three and a half thousand troops on those ships. There might be something close to that number underneath the ships, however, and scattered about the lagoon now, albeit in pieces. They would have died weeks ago if they died at the same time as the ones on the shore, and the crabs would have plenty to eat for a while.


What had killed them? They weren’t riddled with arrows, and I saw no obvious wounds from spears or swords. Were they bitten by poisonous insects, perhaps? Or was the boat itself cursed?


The boat had to have something to do with it, or else their corpses wouldn’t be grouped underneath it and the dock.


I scooted a little closer to the shore, circling around the churn of the feeding grounds to get a better view of the trees. Something about them looked strange to me. The canopies were fine, leaves gently undulating in the sea breeze, but something bothered me about the trunks. They were blurred or indistinct somehow, which was strange considering that it was such a clear day. I blinked and wiped my eyes to make sure there wasn’t salt or something impairing my vision, and I looked again. The trunks were still hazy.


It wasn’t until I was five lengths from the beach that I understood what was happening. The trees were perfectly normal. But their outlines were blurred because underneath their canopies, taking shelter from the sun, was a haunting of wraiths, just waiting for me to set foot on dry land.


Once I knew what I was looking at, I could make out some individual shapes. The wraiths were gaunt, translucent creatures with mouths yawning in an eternal scream—and I wanted to scream myself, they were so horrifically twisted from anything human. As one of Bryn’s blessed, I’m not affected by the temperature of the ocean, but I shivered nonetheless. How the wraiths could ever be considered alluring, as the old Drowning Songs taught us, I could not fathom. Unless their allure was actually some kind of magic they worked across the land, and the water was protecting me. Or perhaps they simply hadn’t seen me yet.


I ducked underneath the waves and sleeved out to the Eculan ships, protecting my ears from any songs of temptation they might sing to get me to come ashore. Once I surfaced behind the stern of a flatboat in the middle of the fleet, I peered back at the strange ship moored at the dock and tried to make sense of it.


The wraiths certainly could have killed the Eculans without weapons. But there weren’t any wraiths on the dock or on the boat—a strange boat that was, in all likelihood, the Seven-Year Ship for which the Eculans had been searching. There would be no reason for their bodies to be on it, around it, and mostly underneath it unless they had tried to board it and perhaps sail it away. Someone or something had methodically slain them all.


But who? The wraiths? Possible. Even probable. But who owned the ship, and where were they? Why was the ship docked here? Had it been here all along? And what, if anything, did this island have to do with the Seventh Kenning?


That Kaurian scholar had said the faithful would be taken on the Seven-Year Ship and shown the truth of the Seventh Kenning. Did that mean the Mistmaiden Isles were the source of that kenning?


Was this inlet, in fact, the source of it? And all those dead Eculans on the boat and underneath it were seekers who hadn’t been blessed? If so . . . where were the people who did get blessed?


There were too many questions and not enough answers. But I did have a few important facts to take back with me.


The Eculans had found their Seven-Year Ship. But none of them survived finding it, so the rest of the Eculans weren’t aware that it had been found. That meant the Bone Giants would continue with whatever they had planned.


I stopped and reconsidered: unless sixty-five boatloads had survived finding it and moved on. All the other Eculan fleets had been a hundred ships.


But that theory didn’t make a lot of sense to me; I couldn’t believe the Eculans would just leave the Seven-Year Ship behind after they’d mobilized such huge resources to find it. Greater minds than mine would need to solve the puzzle once I gave them the few pieces of information I had.


To be thorough, I searched the island’s circumference to ensure that there weren’t sixty-five more boats anchored somewhere. I didn’t find any, but I saw plenty of wraiths. Once I knew where to look for them, I saw them everywhere, waiting among the trees.


And then, on the northern coast of the island, when I surfaced to check the shore, one of them saw me. I did not realize it at first. I heard no irresistible call, felt no yearning in my chest for some ethereal beauty. But I was sleeving closer to the shore anyway, a casual, unthinking detour, and a wraith was emerging from the trees, its form shimmering and wobbling in the sunlight, to meet me where the water lapped at the sand.


And I wondered why I was moving forward, why in the wide deep blue I would ever think it might be a good idea to swim up to one of these nightmares, a ghastly spectre that clearly intended to consume me or my spirit, its mouth yawning ever wider for me to step in, yet I could not stop my progress, could not even slow down.


Panic rose within me as it became clear that I had been snared, not with any song or beckoning gesture but by some invisible, unheard magic, and if I did not figure out a way to turn or reverse course, I would crawl dripping onto the beach and into the wraith’s ravenous embrace.


I tried to use my kenning to spray water at it, but that didn’t work. I could do nothing but propel myself closer. I tried to blink and that didn’t work either: My gaze was locked upon my target, my eyelids glued open.


Could I move my arms, I wondered? Yes! But only in certain ways—not, I discovered, to swim backward or tread water. But I could move them forward and accelerate toward my doom. Not that it made much difference, since I was moving well under the propulsion of my kenning.


Desperate as I entered the shallows—I’d hit the sand soon and have to stand up—I shot my arms forward as if to perform a breaststroke, then flipped my hands palm up and convulsed my fingers, thereby splashing some water into my face, directly into my unblinking eyes.


Freedom! My eyes closed and I kept them shut, ducking my face down into the water and feeling my kenning return to my full control just as my hands ran into the ocean floor, the wraith only a length or two away at the water’s edge, silent and hungry. I turned and sleeved myself away from there, remaining underwater and safe from any further enchantment.


I shook and shivered, my physical revulsion coming late. The legendary power of wraiths to lure people was real. Terrifyingly real. But water’s ability to defy their powers was also real.


I paused and floated in place once I’d achieved some distance, my heart hammering against my ribs. I remained there for a while, taking deep breaths, until I calmed down and felt safe again. Then I resumed my circuit of the island, peeking up from the surface only briefly to check for ships before dipping underwater. I did not want to be snared again, even if I knew how to break their enchantment.


When the sun sank in the west, I was too exhausted to travel all the way back to Pelemyn. I spent another fitful night on the crag off the coast of Bolt. I didn’t see wraiths among Bolt’s forest—I looked—but I couldn’t be sure they weren’t there somewhere.


When I headed home on the third day to report, I knew what I’d name the big island: That one would be called Blight, and I’d argue with the master of charts until she accepted it. She could call the other islands what she wished, and the pelenaut might want to fully explore them and establish a small seasonal fishing camp on one of them someday, but that big island should be named after its nature.
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The murmurs and conversation at the end of that tale continued for a while, and Fintan let people talk a bit before he moved on to the next. The Mistmaiden Isles have always been spooky for Brynts; as Tallynd suggested, we tried not to think about them, and if we did by accident, then we’d actively try to think of something else infinitely more pleasant, even if that was damp underwear, creeping mold, or reading aloud an entertaining story to one’s parents and suddenly running into a steamy sex scene. But now we had actual names for the islands and knew about the prospect of plentiful fishing and maybe even settlement on three of the islands. And we had the possibility that the Seven-Year Ship had been found, which might prove pivotal to securing our safety. There was more than a little wondering aloud at why we were learning about Tallynd’s discovery only months later. Obviously the pelenaut had seen fit to keep that information close, just as he now saw fit to release it.


“Next I have a new narrator for you,” Fintan said. “You have met her before, briefly, in some of Abhi’s tales. But now you’ll get to hear her story in her own voice. This the hivemistress, Hanima Bhandury.”


The young woman who took shape in the smoke looked a little bit different from many Nentians—frail and malnourished, I suppose, with well-defined cheekbones. Her clothes didn’t fit her and didn’t even seem like they were hers; she was practically swimming in a hooded tunic, and her boots were too big and looked like a men’s style. Her hair, while straight and black like that of all Nentians, was cut short about her head and something of a tangle, which I was fairly certain meant she was the poorest of the poor, because she couldn’t afford to keep it long; when one lived outdoors and the next meal was uncertain, baths and brushes and shampoos would be luxuries. Still, her eyes were alive with light and she smiled easily, her voice musical. With apologies to Fintan, I am not sure I’ve met anyone with more personal charisma.
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The city blats before me, rude and smelly like old Khamen Chorous soon after he gulps down his borchatta soup, and if you wrinkle your nose and curl your lip in disgust, he laughs hoarsely, showing you his three brown teeth, amused that you have no choice but to smell the fruits of his ass. Yes: That is the city of Khul Bashab.


The city has always been this way, but only recently have I begun to suspect it doesn’t always have to be. That certainly seems to be the opinion of foreigners who visit Khul Bashab; they comment on its smell as if cities should be fragrant. They look at the desperate people living by the docks and wonder aloud how the government can let it happen. I never thought much about how Khul Bashab got this way, or what could or should be done about it, until I left the city to seek a kenning. Now that I’ve been blessed by the Sixth Kenning, I’m experiencing the world much differently and imagining how it can be better, and you know what that feeling is like? It’s the best!


I mean, apart from making me a hunted fugitive, it’s the best. Hiding from the viceroy’s muscle-y military guys gives me plenty of time to think about how to get rid of the city’s stench, I suppose, among many other problems I need to solve.


What does the viceroy do all day up in his tower, I wonder, instead of solving the city’s problems? I bet he shouts at people for things to be done and then slips marinated eels down his jiggly throat.


That thing! Do it now! Om nom nom! Shout and chomp. Shout and chomp. Except he never shouts about how many of his people are going hungry or makes sure that they have something to chomp on. He works to keep us down, not lift us up. That is, if he works at all; mostly he’s letting people with money exploit the people without it and directing his soldiers to protect the money.


I am probably being unkind, and I should stop. But I’m forced to think of him up in that tower since I have to hide from him in the daylight.


Adithi is feeling sorry for herself because she didn’t do anything wrong and yet she has no choice but to ride in our wagon now. Sudhi has left us, horrified and guilty and thinking he’s somehow unfit to be around other people. And I get it, I do, especially the horror if not the guilt.


All right, all right, I guess I have to face it, but here’s the thing: Killing the guards at the gate was an accident! Though I doubt anyone will believe that. We are in a churning pond of poo, and Tamhan had warned us we’d probably be in one no matter what once our kennings became known, but we didn’t think it would get so skyboned so fast.


When I arrived at the Hunter Gate with Sudhi, Adithi, and Tamhan, the guards acted like we were criminals, because we were riding horses no one was using anymore. We hadn’t killed the cavalry guys—that was Abhinava who did that, and he wasn’t with us. What were we supposed to do, just leave their horses out on the plains to be eaten by wheat dogs? I think if we had left the horses behind and simply lied, saying we’d never seen any cavalry or anything, no, sir, we could have entered without incident—or at least without more than the normal level of harassment. But Adithi wanted to make sure those horses were taken somewhere safe, which was fine, except the guards fixated on what had happened to the men riding them. We did lie about that—or, rather, Tamhan did. He told the guards we’d just found those horses on the plains and didn’t want them to die. We dismounted and held out the reins and I even smiled at them, which is something I’d never done to someone working for the viceroy.


Maybe my smile wasn’t very convincing. Or maybe they didn’t believe us because we were covered in blood. It was our own blood, from the seeking where the bloodcats had bitten us, and I had lost a nipple to one of them, but the guards weren’t concerned for our welfare or grateful that we’d been thoughtful enough to save those horses and return them. Instead, they came out of the gates with spears pointed at our bodies and threatened us with angry voices, and I thought maybe I was going to die, because I’d seen soldiers kill folks like me before. And my hive, which had followed me the whole way from the seeking in a sort of dispersed swarm, just . . . acted. I didn’t tell them to fly into the face of the guard coming at me and sting him until he died screaming, but they did it anyway. And Sudhi didn’t tell his kholeshar viper to strike out and bite the face of the guard coming after him either, but that’s what happened, and we were left standing at the open gate with five cavalry horses and two dead guards and a growing crowd of ogling spectators.


I am glad Tamhan was with us. He’s not blessed with a kenning but instead with a keen mind and a treasury. His father is a crony of the viceroy’s, so Tamhan knows something of how their games are played.


“Inside,” he told us, and we entered, stepping over the bodies. He asked Adithi to tell the horses to return to the garrison stables on their own, and then we had to go into hiding while Tamhan went home to his protection and privilege and a bed made out of fine soft cheeses, probably, I don’t know. I would totally sleep on cheese if I were him.


Tamhan said he was going to clear our names and help us get a beast callers clave established. I’m not sure that those things are possible now, but I’m hanging on to that hope like a cheek raptor with two fresh scoops of someone’s face. Hope that tomorrow will be better is how I survive each day.


Sudhi took off after that, very upset, his face scrunched into lines of distress. He said he had a place to go and he’d contact Tamhan as soon as he could. And once he was gone, Tamhan led us down a six-brick street—an alley, really—and said we’d need to disappear. And I’d need to keep my hive dispersed or someone would use the swarm to find me. Adithi was not supposed to do anything with the horses from that point on; Tamhan wanted to cast some doubt about her abilities and spread different rumors.


“I’m going to be watched and won’t be able to get messages to you for a while,” he said. “So I need you to find someone you trust—someone who can’t be bought—to contact me.”


Adithi and I exchanged a glance.


“How? We’re poor and we only know other poor people, who can easily be bought or threatened. Plus, no one we know would ever make it to your door. We would never make it to your door.”
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