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Dramatis Personae
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FINTAN, BARD OF THE POET GODDESS KAELIN: Raelech bard assigned by the Triune Council to entertain Pelemyn until the allied counterattack.
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DERVAN DU ALÖBAR: Brynt historian who writes down the Raelech bard’s tales and assembles other sources into this chronicle of the Seven Kennings.
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PEN YAS BEN MIN: Fornish greensleeve eager to escape the shadow of her famous cousin, Nel Kit ben Sah.
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DARYCK DU LÖNGREN: Brynt leader of the Grynek Hunters, a mercenary company bent on vengeance for the destruction of their city.
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GONDEL VEDD: Kaurian language scholar who is fond of mustard, Mugg’s Chowder House, and old stories of the Rift.
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HANIMA BHANDURY: Nentian hivemistress who led a revolution and now struggles to bear the adulation of the people of Khul Bashab.
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ABHINAVA KHOSE: A plaguebringer of the Sixth Kenning traveling the world with his companions, Murr and Eep. Hopes to return home someday, where his heart resides.
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NARA DU FESSET: Brynt gerstad, a trusted rapid in the pelenaut’s service, and lifebond of the Mynstad du Möcher.
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KOESHA GANSU: Joabeian zephyr and captain of the Nentian Herald, determined to complete her historic circumnavigation of the globe.
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TALLYND DU BÖLL: Tidal mariner and second könstad of Brynlön’s military, worried that her duties will push her to a final sacrifice and leave her boys orphaned.
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HOLLIT PANEVIK: Hathrim firelord who is the head chef of the Roasted Sunchuck in Pelemyn, forced by circumstance to use her kenning for martial purposes.
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FANJE: Eculan member of Šest, a resistance group dedicated to toppling the cult of Žalost in Ecula.










  Day 40  



SAGE AND SPROUT


Somewhat unusually, I had a morning meeting scheduled with the bard to record the previous day’s tales. Fintan had heard about a place that was new to us both, an inn on the north side of town that the shingle proclaimed to be THE GASPING GILLS. That caused me to wonder what sort of air quality I might find inside, but as I saw no one staggering out, coughing or wheezing or, indeed, gasping, I figured I could risk it.


The interior proved to be much more pleasant than I expected, because I thought there’d be fish heads strewn about and vomit stains on the floor: That’s the power of names. But the tables and floor were spotless, and there were small vases with wildflowers quivering in them from a gentle breeze wafting through the place. There was a large fire in the hearth for heat, but they’d designed the building with some Kaurian touches regarding the air circulation, which meant that it was probably the best possible place to spend time indoors when it was still chilly out in the mornings.


Fintan was at a table along the western wall, equidistant from the hearth and the door, and they had bench seating, which gave my bad knee a bit of trouble. Once I groaned and eased myself into place, Fintan apologized and said we’d not meet there again.


“There’s no need for you to be inconvenienced, Dervan,” he said. “There are plenty of places that have heard of chairs.”


A young woman came out from the kitchen with tea and beamed at us as she put down the pot and cups and saucers. “Morning, men. Here for breakfast?”


“Sounds fabulous,” I said. “What’s on the menu?”


“Oh, I just told you the whole thing, love. We have breakfast. It’s chef’s choice these days, and we don’t have a lot of choice, you know? We take what we can get.”


“Fair enough. I think we’ll have breakfast, then?”


Fintan nodded enthusiastically. “Can’t wait. Thank you.”


Her smile widened. “No complaints? Oh, I like you two. Coming right up.”


“The shortages are becoming worrisome,” Fintan said as she departed, “but I think the element of surprise is a bit fun. Breakfast could be brilliant.”


“Or it could be a horrific sludge of porridge.”


“True. But I find hopeful anticipation to be quite nourishing.” He poured us each a cup of tea, the steam swirling attractively above them, and asked if I wanted to get right to work or to relax a bit.


“No, we can get started,” I said. But I’d no sooner gotten out my pen and ink than we were interrupted by the arrival of a Raelech courier and another bard. I recognized the stones on her Jereh band and realized I’d never seen two bards together before.


She introduced herself as Eimear and said she’d come to share many developments in Ghurana Nent.


Fintan’s eyes widened in delight. “You have updates on Hanima Bhandury and Tamhan Khatri?”


“Yes, but more important, Pen Yas ben Min.”


“Pen? The cousin of Nel Kit ben Sah?”


“The very same. If I’m correct, she’s going to be one of the most famous Fornish people in history.”


“Seriously? She was just a kid, newly blessed.”


“Aye, but blessed as a greensleeve. You’re going to want to hear this.”


“Absolutely.” Fintan turned to me. “Dervan, my apologies, but this sounds like something I must hear sooner rather than later. We can catch up another time, right?”


“Of course, but I have a question. Why are you here?” I asked Eimear.


Somewhat taken aback, she extended an index finger toward her countryman. “To update Fintan.”


“Yes, but why?”


“The Triune Council ordered it. I have spent some time in Talala Fouz, where much has been happening. When I returned recently to Rael and reported what I learned to them, they said Brynlön must know also, and I was to repeat everything to Fintan so he could include it in his tale of the Giant Wars.”


“His . . . Wait—his tale is something the Triune Council is so concerned about that they’d send you here with a courier to update him?”


“It is.”


“Again: Why? It seems like an extraordinary expenditure of your resources.”


Fintan answered for her. “You and I haven’t gotten to the part where the council ordered me here, but we will soon. Suffice to say that they feel this tale is important for both our nations and a key part of Rael’s support for Brynlön.”


Eimear nodded. “And of course they’re aware that you are writing it down, Master du Alöbar, adding your own historical notes, and they are hopeful they’ll get to read the completed version someday as a joint project between allied nations.”


I wasn’t so sure they’d be thrilled to read my additions where I was supposed to counter Fintan as a suspected spy, all while we’d had a Bone Giant operating as our master of spies for years, and he’d painted a target on Clodagh’s back and pointed me at her like a weapon, assuming I’d want to avenge my wife’s supposed assassination at her hands. I knew now that the Wraith had fed me lies, of course, but that didn’t change the fact that much of what I’d written might be incredibly embarrassing to us. And to me personally.


Or it might bring a refreshing chance for honesty and dialogue and allow us to move forward together more productively. I couldn’t know for sure. But one way or another, Pelenaut Röllend would eventually have to answer for some questionable choices he’d made. Answer to Rael, of course, but also answer to me.


“Very well. I assume you’ll be occupied for some time?”


“Yes. There is much to share.”


“I’ll leave you to it, then, and I’ll see you on the wall later, Fintan. You can have my breakfast, Eimear—I’ll grab something elsewhere.”


That freed up my morning, and I decided to spend it trying to hunt down either Rölly or his lung, Föstyr du Bertrum, to get some answers regarding the intelligence I’d received yesterday from Dame Nyssa du Valas—namely, that Sarena’s assassination had come at the hands of the Nentian ambassador, Jasindur Torghala, whom Rölly had expelled, and that her poisoning had been ordered by none other than the shitsnake Melishev Lohmet, former viceroy of Hashan Khek and current monarch of Ghurana Nent. Rölly had known both of those facts and hadn’t told me. He’d even sent a hygienist to Ghurana Nent recently who might wind up curing the loathsome murderer of his wasting disease.


Nyssa had explained that the ambassador had to be expelled for something else to keep her role in the embassy a secret, but that didn’t explain why these secrets had been kept from me—especially when Rölly had a month’s worth of opportunities to tell me and chose instead to let me believe the Wraith’s lie that Clodagh had something to do with it.


Unless Dame Nyssa wasn’t who she said she was at all and everything she told me was a fabrication. I supposed I’d need to confirm her identity and her story. But it had the ring of plausibility to it, whereas anything from the Wraith had to be suspect. I needed to see either the pelenaut or the lung to ascertain whether this was true.


My attempts to gain an audience, however, were curtly rebuffed at the palace. Both men were impossibly busy, and no matter how important I thought my news, they simply could not see me. I could leave a message with the mariner if I wanted.


That was some chum and shit right there. I just left word that I needed to see Rölly urgently and stalked away as best as I could on my tender knee to help at the refugee kitchen outside the city walls. It would allow me to wreak unholy vengeance upon some innocent vegetables, and besides, it seemed to be where I got my best information now.


Halfway through a rather small mountain of sad potatoes, I realized that if Eimear had been at Talala Fouz recently, she could have told me if Melishev Lohmet was still alive or not. I’d been so distracted I hadn’t thought to ask.


The potatoes were finished long before I’d run out of anger, but it did make me wonder if the chef wanted a thin soup today or if our supplies were dwindling.


“Dwindling,” Chef du Rödal confirmed. “I’m rationing what little we have left. I’m told there aren’t any ships coming for a while, so we have to make things stretch. A lot.”


That was disturbing. Tomorrow morning I would have my last toast from my current loaf of bread. It occurred to me to wonder whether it might also be my last loaf. A trip to the bakery confirmed that it was, for now.


“We’re out of flour, sorry,” the baker said. “We’ll bake again as soon as we get some grain.”


Ominous indeed.


I had plenty of reason to be frowning when I went to the wall that afternoon, and I am sure I wasn’t the only one. By now, those who weren’t already hungry knew that they would be soon. That sort of awareness tends to drown one’s good spirits.


But Fintan did his best to cheer everyone up. Before the day’s tales, he introduced Eimear, who was going to perform a duet with him, and I must confess it was sublime to hear two trained voices in harmony. They performed a quick-tempo song in which we were supposed to grab a partner, clasp hands in front of us, and circle as quickly as possible, growing dizzy, until someone lost their balance and fell. This was not an activity I could participate in with my bad knee, but I was highly amused watching everyone else. The bards were essentially singing the same thing over and over with only small variations in lyrics but with great variations in their harmonies. It was magnificent.




Round and around and around we go,


Enjoying the dizziness ever so,


We don’t know when we’ll all fall down,


But we’ll laugh and get off the ground


And thennnn . . .


We!


Will!


Go!


Round and around and around again,


We’ve been dizzy since way back when,


We don’t know when we’ll all fall down,


But we’ll laugh and get off the ground!





“Friends, I’ve just received some remarkable updates from the west, thanks to Eimear, and I know many of you have been curious about what’s been going on there. I have plenty to share, but it’s going to require that I jump back in time for a while to catch us up. We’re heading back to the month of Amber, in fact, and these tales will have some references to events I’ve already related, but from a new perspective, that of Pen Yas ben Min. Do you remember her? She’s a Fornish greensleeve. On day two, I shared with you the story of her seeking. Her brother, Yar Tup Min, was killed by a Hathrim houndsman when the Fornish first discovered Gorin Mogen’s illegal settlement of Baghra Khek.”


Fintan threw down one of his black spheres—I saw that his bag of them had been resupplied by Eimear—and took on a new form: a young Fornish woman, pale-skinned, blond hair braided in multiple strands and pinned with blue and white flowers, which matched a waistcoat in blue and white rather than the browns and greens that greensleeves were often seen wearing. Her kinship to Nel was clear, but she had a visible independence.
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Threaded throughout the tales of ancient Fornish heroes is the idea that the only thing capable of casting a greater shadow than the forest is one’s own legacy. The famous riddle from Leafsong, by grassglider poet Nat Huf ben Zon, is a prime example. Sage and Sprout are walking through a hazel orchard, and Sage smiles gently and gestures around:


—Tell me, Sprout: Without water, soil, or sun, what is always growing, always swelling?


—Legends, Sage, can grow ever larger with retelling.


I have always loved that passage, because it’s one of only four times that Sprout provides the correct answer on the first try. I used to think it was a warning against believing everything you hear or perhaps against elevating yourself above everyone else, but I see the bloom of literal truth in it now. My cousin, Nel Kit ben Sah, has grown far larger in death than she ever was in life.


When I first heard of her death—sacrificing herself to take down the hearthfire Gorin Mogen—I was of course wilted by grief that she was gone and burdened with guilt that I had not fought by her side, even though I’d been ordered to stay behind. She had taken me to my seeking, and when I was newly blessed as a greensleeve and writhing in pain, she took me up above the Canopy to bask in the sun for the first time. Nel was kind and fierce and honorable and an example to follow, in addition to being my most beloved cousin.


Later, I was grateful for the recognition she received for her service to the Canopy. It was (and is) well deserved: She immediately proved herself worthy when the First Tree named her Champion. I could not be more proud of her. And I was grateful, too, for the prestige and honor she conferred to the White Gossamer Clan.


But now—while all the rest is still true—I confess to feeling like the smallest shoot struggling underneath a silverbark. I am no longer Pen Yas ben Min so much as the cousin of Nel Kit ben Sah. People who meet me are awed and respectful and their eyes sparkle with dew, but not because of my wit or beauty or anything I have done. I am the blood relative of Forn’s newest culture heroine, and that is all.


That has led to far more romantic overtures than I was used to before, but the reason for it is transparent and therefore unappealing. Is it petty or selfish to wish that I be appreciated for simply being Pen and not Nel’s cousin? I feel like I am being both, even though no one has said or even implied as much. And on top of that, I also feel as if I cannot trust anyone outside my clan, because whatever favor or deference I’m given is unearned. Smiles are not for me but for her; the air I breathe is almost visibly choked with deceit, like pollen floating in springtime sunbeams.


To get out of a shadow grown larger than the Canopy itself, I realized I must first leave the Canopy. So when I joined the sway recently at the Second Tree in Pont, I asked for a mission that would allow me to leave Forn. Something that would serve the Canopy first, of course—perhaps a mission to expand the Canopy’s influence north of the border. The idea was received well in general but there was no immediate notion of a specific mission, and I went back to patrolling Nel’s old patch until a message came through root and stem a week later: I was to bid farewell to my family and meet Vet Mof ben Tam of the Gray Squirrel Clan in Pont. He would give me an assignment in the north.


My parents were tearful yet proud; my friends were happy for me but a little envious too. They wouldn’t mind an escape from Nel’s shadow either.


I was quivering like a wind-shook branch when I found ben Tam. He was in the Gray Squirrel tea treehouse on a private clan deck, alternately puffing on a hardwood pipe and sipping tea from a honey-laced porcelain cup. Coils of white smoke played about his head, and when I introduced myself, he gestured to a cushion next to him, inviting me to sit.


He was a culturist who specialized in remedies for crop blights, retired now, face weathered and tanned from years in the sun. He’d grown wealthy, judging by the iridescent silver and gold silk robe he wore over his tunic—some of it embroidered with spider silk from my clan. He liked to smirk around his pipe stem and waggle his bushy eyebrows about.


“Ahh, I can smell adventure in your future,” he said. “Let’s get you some tea and talk of pleasant nothings. Once we know we won’t be interrupted, we can talk of knots and knurls.”


“Pleasant nothings, eh? We can speak of poetry if you like, which is pleasant but not nothing.”


The smirk intensified. “I’ve heard you like to quote ben Zon. Are you an aficionado of Sage and Sprout?” When I nodded, he chuckled a bit, and it turned into a gentle cough. He begged my pardon and reached for his teacup. He took a couple of long swallows before replacing it with a muted clink on the saucer. “Let’s see if I can remember some. Tell me, Sprout: How can a soft and blunted mind become keen?”


I knew the answer and smiled. “Leave the familiar, Sage, and seek the unseen.”


“Ahh, that’s right. It’s an apt reminder, especially as one ages. I should cast off my routine and get myself uncomfortable, to be honest. I am far too content and pampered these days.” A server arrived on the deck with two fresh pots of tea and asked me how I took it. I said I took it like ben Tam, and she painted lines of honey from a jar in both our cups before pouring hot tea into them, and we thanked her. When she left us, the foliage around the deck shifted into an impenetrable thicket through which we could not be seen or even heard, so long as we kept our voices low.


“You see? Pampered,” he said. We both drank from the fresh cups and, politeness being observed, got to business.


“Thank you, ben Tam, for this opportunity. You and all the Gray Squirrels,” I said. “I’m ready to serve however I can.”


“I see that you are, ben Min. But this assignment is neither my doing nor my clan’s. I am merely the messenger. This assignment comes from the First Tree.”


I just stared at him, dumbstruck, which he found amusing. He puffed on his pipe, and his grin partially disappeared in a cloud of smoke.


“Why don’t you have some tea while you think of what to say?”


That wasn’t needed. “I will of course do whatever the First Tree requires.”


“Ha! Good answer. How long are you prepared to stay away from the Canopy?”


Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “As long as necessary.”


“Another good answer. This may take anywhere from weeks to years.” Ben Tam reached into a pocket of his silk robe and withdrew a small pouch tied with a strip of leather. Leaning forward, he placed it ever so gently on the table between us, as if it carried something rare and fragile.


“What’s that?”


“Oh, I’m anxious to hear you guess. I can tell you now, I would never guess correctly if our positions were reversed.”


“Is it a carved miniature, an art piece to be given to someone important in the north?”


“Not bad, but I would have guessed that myself. Try again.”


“You’re a culturist, so maybe this is a new hybrid seed of some crop the First Tree wants planted in the north?”


His brows shot up. “That’s surprisingly close but only half right. The First Tree does want you to plant this in the north. But it’s not a crop, my dear. No, what’s in that bag is an acorn. A very rare, very special silverbark acorn.”


My jaw dropped. “Not an acorn of the First Tree?”


“Exactly that. And the First Tree wants you, ben Min, to take this acorn north of the Canopy and plant it somewhere. Your assignment is nothing less than to plant the Fourth Tree.”


“But . . . I’m barely an adult.”


The old man waggled his head back and forth. “Eh, I think the First Tree is aware, having blessed you.”


“Where am I supposed to plant it?”


“That’s up to you, Sprout. Seek the unseen.”


“You’re joking. Something this important can’t be my decision.”


“Oh, it can. It most certainly is, because you can be sure the Gray Squirrels inquired on just that point. The First Tree said you would know where to plant it when the time comes.”


“So you can give me no guidance whatsoever?”


“Sure I can. Head north.”


“But where—Ghurana Nent, Rael, or Brynlön?” Forn spanned the continent, so north was an incredibly vague direction.


“As I said, that’s entirely up to you.”


“Why me? Why now?”


“Those are questions we also asked, but the First Tree did not answer them. You now know everything that I know, except that this is to be kept secret. Make up whatever excuse you want for your travels, but tell no one you are on any kind of errand for the First Tree.”


A terror grew within me as I considered the small bag. “Ben Tam . . . what if I lose it?”


“Don’t do that.” He chuckled again, more heartily, and thankfully without coughing. “This is history, you know, happening right now. I’m sending a young woman off in secret to plant the Fourth Tree, and I won’t be able to tell anyone about it until you’ve done the job.”


“It’s not much of a moment. I don’t even know where to begin.”


“There’s a ship leaving in the morning for the north. You should be on it.”


“How do I manage that?”


Ben Tam clenched his pipe with his teeth to free up a hand to slip into his other pocket, this time taking out a much heavier pouch. The kind that jingled with the music of coins. He took considerably less care putting that on the table.


“Money helps manage most things. The Red Pheasant Clan is shipping personnel up to Batana Mar Din and then Talala Fouz to staff some new tea treehouses they’re building around the country. They should have a bunk for you. Disembark wherever you feel like it. You can even head upriver and across to Rael if you want.”


Pointing to the purse, I said, “Is that a loan?”


“No, it’s your traveling expenses and some pay from the government of Forn rather than your clan. Should you require more, you can replenish these funds—within reason—at our embassies. Word’s going out to all the northern ambassadors that you’re to be given whatever you need. Just show up and ask.”


I didn’t know what to say, so I reached for my tea, which earned some approval.


“It’s wise to cultivate an open ear,” ben Tam said. “That should serve you well. What other languages do you speak besides Fornish?”


“Nentian and some Hathrim, like many westerners.”


He waved a hand dismissively. “Ah. You’ll be fine, then. As long as you get some sleep. Boat leaves at dawn, but I’d head down to the docks now to arrange passage.”


“I’ll let that bloom in its own time,” I said. “If this is indeed a historic moment, I’d like to pause and appreciate it.” I leaned forward and refilled our teacups from the pots. “Tell me, Sprout: What can never be held yet still must be taken?”


Vet Mof ben Tam’s features broadened in delight, then contracted in thought. “A challenge! I should know this, let me see—ah! That would be time, Sage, lest our joy in life be shaken.”


I nodded in approval. “You know your ben Zon.”


“It is not merely a masterpiece for the young. His words still resonate in elder years. They change, in fact, like autumn leaves, becoming richer as one’s understanding and experience infuse the words with new notes.”


And then we sat in silence for a half hour, enjoying our tea, meditating companionably as Sage and Sprout used to do in Leafsong. It was unlikely that ben Tam and I would meet again in this life—the fact that our branches entwined at all was remarkable—so the taking of time and tea was a custom I appreciated now, though I couldn’t stand it as a child. I hadn’t the perspective when I was younger to see how fleeting our lives could be, nor to appreciate the vast complexity of a living forest and its creatures, all striving to prosper under the Canopy. Taking the time to notice, to appreciate the importance of others and how we all contribute to life, makes perfect sense to me now. We all matter.


The smells of the treehouse—layers and layers of them, pleated over the years—nestled deeply into my memory, for I understood that this truly was an important moment for me personally, if not in a broader historical sense. The likelihood that I would return to the Canopy soon—if at all—was very low. There was no chance of me planting the acorn of the First Tree and simply walking away, letting the Fourth Tree fend for itself. And though the Red Pheasant Clan might be growing tea treehouses in Ghurana Nent, they wouldn’t be like this one, which had lived in the Canopy for centuries now. And regardless of how old a treehouse in Ghurana Nent might be, there wouldn’t be kindly retired culturists from the Gray Squirrels willing to trade lines of my favorite poetry with me. I’d wished to live out of Nel’s shadow, and my wish had been granted in a remarkably unexpected way.


The urge not to leave was strong, because the unknown and unseen are fearsome. But I’d already determined that I couldn’t grow here anymore. It was time to find my place in the sun.


With a sigh, I signaled to ben Tam that I was ready to bid farewell. He opened his eyes, emerging from the quiet meditation, and gave me a tiny smile and a nod. I returned it, then took the two bags he’d deposited on the table.


“You have my eternal gratitude, ben Tam. May you and your clan always be blessed with an abundant harvest.”


“Grow strong and stout, ben Min,” he replied. “Thank you for enduring what lies ahead for the good of the Canopy.”


I rose from the cushion and bowed deeply, as before an honored elder. He chuckled and said, “Go on, then, Sprout. Become a legend worth retelling, like your cousin.”


My eyes blurred briefly with tears as I made my way to the exit. Reaching out with my kenning, I asked the wall of leaves to part, and they did. I gave thanks to all the teahouse staff as I exited, then made my way to my lodgings to pick up my travel pack before heading to the docks. There was no way I’d be able to sleep. Might as well be about it.


The Red Pheasant boat was easy enough to find with a few queries, and there was plenty of activity on board even though the hour was late. Enchanted firebowls played warm light over dark wood. The captain had been warned I’d be coming, and passage was easy to arrange. I dropped my travel bag on my assigned bunk and pitched in where I could, once I convinced everyone I wasn’t just being polite but truly wanted to help.


Most of the people on board were young like me, and most of the cargo was tea for the teahouses. And most of us, once we got under way, became violently ill before the day was out.


Coming from a clan where no one ever sailed or had much contact with sailors, I did not even know seasickness was a thing. I learned as I joined a line of people along the rails vomiting into the ocean that the Fornish were unusually susceptible to it, and the experienced sailors gave us little pills to help with the nausea. A few lucky ones didn’t require any, and the captain explained apologetically that, to conserve supply, he needed to know who would get sick and who wouldn’t. He promised that after a few days we wouldn’t need the pills anymore, but we’d be fair-to-middling miserable in the meantime until our bodies adjusted.


My respect for sailors grew immeasurably during that time, since merely existing on a ship at sea, let alone working on one, was exhausting.


When we passed the site where Nel had died, I dug into my pack for a special pouch of soil. I sprouted some poppy seeds in a handful of it and let the wind take the flowers in remembrance of her and all the Fornish who’d died there protecting the Canopy. Since the Red Pheasants had some clan members involved in that operation, I named them as well.


We arrived at Batana Mar Din some days later, disgorging a few of the passengers and a good portion of tea, while taking on a single new passenger and some supplies for Talala Fouz, where most of the Red Pheasants were heading. I had to decide whether to disembark or carry on, and it was the new passenger who convinced me to keep going. He was a greensleeve for the Red Pheasants, Mak Fin ben Fos, who greeted me in a pub near the docks while the crew enjoyed some shore leave. He invited me to sit at his table, bought me an ale, and had much to tell me of the Sixth Kenning.


Mak was an astoundingly handsome man but clearly had no intention of flirting, which was a relief. He was enamored of Ambassador Mai Bet Ken, who had masterminded the idea of the tea treehouses that Mak was growing and his clan was staffing. This was Ambassador Ken’s way of furthering the Canopy’s interests in Ghurana Nent, because she believed the Canopy had serious stakes to pursue now.


“Economically, you mean?” I asked.


“Of course, of course. On both sides of the border. Combining the Fifth Kenning with the Sixth? Immense potential there. But we have security issues to address first, wouldn’t you agree?”


I couldn’t believe that he was speaking so frankly of such things with me, but then I remembered that I was a greensleeve of the newly prestigious White Gossamer Clan, and therefore my word would count for something in the sway, should he need an ally.


“I might agree,” I said, “but I confess to being unschooled in the root system of Nentian politics. Please forgive my ignorance, ben Fos.”


He waved it off. “Nonsense. I’m talking at you like you’ve been here and seen what I have seen. What brings you to the country, if I’m not prying? Is there some way I can help?”


“Clan business,” I replied, mindful of ben Tam’s admonition to keep my true purpose secret. “But nothing that would compete with yours,” I hastened to add. “The White Gossamers are not into the tea industry at all. We only have our own clan teahouse in our lands, and I believe all of our teas are imported from your clan, now that I think of it.” I didn’t volunteer anything else, and he didn’t pursue it. “I think it would be good to know more about our security interests here, if you feel like expanding on that.”


“Happy to.” He said that political upheaval would continue as the Sixth Kenning became more widespread, but it was difficult to know whether the current monarchy would remain in power or if something new would replace it. Regardless of who wound up in charge of Ghurana Nent, we wanted to make sure that they had no cause to threaten the Canopy, so we were dangling from fragile branches now.


“I’ve just come from Khul Bashab, where a decent-sized force was repelled by just a few of these beast callers. That gave me hope, because they have the people’s interests at heart and a concern for the natural world. But there’s a very large army on the way, and I don’t know if they’ll be able to hold against that.”


“An army sent by the king?”


“That’s right. King Kalaad the Unwell.”


“And you’re going to see him?”


“Not exactly. I’m heading to the capital—you heard it was burned down by Winthir Kanek?”


“Yes.”


“We’re rebuilding the Fornish embassy, and I still have to grow the teahouses upriver that all the workers on that ship are meant for. Plus, Ambassador Ken would like an update on what’s happening in Khul Bashab, and I’m hoping I can explore a little bit of the Gravewood at some point.”


“You’ve seen the Gravewood? What’s it like?”


“Very different from the Canopy. Magnificent trees—more evergreens than leafy. Poisonous plants a far cry from what we’re familiar with. And animals a good deal more vicious than what we’re used to—I’d stay close to the river, just to get a taste of root and stem. But after you see so much of the plains around here, it’s comforting to witness those stands of trees.”


“I think I’d like to see that too.”


“Excellent! It will be pleasant to have another greensleeve to talk to. Speaking of which: Since you’re from the White Gossamer Clan, did you by any chance know Nel Kit ben Sah personally?”


I laughed in his face and immediately felt guilty for it, apologizing profusely. The truth was, I had been laughing at myself for thinking I could escape a legend.


Okay, she was delightful. And I would clearly need to get to the library to see if they had any copies of Leafsong lying about.


Anticipating my thoughts and no doubt those of many others, Fintan said as he returned to himself, “I believe the library has only two translated copies of Leafsong available, but if any private citizens have copies and would care to share, I’m sure you’d have no trouble finding someone who’d like to read it. But let’s continue with one of your homegrown heroes, shall we?”


He changed his seeming to Gerstad Daryck du Löngren of the Grynek Hunters, and the people on Survivor Field roared a greeting.
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My request for a meeting with the quartermaster of Fornyd, Farlen du Cannym, was not immediately granted. I had to wait a couple of days, and I supposed it made sense: We weren’t quite in the same military situation that we were before, and she had greater problems to worry about than what a group of broken hunters might want.


Still, it galled me somewhat. I recognized the need for cleanup—bodies upriver needed to be sent downriver if the cities were ever going to be habitable again—but emotionally I wanted something to do other than the logical, necessary thing.


The surviving members of the Grynek Hunters wanted it too. We were being confronted with our losses to the Bone Giants on a daily basis, and as a result we were sleeping poorly, having nightmares, and behaving extra politely to one another in that obvious pained way that suggested we’d much rather throttle our friends than speak to them. And we had lost our rapid and longtime friend, Sören du Hyller, to grief.


Before our last cleanup run to Grynek, he’d left me a note that he could not continue. The color and savor of life had all drained away since he’d discovered his family slain by the Bone Giants, and he was grateful for the joy I’d brought while he could still feel it, but now he was sorry, he was going home to the sea. I remembered that when we’d first discovered the aftermath of the invasion, we had wrapped up his family’s remains together and taken them to the funeral barge, and he hadn’t shed a tear. He’d assured me that he was grieving deeply in his own way, and I believed him. But I wished I’d been able to tell just how damaged he was. Perhaps I could have said or done something to make him stay.


Or, more simply: We could have done something other than return again and again to the source of our pain. So when one of the quartermaster’s longshoremen issued a flat command to wait and we’d be summoned when she could see us, I nodded agreeably while gritting my teeth.


When I was eventually summoned a couple of days later, I was already two drinks into a meticulously planned blackout, and though I thought perhaps I shouldn’t appear before the quartermaster even mildly impaired, I didn’t want to waste the opportunity either, for who knew when she might next have a chance to see me?


I walked a straight line into the Wellspring. Or at least I hoped I did.


Farlen looked visibly older since last I’d seen her, and it had only been a month. There was a shock of gray at the temples and one on top of her head that hadn’t been there before. Was that from stress and lack of sleep, or had she somehow overtaxed herself as a hygienist? They didn’t tend to take on tasks that could trigger the aging penalty of a kenning, but if ever there was a time for it, this was it.


I wondered: Did I look older to her? I certainly felt it. The creaks and pops and various complaints from my joints and muscles when I woke up had grown in frequency and volume.


“Gerstad. I’ve kept you waiting, and I thank you for your patience while I dealt with some urgent matters. I also want to thank you for your work on cleanup efforts. Your crew has done Brynlön tremendous service.”


Damn it. She was so nice I couldn’t stay mad. And the calming waters of the Wellspring, their gentle chuckle and laugh, were most likely designed to dull the sharp edge of resentment.


“You’re welcome, Quartermaster,” I said, but then worried that I should have said something else. I am acquainted with good manners, but we are not best friends.


Her pause and small smile told me I was right to be worried, but she didn’t call me out. “How may I help?” she asked.


“I wondered about the intelligence I provided last month when we raided the Bone Giant camp in the north. Did it provide any insight into their plans?”


“I sent it off for translation almost immediately but have yet to hear back. I don’t know what the delay is—perhaps the translator is unavailable or word was sent but the courier never made it here. Regardless, I share your impatience and will try to follow up on that. I promise to relay what I learn as soon as it arrives.”


“Thank you.”


“Was there anything else?”


“Yes.” I paused to stifle an inconvenient belch and then continued with my pitch. “Since we have no better intelligence, I suggest a scouting trip to the northern shore with several objectives: one, to make sure no Bone Giants are gathering nearby in the forest; two, to scout a location for a hunting lodge, which may serve as both a lodge and a sentinel station in case Bone Giants come south. You will simultaneously improve security and economic growth.”


The quartermaster’s lips twitched at the corners. “Look at you, singing sweetly to me of my most ardent desires.”


I blinked, because that sounded like something I would do when I’d had one too many. “Did I . . . sing just now?”


“Only in the metaphorical sense. And I’m in a mood to grant this, since it does cohere with my wishes and you have served us so well. But I’m guessing your team is still a bit short, if memory serves.”


“Yes. We’d need a new rapid and a new hygienist, as well as a sword arm or two.”


“A new rapid? What happened to your old one?”


“He took himself home to the sea last week. Could not bear his grief anymore.”


“I am so sorry. I had not heard.”


“He was a good man who served with honor.”


“Yes. Very well, Gerstad, return in the morning with your team and report to the barracks. I’ll have a rapid and hygienist and two mariners assigned to the Grynek Hunters, and a voucher for provisions. You’ll hunt and scout the northern woods and pick out a place for a lodge.”


“Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me yet. I’m sending you into the Gravewood.”


“For which I am very grateful.” Any assignment that wasn’t cleanup duty would be perfect.


I left the Wellspring feeling better than I had in some while. There was plenty to do and no reason to drink myself into oblivion anymore—in fact, the first order of business was to catch the rest of my team and make sure they weren’t sinking too quickly into their own cups. They might want some extra rest after hauling a particularly foul cargo of bodies downriver—which was true of every batch, as each got worse with more time to decompose—but they’d want something different even more. They’d want the chance, however slim, of getting some of their own back.


Gyrsön du Neddell, the cook, was easy enough to find. He was working as a guest chef in a restaurant that specialized in game meats. His eyes squinted above a cheerful smile at the news we’d have a proper expedition tomorrow, and his expansive mustache twitched in pleasure.


“You made sure to request provisions?” he asked.


“Didn’t have to. Quartermaster said she’d have a voucher waiting for us.”


“She did? Bryn’s salty sword, that woman is good at what she does. Never met her, but I think I love her. Do you know if she’s married?”


“I don’t. She might be married to her job.”


“Oh, gods, Daryck, stop,” he moaned, clutching at his heart. “Extreme competence and an overweening dedication to service? I have no idea what she looks like, but she has to be hot.”


“She’s actually gone a bit gray in her hair from stress. Above the ears and a little streak starting at the top, just to the left of center.”


“Hnngh. Wait, are you teasing me now?”


“No, she really has.”


“Oh, gods. I want to cook for her.”


“I’ll let her know next time we speak.”


“You promise?”


“I swear it. See you tomorrow.”


The others were not so easy to find, nor to convince that they needed to be at the barracks in the morning, since I had promised them a week off before the next job, but they appeared, bags packed, horses brushed and fed. A longshoreman was there, along with a few others, to whom we were introduced.


“Gerstad du Löngren, this is Lörry du Bört, a new rapid assigned to Fornyd by the pelenaut and now detailed to the Grynek Hunters.”


Lörry was nervous and trying not to look like it—a slim young man with thin lips and a narrow nose who thought that jumping into Bryn’s Lung would be the end of him, and now he was blessed and expected to be of service. He had no idea how to behave, because he was dealing with the shock, from moment to moment, that this was his life now.


“Welcome,” I said, nodding and smiling at him. “You’ll fit right in.”


Gesturing to a striking woman in soft blue and gray robes, the longshoreman said, “This is your new hygienist, Vera du Göslyn.”


She nodded at me and said, “The quartermaster said you may or may not keep me safe. I hope you may.”


“I surely hope to. But first I’d say we need to get you into something more protective than robes. The claws of the creatures out there can open long gashes that will have you bleeding out before we can do anything else. Perhaps you could visit the mynstad in charge of the armory here before we go?”


“As you wish. Excuse me.”


We also met two new soldiers. I welcomed them briefly and assigned them to Mynstad Luren, my master of horse, to look after.


“And I have a voucher here for provisions,” the longshoreman finished, handing it over. I took it and promptly handed it to Gyrsön. He scanned it quickly and whispered, “I love her.”


The rest of the morning was spent loading wagons and arranging for a ferry across the river to the northern shore. It gave me some time to talk to Lörry, as Gyrsön bossed everyone else around, telling them to pluck that bag of cornmeal or that bucket of lard. We walked a short distance away, talking in low tones.


“Any experience as a rapid in a company?” I asked him.


“No. I’m freshly blessed and newly trained. This is my first assignment.”


“Okay. It won’t be the easiest, but it won’t be the roughest either. I’m going to need you to kill for me.”


“What?”


“We can handle most things, but if we get attacked by gravemaws or fir apes or anything too big or deadly for spears, I’ll need you to handle it instead.”


“Okay. How?”


“What do you mean, ‘How’? Whoever trained you didn’t say?”


“No. Killing wasn’t mentioned.”


I stopped and rounded on him. “Are you fucking with me right now? We’re in a war and nobody mentioned it?”


“No, I swear.”


“How about dry direction? You were taught that?”


“Yes.”


“Good. To kill a gravemaw—or anything else in this world—you target the water in its head and yank it in any direction you like. The blood ruptures the vessels in the brain, and it drops dead of a cerebral hemorrhage. It’s that simple. You’re one of the most feared killing machines on the planet, kid. No other kenning can kill so fast or so absolutely.”


The poor kid’s eyes widened. “Oh,” he said, almost a whisper. He must have led a sheltered existence.


“Don’t worry about it now, and don’t worry about it when we need you. Worry about it, if you want, after you’ve saved our asses. Because if you don’t, we’ll all be dead. A single gravemaw can take out our whole company if it wants.”


“So just . . . big animals, then? That want to eat us?”


“It’s the Gravewood, Lörry. Everything wants to eat us, big or small. But we can handle most of them, with a few exceptions. Gravemaws are the big one. And when one shows up—one almost always does—I need you kill it before it kills us. If you hesitate, that’s probably going to mean somebody dies.”


“Oh . . . all right.”


“And if we meet any Bone Giants, don’t hesitate there either. You drop as many as you can; don’t wait for my order. The order is given now.”


“Okay.”


I clapped him on the back. “Cheer up. It’s not all bad. It’s mostly good. Gyrsön there is one of the best cooks alive right now. And I’m a half-decent poet.”


“You are?”


“I once wrote a popular volume of cock sonnets.”


“That was you?”


“Ah, always nice to meet a fan.”


“Are you going to write any more?”


“A hundred sixty-eight weren’t enough? Sure, kid. If we ever get on the other side of this, I’ll write another batch and dedicate it to you.”


“You will? But why? Wouldn’t people assume we were lovers or something?”


“That doesn’t matter, and nobody will care. What’s going to happen is that people are going to want to see the cock of the kid who got a book of cock sonnets dedicated to him. I’m doing you a favor.”


“Whoa. Yeah.”


“Attaboy. Enjoy that dream now and live it later. In the meantime, kill shit for me.”


“Yes, Gerstad.”


Ah, to be young and uncomplicated again.


The bard left us all laughing about that, which was a pleasant sound. The city’s merriment came in two waves—once wryly at the bard’s pronouncement, and then again when the younger generation took offense at being laughed at, and that was even funnier. Fintan dismissed his seeming and promised more of Pen and Daryck tomorrow. And then, turning from Survivor Field, he told me there was a chance we’d not be able to work tomorrow and apologized, because he might need to huddle up with Eimear some more.


“She really has a lot to share.”


“Oh, understandable. Did she mention, by any chance, whether Melishev Lohmet is still alive?”


“He was alive during what she’s shared so far—I haven’t asked her if that’s still true at the moment. Because we’ve been talking about events from last autumn, and we’re now in Bloom.”


“Ah, understood. Would you mind asking her for me, then? I’m keen to know.”


“Oh, sure. Absolutely.”


“Thanks very much. I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow, whether we can work or not.”


One more night to get an answer. Part of me wished Melishev dead, and part of me wished him alive and suffering. If there was a part of me that wished for forgiveness, it remained silent.










  Day 41  



THE MAN IN THE CABIN


I flared out my cane as I walked to meet Fintan for lunch, which would probably be a meager affair. Despite the looming prospect of hunger, I adopted a strut that was as close to a sashay as my knee would allow, because I was finally going to find out something that had been puzzling us for months. People smiled at me because my good mood was infectious, and I wished them a fantastic day. Though I couldn’t be sure how I’d feel once I knew Melishev’s fate, my gut told me that knowing had to be better than not knowing. The collapse of the Granite Tunnel and the subsequent revolution in Ghurana Nent had left us all wondering what was going on over there. The bard’s tales formed the bulk of what we knew, since no information was coming voluntarily from the Nentians.


The last we’d heard, Melishev Lohmet had intended to kill the Fornish ambassador, Mai Bet Ken, but fainted from illness before he could do so. It occurred to me to wonder how Fintan had learned that story. Probably from the Fornish, who were keeping in very good touch with us. Which meant that, unless Fintan had been taking significant license, the ambassador survived.


The chowder house was becalmed, like a ship on a windless day. The chowder they served up with an apology only vaguely deserved the name, as it was briny and largely bereft of chunks. There was a small nibble of clam and one bite each of potato and carrot.


“So!” I said to him as I sat down. “Did you remember to ask Eimear about Melishev?”


“Of course I did. I never forget anything.”


“Right, silly question. Sorry. What did she say? Does the shitsnake yet live?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“She doesn’t know?”


“Oh, yes, she knows, and she told me. I simply can’t tell you yet.”


“Why not?”


“It’s not my decision, okay? I want to be clear about that. I’m under orders not to tell you.”


“Orders from whom?”


“From the pelenaut via the lung.”


I blinked a few times to process this before clarifying. “The lung relayed an order from the pelenaut saying you were not to tell me whether Melishev Lohmet is alive or dead?”


“That is correct. I’m very sorry, but I feel I have to obey that order, as I am a guest here and can be forced to leave at any time.”


“I understand that, yes, I totally understand. What I don’t understand is why they would give you such an order.”


The bard shrugged. “The lung did not offer to explain it.”


“Of course he didn’t. But can you guess? I mean, whatever happened to him, good or bad, will be a part of your tales in forthcoming days, am I right?”


Fintan nodded enthusiastically. “One hundred percent. You will find out at the same time everyone else does.”


“So there must be some reason to keep it secret a few days longer. And I can’t imagine what that would be. What difference would it make? It’s not like I’m going to tell everyone and spoil the surprise.”


“I wouldn’t know,” Fintan said.


“I see.” The chowder in front of me looked as if it yearned to congeal like proper chowders in days of yore, but it sadly lacked enough fats to make that happen.


“Dervan?”


“Hmm? Yes?”


“Are you all right? You’ve been staring at your bowl for a while.”


“Oh. Uh. Sorry, Fintan. My thoughts are swimming like a shad without a school. I think you mentioned we might not be able to work today, owing to your need to spend more time with Eimear. Do you know if that holds true?”


“It does, unfortunately.”


“It’s just as well. I don’t think I’m up to work today. I know that it puts us even further behind, but there’s no danger of it slipping out of your memory, is there?”


“No. We can resume later and make up for lost time.”


“Excellent. My apologies, but my appetite has gone missing. If you’ll excuse me?”


“Yes. I’ll see you on the wall later?”


“I wouldn’t miss it.”


In front of the bard I’d managed to keep my temper, but it built and built in me as I walked to the palace and demanded to see the pelenaut and was once again denied. Röllend had me caged in a lobster trap in the abyss, and it hurt because I didn’t know why.


The strut I enjoyed earlier had been tied to a boulder and tossed into the bay to drown. I probably should have eaten that chowder, thin and spare as it was, because the ill news had drained me mentally and was dragging me down physically as well; I felt as if I’d spent a full day watching young children play on a rocky, jagged shore, trying first to prevent injury and then trying to calm them when the injuries inevitably happened. I might as well be a wrung-out mop for all the life and juice I had left. Defeated, I trudged up the steps to the wall to witness the day’s tales, and purchased a sad fish wrap of dubious provenance and a weak beer to fill the void.


Chewing mechanically, I mused that if Pen was heading in the direction of Talala Fouz, her next tale might offer me some clues. At least Fintan had assured me that I’d find out eventually. But I chafed at a wait that felt wholly unnecessary.


The bards performed an up-tempo instrumental song that day and got to it fairly quickly.
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When we arrived in Talala Fouz, I couldn’t stop staring at the Gravewood, which stood silent on the northern shore of the river. I wanted to plunge my silverbark shoots into the soil there and commune with the conifers. It wasn’t until I walked down the gangplank that I really took a look at the capital of Ghurana Nent and realized what a horror it was. A fury and a firelord had torched the whole city, a stark example of what would happen if we didn’t protect the Canopy from the Hathrim. There was an awful lot of rebuilding going on, and it looked like they had some Raelech stonecutters burying the ash in the soil and compacting it and so on, speeding the process, but the stink of burnt wood stung my nostrils.


“Ugh. They need to get a Kaurian cyclone here to blow this foul air away,” I said.


“I agree,” Mak said. “But I can do quite a bit to freshen things up once I’m finished growing the treehouses upriver. Listen, do you have a place to stay already? If not, I can take you to the embassy. Plenty of room. Most of the Red Pheasants plan on bunking there.”


“Thank you, that would be great.”


Mak had been expecting a warm welcome from Ambassador Ken and tea in her reception room but was dismayed to discover that she’d been arrested or abducted some time ago by the king’s men and hadn’t been seen since. Word had been sent to Forn about the incident, but it would be weeks before any response could arrive. Mak wanted something done now.


The embassy staff said they’d complained and made inquiries and been stonewalled by the king’s underlings. Mak was convinced that he would get different results somehow and stalked off, prickly as a thornhand, to demand answers from the king.


I privately doubted he’d have much success and found a member of the staff who was willing to brief me about the situation. Del Mot Goh was a blond woman with a pert nose, who’d cropped her hair short the way cousin Nel had, and we had a chat around the back side of the tea treehouse, away from where the public entered the winding staircase around the trunk. Technically we could be overheard if someone above us wanted to cock an ear in our direction, so we kept our voices low.


“King Kalaad the Unwell is seriously unwell, physically and mentally,” Del explained. “He kills people when he feels like it, and I fear the worst has happened to the ambassador.”


“He kills them?”


Del nodded. “He takes them outside the city and chains them to a post, then he bleeds them a little bit, and their screams along with the scent of blood attract predators. They get eaten alive, and their bones get scattered around the area.”


I made no comment on how cruel that was but stuck to whether it was likely. “He wouldn’t do that to an ambassador, though, would he? That would start a war.”


“Only if we can prove he did it. We’d have to find her bones among all the others and then prove that he chained her up there.”


She had a point. That would be impossible, so the practical thing to do was to focus on something else.


“What does he do with people he’s not going to execute? Is there a prison in the city?”


“There’s a dungeon somewhere. Ambassador Ken told me about it. There’s a Nentian prisoner in there who killed a Fornish citizen, and she wanted to make sure he was locked up.”


“Did she say anything about what it was like inside?”


“Damp and smelly.”


“Moldy, perhaps?”


“Definitely.”


“Then I might be able to find her, if he’s holding her there.”


“How?”


Shoots from the silverbark on my shin woke up and threaded their way into the soil beneath the Red Pheasant tea treehouse.


“The White Gossamer Clan specializes in finding animals using fungus.”


“You do?”


I chuckled, because her voice was one part wonder and two parts revulsion, and I’d heard it before. “The giant spiders who live in our part of the forest like to spin their webs among large mushrooms. There are many species that work for them, and they tend to move on after a few days, so it’s easier for us to find the spiders and harvest their silk if we ask the fungus where they are.”


“The fungus is aware of the spiders?”


“Not exactly. Awareness is a bit strong for what’s going on. But it responds, biologically, to stimulus, so in that sense it’s aware of being walked on and having webs attached to it and the miniature exhalations of the spiders. The same principle should apply here, with some adjustments. First, I need to find a source of mold underground—oh! Got it.”


“How can you sense that? Wouldn’t the dungeon be enclosed?”


“Plants can crack stone given enough time and water. I imagine that it’s probably an old dungeon, since this is the capital. There are plenty of small fissures through the rock—not large enough for a prisoner to escape, but plenty wide enough for water to seep in and fungus to line those fissures. That’s my way to get a peek inside. And yes . . . it’s quite moldy. Now it’s a matter of determining whether any of the prisoners in there might be Ambassador Ken.”


“How would fungus know the difference?”


“Through the difference in gases we exhale.”


“I don’t understand.”


“The other prisoners are most likely Nentian or Raelech—which means they’re bigger. At least a foot taller, and likely more. They’re inhaling and exhaling more gases in those enclosed rooms, and the plant life in those rooms will notice.”


“Oh! So if there’s a prisoner in the dungeon who’s less gassy, so to speak, then that could be Ambassador Ken!”


“Right. Or a child, I suppose. But this part will take a while.”


“Of course. Can I get you anything, ben Min, while you work?”


“I’m fine for the moment, thank you. But if the ambassador is in the dungeon, we need to have a place for her to hide once I free her.”


“You’re going to break her out?”


“The Nentians are not abiding by the rules of diplomacy, so I don’t see why we should allow her to suffer.”


Del grinned at me. “Oh, I like you. You’re right, they’d come search for her in the embassy rooms, but we can arrange a private clan deck up in the treehouse. . . . Okay, I am on it. Send word if you need anything.”


“Can I stay in the treehouse too? They might be looking for a greensleeve after I’m finished.”


“Yes, yes, absolutely. I’ll move your things from the embassy to a clan deck now. Oh, I hope this seed will sprout.”


She took her leave, and I threw myself into the slow work of surveying the dungeon through the limited senses of fungi. I could figure out the temperature and humidity and air quality of each cell, and from that I would have to make educated guesses about whether it was occupied and by whom.


There were ten cells, and two were unoccupied: number five, which was larger than the others and approaching a standard of cleanliness, and number ten, which was smallish and filthy. That room had a lot of dead somethings in it and maybe something living in it, perhaps a rodent or a cat or a very large spider. Of the eight occupied cells, seven of them were absolutely thriving on the exhalations of the occupants. And the eighth was doing very well but perhaps a petal or two shy of full bloom.


It was the actual eighth cell in the row; there were other prisoners on either side. Trying to determine the number of guards or the security arrangements was impossible, unfortunately. The guards weren’t standing in moldy cells.


But the security boiled down to three things: locked doors, keys to unlock them, and armed guards who presumably had the keys. The variables at play were how many guards there would be and how skilled they were, but I wasn’t terribly worried: Highly skilled fighters usually didn’t pull dungeon duty. And how alert would the guard to a secret dungeon be, after all? It’s unlikely that anyone would come by to challenge him if it was secret.


No time like the present. With Mak gone to see the king and making demands, the king might react poorly and move Ambassador Ken—or worse.


Withdrawing my shoots from the earth, I walked around to the treehouse entrance and told the greeter that I was a guest of Del Mot Goh. She descended in a few minutes to escort me to my room: a screened deck high up in the tree, with a cot and washbasin and my travel bag. Customers or other visitors would never know it was here; they would see only a dense cloud of leaves at the end of a thick branch.


“It’s not much, I know—” Del began, but I raised a hand to stop her.


“It’s perfect. May I make one more request? Hooded cloaks for myself and Ambassador Ken.”


“Yes! I’ll return shortly.”


While she was gone, I opened my pack to withdraw a compartmentalized box full of seeds and spores, a small bag of soil, a tiny jar of resin, and a cheese knife I never used for cheese.


The deck was a living part of the silverbark and would respond to my requests. Squatting on my haunches, I let my shoots communicate with the tree and asked it to shape a part of its branches into a bowl. This took a few minutes, but it created a tight coil of wood, sort of like an upside-down beehive, which would serve me well. Into this I poured my bag of soil and moistened it with some water from the washbasin. Then I selected a seed of a gourd plant, pressed it into the soil, and accelerated its growth until I had five small gourds with thin shells. I sliced off the tops, scooped out the interior flesh, and set them aside to dry. Then I pulled out the plant and shook the soil from the roots back into the bowl. I had more work to do.


Using my cheese knife, I carefully lifted a tiny measure of spores from a sealed container, then wiped the blade off into the soil. I added more water and accelerated the growth. The resulting mushrooms were harmless if cooked and eaten while immature, but the spores were pesky. They absolutely loved to grow in lung tissue.


Cautiously, I brought the mushrooms to bloom and removed them one at a time. I was immune to the spores, but I still didn’t want to breathe them in. I scraped the spores into the gourds, using three mushrooms per gourd, then I replaced the tops and sealed them with a smear of resin.


Five spore bombs. There couldn’t be more than five dungeon guards, right?


Del Mot Goh called from outside the deck, and I opened the wall of branches and leaves to allow her entry.


“Sorry that took so long—” she said, holding two forest-green cloaks.


“Perfect timing. Is Mak Fin ben Fos back yet?”


“No.”


“Let’s go anyway.”


“Wait, you want me to go with you?”


“Just to the site. So you can tell Mak where to look for me if something goes wrong.”


Del’s eyes widened. “What can go wrong?”


“So very much. I’m almost ready—I just need an excuse to get inside.”


I put on the cloak, arranged the spore bombs on my belt, and made sure to pluck five small packets of powder wrapped in onionskin from my seed supply. I quickly grew another batch of mushrooms and simply picked them at the ideal stage for cooking. These I placed in a shallow basket that wove itself out of a living vine, which I cut off with my cheese knife when it was finished. I then encouraged that vine to thicken and continue growing. I had it trail down from the deck so that we could exit the tree without passing by the patrons of the teahouse. Once we shimmied down it—with me holding the basket in one hand and Del bringing the extra cloak—I had it break off and fall into a heap behind us.


“I hope she’s really in there,” Del said as we exited the Fornish compound and walked in the general direction of the palace construction project.


“Me too. Do you know much about the old palace layout?”


“Nothing. I’ve never had occasion to visit.”


“But you’ve been around Nentian architecture, at least? I’ve lived in trees my whole life and wouldn’t know where to begin.”


“What are you looking for?”


“The kitchen.”


“Oh, that’s easy enough. It’s one of the few parts of the palace that didn’t burn down, since it was built of stone.”


“They’d probably have a root cellar beneath it, right?”


“I imagine so.”


“And since they excavated that space for a root cellar, they could have just continued excavating, and on the other side of the wall might be . . . ?”


“A dungeon!”


The palace grounds weren’t all that far from the embassy grounds—perhaps three hundred lengths. We stopped well short of the gates, and Del pointed to the left side behind the walls. “The kitchen would be over there, and presumably the dungeon underneath. The king’s residence and sky room would be on the far side of the compound, but I think it’s all tents and construction at the moment. That’s where Mak would be.”


“Okay. Give me the cloak and head back to the embassy. Tell everyone that they should deny that I’m even here. Either I come back with Ambassador Ken inside an hour, or I’ll be in trouble.”


“Thank you, Pen. For trying.”


“She represents the Canopy, and the Canopy comes first. I can’t do anything else.”


Del left me, and I walked up to the two bored guards at the gate.


“Name and business,” said one, burping softly afterward but not begging my pardon.


I gestured to my basket of mushrooms. “I’m recently arrived and heard that King Kalaad is unwell. These mushrooms from Forn are renowned for their restorative and healing properties. I was hoping to give them to the palace chef and coach him or her in their preparation.”


“They’ll have to be tested,” the other one said, and the first guard grunted.


“Name?” he asked.


“Yor Mah ben Dun of the Blue Piper Clan.” Both name and clan were fabricated, but the guards were not sufficiently schooled in Fornish names to know that. They did, however, recognize that I was blessed—that was a little hard to miss, even if they didn’t know the meaning of the ben honorific.


“You a greensleeve?” asked the second guard.


My eyes dropped down to the living wood growing on my forearms and then rose back to meet his, and I nodded twice, slowly.


He nodded back, but he wasn’t impressed. “Welcome.”


The guard who had belched turned to a small ledger on a desk and wrote down my professed name, then they waved me through, giving me directions to the back door of the palace kitchen. It seemed like lax security to me, but another guard greeted me at the back door, and he repeated the process of asking my name and business. He also asked which gate I’d used to enter the palace grounds, so that was at least a rudimentary tracking system. If I lied, they’d know. Once he wrote that down, he unlocked the door for me—which looked new.


“Chef is the one in the hat,” he said, evidently assuming I would be unable to tell otherwise. I thanked him and stepped into the kitchen. A couple of prep cooks looked up at my entrance, but I ignored them. The chef in the hat had her back to the door because she was checking something cooking in an oven. Since she didn’t look around, I didn’t go straight to her. I walked like I knew where I was going, to an archway on the left, midway along a wall that was mostly covered in pantry cupboards. Once through, I discovered it was a hallway. It stretched away to the right before ending at an intersecting hallway. To the left, it dead-ended, because that led to the exterior wall. But along that very short stretch of hallway were two doors—hidden behind those pantry cupboards—and a guard lurking in front of one. Which meant those pantry cupboards were fake, built to conceal stairways leading down. The door nearest me was labeled in Nentian as the root cellar, and since I doubted they felt the carrots and potatoes needed guarding, the other door was most likely the entrance to the king’s dungeon.


I smiled at the guard, tilted the basket so he could easily see I had produce in there, and headed for the door to the root cellar. It was unlocked. I held it open with my foot and, unhooking a spore bomb from my belt, asked him in his language if that was the dungeon.


“Who are you?” he demanded.


Instead of answering, I threw the spore bomb at his head. He ducked underneath it easily, and the gourd shattered on the stone wall behind him, releasing the spores directly into the space where he’d need to breathe. As he drew breath to shout at me and perhaps charge, he inhaled a lungful of spores. He knew something was wrong right away and gasped in shock—which only sucked more spores into his airway.


He wheezed and clutched at his throat, and I let the door to the root cellar close and put down my basket of mushrooms. As his eyes widened in alarm, I told him to try to be calm.


“If you panic, it’ll get worse,” I said. “Open the door for me and I’ll give you the cure.”


He didn’t feel like doing that. He drew his sword instead, weakly, and I set myself defensively in case he charged. But he didn’t have the strength, because he didn’t have the breath. He swayed, tried to take a step, and fell to his knees, his face turning blue.


“You’re running out of time, smart guy. Drop the sword and I’ll give you the cure.”


He really wasn’t a smart guy. He kept struggling until he eventually slumped over, unconscious. I removed one of the small onionskin packets from my belt pouch, tore it open under his nose to let some of the fine powder inside get inhaled, then opened his mouth and shook the remainder in there. It was an antifungal that would kill the spores he’d inhaled, and he’d be fine in a few hours.


Using the large single key I removed from his belt, I opened the door to the dungeon and dragged the heavy stump of a man in there, leaving him at the top of a flight of stone steps. I locked the door again and took the key with me. I doubted he’d regain consciousness in time to pose a problem, but if he did, he wouldn’t be getting out to raise the alarm, and his sword was in the hallway. One of the kitchen staff might come to investigate and raise an alarm, though, so I hurried down the curving flight of stairs. There was another guard at the bottom, and I dispatched him with another spore bomb, coolly waiting for him to fall unconscious before taking his weapons and his mess of keys.


“I don’t have time to worry about these,” I muttered. It was quite dark down there, just a small firebowl providing illumination, and I didn’t want to fumble through a ring of keys looking for the right one. The faster I was out of there, the better. I administered the antifungal to the guard and then concentrated on my silverbark, sending a slim shoot into the keyhole. I let it grow and fill the space until it felt tight, and then I turned it, the tumblers obliging me.


Yes, I will admit that I grinned at that point. I’d known in theory that this was something greensleeves could do, but this was the first opportunity I’d had to do it.


Time to see if all this hassle was worth it. The air behind the door was definitely a festival of mold, and it was so dark that I went back for the small firebowl. I counted cell doors on my left as I went down the hall until I got to the eighth one. If I’d read the signs correctly, Ambassador Ken would be on the other side.


Straightening out the same shoot I’d used moments before, I slipped it into the keyhole and let it take the proper shape to turn the lock. Once it clicked, I hauled open the door and held the firebowl aloft.


“Mai Bet Ken? Ambassador?” I called. My voice, coupled with the noises I’d made, roused the occupants of the other cells to demand to know who was out there and cry for help. From the cell I’d opened—nothing. It was pitch black inside, the firebowl penetrating only a little way. I didn’t mind stepping in, since even if the door closed behind me, I’d be able to unlock it anytime.


Squeaking noises alerted me that there were rats in there—big ones, as the firebowl soon revealed. As well as bugs of different kinds. And . . . a slumped form along the back wall.


“Oh, no.”


I hurried over and set the firebowl down. It was indeed the ambassador—or if not her, some other Fornish woman in fine robes. They were filthy now, and her hair was slimed. She was breathing shallowly, and I opened an antifungal packet underneath her nose before feeding her the rest. In a moldy cell like this, she’d need it for sure.


She stirred as I struggled to lift her to a sitting position, eyes fluttering open and then squeezing shut.


“What—who’s there?” she said.


“I’m here to get you out, Ambassador.”


That got her to try again. “You’re . . . you’re Fornish.”


“Yes. A greensleeve. We need to go. Can you get up?”


“Maybe? Ack. Did you give me something? What is in my mouth?”


“An antifungal powder.”


“Oh. Thanks. It tastes terrible.”


I helped her up and then gave her the cloak, telling her to hurry and put it on. The other prisoners were making more noise. That might wake the unconscious guards earlier than I would wish, and we could have company at any moment.


“Who are you?” she asked.


“A friend of Mak Fin ben Fos.”


“He’s here?”


She brightened considerably at his name. Hoping it would get her to move faster, I said, “We just got here a few hours ago and heard you’d been abducted. He’s demanding an audience with the king while I’m breaking you out.”


“Oh, no. He shouldn’t do that. The king is mad and blames his illness on me. We need to get him out of there.”


“Well, come on. Let’s go. Are there any other prisoners down here you want freed?”


“Not unless freeing them helps us escape somehow.”


It was possible they might distract the few guards we needed to pass on our way to escape. But then again, they might bring more guards running to contain the situation than we could handle. And they also might hurt those innocent people in the kitchen or even turn on us. “I think it would complicate things. So far this is a stealth mission.”


“Lead the way, then.”


“Grab the firebowl, please, and follow me.”


She left the door open behind her—just as well. There would be little doubt that the Fornish greensleeve had come to free the Fornish ambassador.


I got another spore bomb ready just in case, but it wasn’t needed; the two guards I’d taken out were still unconscious.


Ambassador Ken asked if they were dead, and I reassured her that they’d be okay soon enough.


“Good,” she said, before succumbing to a coughing fit that racked her whole body. She wobbled unsteadily on the stairs, and I grabbed on to her robe to make sure she didn’t tumble down them. She wound up ejecting some nasty stuff from her lungs and took a moment to catch her breath after that.


“Can you keep going?” I asked. “I kind of need you to.”


“Yes. Sorry. That dungeon isn’t good for your health.”


“How long were you down there?”


“I’ve no idea. No sense of time when you never see the sun. But I wouldn’t have lasted much longer, so thank you.”


“Don’t thank me yet. This escape is still springtime budding that might be cut short by a late frost.”


Stepping over the guard in front of the door, I unlocked it and peeked out into the hallway. Sounds of pots banging in the kitchen reached my ears, but no sounds of alarm. The guard’s sword was still lying where I’d left it. I placed it next to him, then waved Ambassador Ken through. Once the dungeon door was closed and locked, I deposited my mushroom basket and all the dungeon keys inside the door to the root cellar. After that, there was no helping it: We had to step into view.


“Lean on me and look as sick as you are,” I said. “Our story will be that you’re ill and I’m taking you to a Raelech herbalist in town.”


We got some stares as we traveled through the kitchen, but once again the chef wasn’t looking our way and no one else challenged us, since we were clearly heading for the exit and had no intention of interrupting their work. They must have been fairly used to people streaming past.


The guard outside the door, however, had questions.


“Hold on, now. You are . . .” He checked his notes. “Yor Mah ben Dun. Who’s that?”


“A countrywoman of mine who fell ill in the palace. She entered on the other side of the compound. Her name is Jin Zoh Kel.”


Ambassador Ken launched into a new coughing fit, and whether it was real or faked, the guard believed that she needed help.


“I’m taking her to a Raelech herbalist now.”


“Right, good luck,” he said, jotting down the fake name I’d given. The ambassador leaned heavily against me as I supported her on the way to the compound gate.


“Yor Mah ben Dun?” she whispered. “That is absolutely ridiculous.”


“They bought it, though.”


“When someone who knows Fornish sees that, those guards are going to get in trouble and hold a grudge against us.”


“I don’t plan on returning.”


“I suppose I don’t either. At least not for the short term. What’s your real name?”


“Pen Yas ben Min of the White Gossamer Clan.”


“White Gossamer?”


I clenched my jaw because I could almost hear her make the connection.


“Nel Kit ben Sah was my cousin,” I said before she could ask.


“Well. In that case, I am grateful for you both.”


“Time to be sick again,” I said as we neared the gate. The same two guards stood sentry, but there was a small queue as they kept track of exits as well as entrances.


“That won’t be a problem.” As if the thought reminded her, her lungs convulsed in a fresh round of wet coughs, and it drew stares. The guards were not anxious to keep us waiting when I got to the front. I gave them the same name and story I’d given the kitchen guard, and they waved us through. She still leaned heavily on me afterward, so her weakness wasn’t an act.


“Listen, Del Mot Goh is preparing a private deck for you in the tree-house. I think you should rest up there and stay out of sight.”


“Agreed. And you too. But I don’t think they’ll be looking too hard.”


“Why is that?”


“If they come looking for an escaped diplomat, they’ll be admitting they imprisoned a diplomat.”


We made it to the Fornish compound without incident, but Ambassador Ken said we should keep our hoods and cloaks pulled close to conceal our identities. The Nentians would have spies in the public areas of the treehouse. We would need to reach the private clan sections of the tree without being seen.


That required some greensleeve work. Circling to the back side of the trunk, I connected my shoots to the treehouse and asked it to either move or grow enough leaf cover on that side to prevent any visitors from observing anything in that direction from the ground up. They’d notice that we were hiding something, but there was no helping that.


Once the leaves shielded us from view, we walked away from the trunk until we were almost directly underneath my private deck. There I had a thick root break the surface and coil horizontally to make a rough platform for us to stand upon. The ambassador and I stepped onto it, and then the root elevated us straight up until we could step through the leaf wall onto the deck. I let the root and the leaves return to normal when our privacy was assured.


Leading the ambassador to my cot, I said, “I’ll go find Del and see about getting this deck plumbed so we can build you a living bathtub, but there’s a washbasin with a pitcher of water to get you started.”


A tear dribbled down Ambassador Ken’s dirty cheek, leaving a clean trail through the grime. “You are wonderful, Pen. I wish to speak with you later at length and see if there is anything I can do to help you, though I’m sure it will be nothing compared to what you’ve done for me. You saved my life.”


Maybe I did. I thought she’d require another dose of antifungals in the morning. But there was still plenty of work for me to do.


I left her to fetch Del Mot Goh and get permission to grow plumbing tubes that would pump hot water from the boiler platform and drain it as needed. When I returned, the ambassador had removed her cloak, washed her face, and made an attempt to de-slime her hair. She was still horrendously dirty and smelled foul, but we’d take care of that soon enough.


Del wept openly when she saw the ambassador and left almost as soon as she arrived, to fetch fresh robes and soap and such. I got to work instructing the tree to grow hollow plumbing branches up to the deck, which took perhaps twenty minutes with my encouragement. Once they arrived, I had a portion of the deck grow and shape itself into a bathtub, then connected the plumbing. Last, I grew a privacy screen around the bathtub for the ambassador. Soon she was sighing as she slipped into the hot water, and I stretched out on the cot, feeling like I needed a rest. I was about to nod off when Mak Fin ben Fos arrived, led there by Del.


I sat up and made room on the cot for him so he could sit, and he talked to the ambassador through the screen, mightily relieved that she was okay and grateful to me for busting her loose.


“They made me wait for hours,” he said, and a sloshing sound told us that the ambassador was getting out of the bath. “When I finally got to see the king, he was in very poor shape, but he wanted to know what was happening in Khul Bashab before he would answer any of my questions. He wanted to know first why I hadn’t killed the beast callers. I told him that I never even found them and that they’d overthrown the city watch and trapped the viceroy before I could get there. Then I told him that the beast callers had repelled an initial force when I left but that his main army was marching on the city when I caught the boat north. I had to answer dozens of questions about them before he’d let me ask where you were and who took you. He claimed he had nothing to do with your abduction and had no idea where you were or even if you were alive.”


Ambassador Mai Bet Ken stepped out from behind the screen in a new clean robe in the colors of the Red Pheasant Clan, her wet hair rolled up in a towel. She looked entirely different. Stunning, even.


“Those were all lies,” she said. “Melishev Lohmet had his men bring me to him outside the city walls and intended to kill me himself, but he collapsed before he could do it. He ordered me thrown into that dungeon to rot instead, and I would have, if not for ben Min. I’m glad you’re both here now. King Kalaad the Unwell has started something with Forn, but we are going to finish it.”


For personal reasons, Pen and Mai instantly became my new favorites. I hoped they would finish their conflict with Melishev to my satisfaction.


Before changing his form, Fintan said, “And we continue with the newly reconstituted Grynek Hunters, now resupplied and scouting the Gravewood north of Fornyd.”
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We made little progress inland at first. Once we were ferried across the Gravewater, we spent the bulk of the afternoon roaming the bank, looking for the best place to build a proper dock and also searching for any animal trails or paths that might indicate good hunting ahead. About midafternoon, Mynstad Luren called me to check out something downriver. I double-timed it back there with him, and he did indeed have something to show me: a small canoe hidden in the reeds, and the beginnings of a path heading north.


“Well, we weren’t specifically looking for anything like this, but I think we’ve found the thing we’re looking for. Let’s camp here and follow that trail in the morning.”


I left Luren to keep an eye on the area as I went to fetch the others, wondering about what that canoe might mean. It wasn’t built for heavy cargo. It was for single or maybe double occupancy, with room for a rucksack or two. So if it was a smuggling operation, what were they smuggling? And where on Teldwen were they smuggling it to?


They were certainly trying to keep their landing a secret. The canoe would be invisible from the opposite shore and maybe even on the river itself. Perhaps they were poachers of some kind? But that didn’t make sense: The Gravewood wasn’t protected land, and anyone who was willing to risk the dangers it posed was free to hunt there.


Regardless, we needed to check it out for security reasons. Someone had gone to the trouble of hiding a landing across from the city, and they’d traveled this route often enough to blaze a trail. Diligence required investigation.


Gyrsön cooked us something of a feast, since it would most likely be more of a famine as we started hunting in the morning. I set up a watch and slept first, planning to get the early-morning shift, but a small family of murder weasels woke us all shortly after midnight, trying to get either our provisions or our throats. Luren got one, Gyrsön got another using the cleaver he slept with under his pillow, and one of the new soldiers got a third.


The kid, Lörry, stared wide-eyed at the carnage, half his face hidden in the dark, the other half lit by the campfire.


“What’s the matter? Never seen a murder weasel before?”


He just shook his head, his gaze fixed on the headless corpse that Gyrsön had expertly dispatched.


“They’re no good to eat, but the furs will fetch some coin in town.”


I wouldn’t be getting back to sleep, so I busied myself with skinning them and preparing the hides for tanning.


“Watch yourself, now,” Luren reminded the kid. “Since there’s blood in the wind, more will come, looking for a meal.”


“More weasels?”


“More everything. We don’t really have to hunt things out here. They hunt us instead, and we just refuse to die.”


Meat squirrels attacked. A horned spitting lizard. A dire owl swooped at Gyrsön’s face, thinking his mustache was a small rodent, but the cook ducked, and the owl flew away with his hat in its talons. Nothing really huge, though, which was simultaneously a relief and a curious disappointment. Perhaps whoever was using the canoe had hunted the area extensively.


Lörry got only a few hours of fitful sleep and was dragging when we moved out after breakfast. Vera looked fine, however, largely untroubled by the evening’s ruckus, and had kitted herself out nicely with some hardened-leather armor that should provide at least some resistance to the claws of smaller creatures.


A half hour into our journey along the trail, Gyrsön alerted me that he smelled something ahead. His nose was better than anyone’s.


“What is it?”


“Woodsmoke. Enough for a campfire. Not a forest fire.”


“All right, then, we should scout ahead. Remain here with the soldiers and guard the wagons. Luren, Lörry, Vera, come with me.”


Another ten minutes on the trail brought us to a small lodge in a modest clearing. The woodsmoke was trailing out of a chimney.


“Damn it,” I whispered.


“What?” Luren asked.


“Building a lodge was my idea.”


“Well, to be fair, you didn’t say we should build an ugly one. That’s more like a pile of lumber that accidentally looks like a cabin, not a proper lodge.”


“Somebody’s obviously home, but I want to scout this place a bit first. Let’s take a nice long look from the periphery and scope this operation. Watch for traps, hidden caches, anything unusual that might tell us who this is and what they’re up to. We’ll split up and meet on the other side. And keep it quiet. Lörry, you’re with me.”


Luren gestured at Vera, and they duckwalked off to the right as I led the rapid to the left. “Stay behind me,” I said, “and I mean right behind me.” Last thing I needed was for the kid to set off a trip wire or fall into a pit trap.


We took it slow. Couple of steps, check on the cabin. Couple of more steps, check again.


“Mind if I ask why we are being so careful here?” Lörry asked, but thankfully kept his voice low. “We have them outnumbered and we’re armed and everything.”


“I’m of the opinion that it’s okay to be too careful in the Gravewood,” I replied. “Whoever’s in that cabin has managed to survive out here in secret for a long time. That tells you they have something to hide, so they won’t be happy to welcome guests, and it also tells you they’re pretty tough, or they wouldn’t still be alive.”


“Okay, that makes sense. Thanks.”


I appreciated that the kid wanted to learn. He didn’t know, so he asked.


The cabin hid an outhouse around the back and a woodshed to season fuel for the fire, but there was nothing special about it otherwise. No back porch with rocking chairs. No pots of flowers to liven up the place or the remnants of a vegetable garden. No snares or other traps that I could see, either, in the woods on this side. Which suggested to me that whoever was in that cabin, they weren’t hunters. Hunters would have set something around the periphery as a rudimentary defense as much as in the hope of an easy kill.


Also hidden in the back: another trail, which continued north into the forest. Where in the world did it go?


Luren and Vera met up with us, and we huddled out of sight of the cabin on the trail, sharing what we’d found.


“No traps, no signs at all of this being a hunter’s lodge,” Luren said, mirroring my own thinking. “It’s weird. Not sure what they’re living on. If they’re bringing in supplies, they are either bringing them overland from the north or they are making a lot of trips in that little canoe.”


“I can’t imagine them using the canoe that often and no one in Fornyd noticing,” Vera said.


“Good point,” I agreed. “Luren, you mind taking point on this? We’ll move around to the side so we can watch the front door and the rear. You approach the rear door and call out. We’ll have you covered.”


“What do you want me to say?”


“You’re a hunter who got separated from his party. You’re wondering if they can spare any provisions. And of course you try to find out what they’re doing out here.”


“Got it. I’ll wait five minutes for you to get into position.”


Vera and Lörry came with me this time, and I situated us on the eastern side of the cabin behind an obliging bit of underbrush that concealed us while allowing us to observe.


“Be ready to do your thing, Lörry,” I said in low tones. “If a bunch of guys pour out of there and go after Luren, you pull the water out of their heads.”


The kid gulped. “Okay.”


We had to wait for a tense minute before Luren called out to the cabin. We heard some shuffling inside, and after a few seconds a man opened the rear door, holding a sword. I half-expected it to be someone from another country, maybe even a Bone Giant, but it was a Brynt man whom no one would call handsome. He wasn’t armored up but didn’t seem to care.


“What do you want?” he growled. “I don’t have any food.”


“Perhaps some water, then?” Luren said.


“No.”


“Come on. You have to have something to live on. Help me out. It’s the Gravewood.”


“You shouldn’t be here.” The man took his eyes off Luren and scanned the surroundings. I ducked down behind the underbrush, and Lörry and Vera had the good sense to do the same.


“Neither should you, but here we are. Please, friend. My party was attacked, and only I am left.”


“You’re alone?”


“Aye,” Luren lied.


“Ha! That simplifies things, then.”


Peeking over the tops of the foliage, I saw the stranger step past the threshold and advance on Luren, twirling his sword.


“What? Hold on, now, what are you doing?” Luren said. The man only laughed and kept coming. Luren backed up a few steps and drew his sword. I had full confidence that Luren could defeat him, but there was no reason to risk it.


“Drop him now,” I told Lörry.


“Now?”


“Now! That’s the order!”


He hesitated far longer than I would have liked, but he did it. Scrunched up his face, clenched his fist, and the man’s full body spasmed once before he fell over. I thought that would be the end of it, but it was just the beginning.


“I could have taken him,” Luren groused, and we all stood up. But something else stood too.


A silent, pale, yawning face of horror emerged from the dead man’s head, and then a body flowed after it, deathly white and taller somehow than the Brynt man had been, and it lunged toward Luren, bony yet spectral arms outstretched.


“What in Bryn’s blue sea—” Luren began, and he hacked through the apparition once before it dove right into his mouth and he seized up, shaking uncontrollably, eyes rolling back into his head.


It took me a couple of seconds to process what I had seen and what was happening, but Vera figured it out as soon as I did, and together we exclaimed, “It’s a wraith!”


“A wraith?” Lörry said. “Those things are real?”


Pointing at Luren, I shouted, “You just saw it!”


“What do we do?” Vera asked. That was an excellent question, and precious seconds ticked by as I realized that I had to answer it, and the answer was terrible, and even though there was no other viable answer I still didn’t want to do it.


“Luren is already dead,” I said. “The wraith is possessing him and will ultimately win. So we have to drown him.”


“Drown him in what?” Lörry said.


“The contents of our canteens.”


“Just so I understand,” Vera said, “you want to drown your own mynstad.”


“If we don’t, the wraith will use him to do whatever evil shit it wants. And if we don’t do it correctly, it will escape again and possess one of us instead. So do as I say while it’s still fighting for control. Now’s our best opportunity.”


“This is dreadful.”


“I know. Lörry, listen. You have to send water into his lungs but also maintain a globe of water around his head, so when he dies, the wraith will be trapped. The wraith can’t pass through water.”


“Can’t he just rip the water out of his head while keeping containment?” Vera asked.


“No, that would be like trying to push and pull open a door at the same time,” Lörry said. “Containment means pushing in from every direction, so pulling the water in his head in any direction would force me to drop containment. But even what you’re suggesting is not simple waterwork. You need a tidal mariner for that kind of thing.”


“You can do it. You have to,” I said. “Once the wraith is trapped and looking to escape, you contract that globe. Fill every bit of space with water, and it will drown too.”


“This . . . this isn’t anything like what they said it would be. They said I’d be serving the country. I’m killing guys, and I don’t want to do that.”


“You are serving the country. The wraith who possessed that man,” I said, pointing to the corpse, “was not a friend to Brynlön. He looked like a Bone Giant! And he won’t be a friend when he has fully possessed Mynstad Luren either. He’s an enemy, and we’re going to find out what he was up to, but first we have to make sure he’s defeated. So let’s go. Get the job done and then, if you think I was wrong, bring charges to the quartermaster. I won’t stop you and I’ll take full responsibility.”


Snatching my canteen from my belt, I strode out toward the convulsing Luren, expecting the others to follow. After a moment, I heard their footsteps behind me. Good enough.


“You need us to dump it out?” I asked.


“No, just removing the cap will be sufficient.”


“Good. Because we’re going to need to hold him upright, Vera, so the wraith can’t break containment by smashing his head into the ground.”


“What? There’s no way I can prevent a man that size from doing whatever he wants. He’s huge and I am not.”


She had a point. Truth be told, I’d have trouble restraining Luren all by myself. But maybe . . .


“Okay, get him mostly drowned first. When he’s nearly dead and starving for oxygen, I should be able to hold him.”


We removed our caps and put our canteens on the ground, and Lörry was able to easily direct the contents of mine down Luren’s mouth and nose to start filling up his lungs. That inspired plenty of coughing and spluttering, but the water kept coming, and Lörry applied all the pressure needed to simulate Luren being submerged in the ocean. He fell first to his knees and then toppled over to lie prone. That was going to be a problem. I’d have to lift him up to make sure Lörry could get containment around his head. But he was already weakening.


I knelt behind him and hooked some fingers inside his collar by his right shoulder to pull him into a sitting position. There I braced him as best as I could. He was still struggling but fading fast.


“Get a bubble around his head now, before he dies,” I said. “If the wraith gets free again, it’ll come after one of us.”


Lörry directed more water from a canteen to circle Luren’s head, and I said to my mynstad, “I’m so sorry, my friend. I didn’t expect this to happen. But I can’t imagine you’d want to live as a possessed man.”


Luren couldn’t respond, but I hoped he understood. His struggling subsided after another fifteen seconds, and then the wraith, denied a living host and therefore a way to hide, tried to escape. The inside of the water globe clouded, and Luren’s head disappeared. Lörry looked like he was straining.


“You’re doing great, kid, keep it up,” I said. “In fact, I need you to contract the globe slowly, so it’s tight around his head, and then bring up that water from the lungs to fill it. The wraith will have nowhere to go, because it can’t reenter a dead brain, and you’ll drown it too.”


“How do you know all this?” Vera asked.


“Campfire stories. You hear some interesting ones if you’ve been around like I have. There’s probably a better way to do this, something more efficient, but this is the best procedure I could think of under pressure.”


“At least it’s a procedure.”


Lörry followed through on my instructions. The sphere of clouded water shrank and then bulged as the extra water from the lungs came up and filled the bubble. The clouding intensified and then, abruptly, cleared away. Luren’s head could be seen again. The wraith was extinguished.


“Good job, kid. You did it. You can release it now.”


With a grunt, the kid let go of the water and I got soaked. He fell to his knees, breathing heavily, and I gently allowed Luren to slump over and rest.


Vera knelt next to Lörry. “You okay?”


“Yeah . . .” he gasped, “but I’m older. I can feel that took a toll.” He threw a resentful glare my way. “Didn’t expect this assignment to spend my life so quickly.”


“No, and Luren didn’t expect to lose his,” I replied. “None of this was expected. This cabin, or lodge, or whatever it is, wasn’t supposed to be here. Join me when you feel like it. I’m going to check it out, try to see what he was doing.”


What he was doing, it turned out, was spying for the Bone Giants. That became obvious once I saw the documents piled high on a desk, some of it in Brynt but much of it in the written language of the documents we’d taken from the Bone Giants earlier.


“Bone Giant wraiths are possessing us and walking around as spies,” I said, hearing Vera and Lörry enter behind me. “You know what this means? When they invaded and came upriver, they didn’t just know the locations of our cities. They had detailed intelligence on our numbers and defenses and everything.”


“But who was he reporting to? Someone to the north?” Vera asked.


“Is there anything even up there?” Lörry added.


“Something’s up there,” I said, “because there’s a path in that direction. We’re going to have to follow it later.”


“Why later?”


“Because Mynstad Luren needs to be taken home to the sea. And we need to take this intelligence back to Fornyd and let the quartermaster know the Bone Giants have been spying on us. We’re going to need a new mynstad and maybe another rapid or a tidal mariner, if we’re going to run into more of these spies.” I frowned, looking over Lörry’s face. He didn’t seem visibly older. “How bad was it? I’m sorry you had to overextend yourself.”


He shook his head and waved it off. “A stabbing headache and pain in my guts, but both of them passed. Probably aged a month or two. I think I can do it more efficiently next time. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I see what you were worried about now.”


“Good. I need you and Vera to carry everything that has writing on it. Just throw it in a pack or something as quick as you can. We shouldn’t linger. We need to get Luren out of here before scavengers show up.”


“Right,” Vera said, and started looking for something that would serve as a container for the papers.


While they got busy, I returned outside to defend the bodies until it was time to leave. Which gave me some time to think.


How many other cities had outposts like this? I knew that Grynek didn’t have any—our band hunted all along the northern shore and never came across anything like this. But a cabin in the Gravewood wouldn’t be necessary. Spies could live in the city easily.


Which implied a whole network of such spies. At least one or more in every one of our cities. The way I figured it, based on the intelligence the Bone Giants had before they ever set foot on our shores, the existence of that network was a near certainty.


I was aware that I should be grieving for Luren, but I also knew that grief rolled in on waves, and sometimes you could surf on them or dive underneath them, but eventually one of them would crash upon you and you’d be justified in thinking you might drown.


Right then I was fighting those waves with what felt like a bottomless well of fury. As they took from me, I wished to take from them—or, more properly, I wished to collect on a debt. The Bone Giants owed me an ocean of blood.


A small voice cried out in my mind, muted as if calling from a great distance, telling me that I wasn’t in a healthy place and I needed to get out of there. But I didn’t know where else to go, even if I wanted to.


A whole beetle could have flown into my mouth unimpeded after Daryck’s final words. They so perfectly illustrated my own feelings regarding the loss of my wife and the vengeance I wished upon Melishev Lohmet. I should absolutely be in a better place mentally, but I don’t think I wanted to be. The desire for a reckoning can sweep one’s good sense away like a tide, and we are powerless to swim against such a force.










  Day 42  



ON THE TRAIL OF SPIES


I sang a tiny song in the morning to what might be my last toast.


“Laaaaaast toast!” I belted out. “You might be my final crunch! Tomorrow I must find something else to munch! But I will miss you the moooost, my tooooast.”


Let those who may judge me remember that I was never blessed by the Poet Goddess Kaelin.


Upon one slice I heaped Kaurian orange marmalade, and on another I spooned a generous dollop of Fornish honey, both jars looking rather depleted. It was delicious and bittersweet. I supposed I still had some food available if I counted what remained in my jars, but without bread they seemed like sadness.


I went first to the bakery to see if some miracle worker had brought flour in the night, but the shop was closed entirely, with a promise to reopen when food returned.


Another man stopped next to me and read the sign, then waved at it and muttered, “We’re so fucked.”


The earliest winter-wheat harvest was still months away, and it would be meager, taking into account that the farmers surrounding many of our cities never got to plant a crop. I nodded sadly.


“I think sometimes that surviving the invasion was an illusion,” he continued. “We were all killed back then, but some of us simply haven’t dropped yet.”


We parted ways, rumblings in our bellies and tremors in our hearts. I, for one, did not want to drop before I knew the fate of Sarena’s murderer. And since I was being redirected into a whirlpool of futility every time I visited the palace, I had a new idea on how to find out.


I visited the Kaurian embassy, inquiring if I might speak to Kindin Ladd, the priest of the gale. He emerged after only a short wait, dressed in oranges and browns, and welcomed me with a smile.


“Master Dervan. What a pleasure. I hope you breathe peace today.”


“Thank you, Kindin. I’m not at peace at all, unfortunately, which is why I came to see you.”


“Oh? How may I help?”


“An inconsistency has built in my mind regarding the bard’s tale, and I’d like to have it resolved. I need to know whether Melishev Lohmet is alive or dead, and I’m hopeful that the Nentian citizens living here in Pelemyn might know something about it. Unless you do?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Well, I wonder if you might agree to accompany me as I ask some Nentians about it?”


“I might. Why would my presence be necessary?”


“In case they become violent, I’d like you to save me, since I am no longer a very good fighter, despite my recent attempts at training.”


The priest looked confused. “You feel that if you ask a Nentian whether their current king is alive, they will attack you?”


“I feel it’s a possibility—an unlikely one, just to be clear. But a possibility nonetheless, owing to the unflattering portrayal of him by the bard. Some Nentians have proven sensitive about that. I’m simply trying to anticipate it and hoping you can prevent any permanent injuries.”


“Are you asking this as a favor?”


“I would of course donate to a charity of your choice to thank you for your time and effort.”


“I see. And when would you like to do this?”


“Today, if your leisure serves.”


“I’m afraid my schedule is filled for the rest of the day. You’ve caught me during a brief span of free time.”


“Tomorrow, perhaps?”


“Yes. I’m free all morning.”


“Excellent. Then I’ll return tomorrow. I’m breathing easier already.”


“I’m glad to hear it.”


With a plan in mind, I was able to concentrate on work when I met Fintan for our daily scribe session, whereupon he informed me that he was just about caught up with everything that had happened elsewhere, except for recent events in Fornyd.


“We’ll hear more from them soon, I feel certain,” he said.


Upon the wall, Fintan welcomed Eimear and another Raelech singer to perform something they called a goddess chime.


“These are written in three parts to honor the triple goddess in Rael. They have no lyrics, just vowel sounds, and they are usually heard at religious services or public gatherings. The bass part, which I’ll be singing, is supposed to represent Dinae; the tenor, sung today by Eimear, represents Raena; and the soprano part, which will be performed by our guest, Niamh, represents Kaelin.”


They began, and I’m not sure I can describe it with mere words. It was beautiful, and sometimes they hit chords that made me shiver. It was music one could feel in the bones, and more than one person’s eyes watered. I hoped I’d get to hear one of those chimes again.


When they finished, Eimear and Niamh left the wall, and Fintan took the stage alone after the break.


“We’re going to return yet again to Pen Yas ben Min and Daryck du Löngren, with a bonus returning star in between,” the bard said. “Pen’s up first.”
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Securing the embassy at Talala Fouz technically wasn’t my mission: I was supposed to be looking for a place to plant the Fourth Tree, and I knew I wouldn’t be planting it in the city, so that meant I should be on my way. But at the same time, it really felt like the best way for me to put the Canopy first was to linger and make sure our interests were safe from a truly malicious man. The stories I’d heard about this Melishev Lohmet inspired the same horror as the creepy footfalls of some mystery insect crawling about on one’s legs, and while he was currently very ill, we fully expected a difficult time upon his recuperation.


Ambassador Ken had been right: The Nentians didn’t come storming into the embassy looking for her, because they couldn’t afford to admit that they’d imprisoned her in the first place. What they did instead was flood the Red Pheasant tea treehouse with spies. More than one had to be stopped as they “got lost” in private clan areas of the treehouse. And one solicitous diplomat arrived at the embassy to ask, rather transparently, if the staff had heard any good news about Ambassador Ken.


Del Mot Goh lied and told him no, alas, we had heard nothing. Because while we did not consider the Nentian people to be our enemies, the current king and his minions were certainly no longer allies.


“Are there any other greensleeves in the city besides Mak Fin ben Fos?”


Del had been schooled to expect that question and to lie again. “Not that we’re aware of. Why?”


“There have been rumors of sightings.”


“Oh. Well, if a greensleeve passed through the city, we would not know unless they specifically came here to tell us they were in town.”


“Would they not stop here as a matter of course?”


“Not unless they had some business. There are many clans in Forn, and each has its own agenda to pursue; few of them, honestly, have any business with the embassy.”


“I see. Speaking of clans: Can you confirm the existence of the Blue Piper Clan?”


“The Blue Moths are a powerful clan, if that’s who you mean. But I can tell you with absolute certainty the Blue Pipers do not exist.”


The diplomat found that interesting and took his leave.


In practical terms, the Nentian efforts to find both Ambassador Ken and me meant that we had to hide on our private clan decks during the day and come down only at night, when everyone was gone except for embassy staff. And that staff did not travel outside the embassy singly anymore but in large groups, to discourage abduction and interrogation attempts.


The necessity for this became clear when a group including Del was prevented from entering the Raelech embassy to speak to the diplomats there. They were searched for documents but weren’t carrying any. The Nentian soldiers who stopped them wanted to know why they were going to the Raelech embassy.


“To conduct Fornish business.”


“Some other time. Not now.”


The Raelechs weren’t oblivious to what was going on; their diplomats were likewise stopped from entering our embassy the next day. Which meant the king definitely thought Ambassador Ken was inside and wanted to make sure she couldn’t get any help.


Fortunately, the Raelechs had a way around that. Or, rather, under it. The next day they had a stonecutter create a tunnel between their embassy and ours. There was a tense moment when the Raelechs first emerged, but some fast talking and the long trust between our nations established that they’d been worried about us and wanted to make sure we were okay. That allowed Ambassador Ken to tell them what had been done to her and that she—and we—needed help. They promised to send for some right away. They would dispatch messages upriver, and if a courier arrived in the meantime, they’d send a message through them as well. The Triune Council would be informed and help would arrive, though it would be weeks away.


Meanwhile, at Ambassador Ken’s direction, Mak and I started growing a living wall of whipthorn hedges around the embassy compound. They were attractive plants with broad dark leaves, yellow flowers, and long, flexible branches that grew vertically, ideal for creating a wall six or seven feet high. Getting snagged by a thorn or two was no big deal unless you tried to yank away. You’d wind up causing a reaction where the other branches whipped down and snared you good. The more violence you offered it, the more you got in return. Especially if, say, a greensleeve was paying attention and helped the plants move.


In practice, this usually meant that the individual plant got destroyed in the snared creature’s attempt to get away. But it also guaranteed that the creature would stay away from whipthorns after that.


The Nentians noticed and didn’t like it, but they couldn’t stop us. Every embassy had walls of some kind. Ours just grew faster than any that could be built.


A sort of gated entryway required some testing and tweaking. We wound up creating a single entrance to the compound with a greeting area, and from there visitors were directed to either the tea treehouse or the embassy building itself. We walled the paths to the treehouse and the embassy with whipthorns to prevent spies from “getting lost” on the grounds, and once that secured the rest of the compound, we were able to bring in that Raelech stonecutter from their embassy and have him dig a protected well for us.


The current water supply was courtesy of the Nentian government, filtered from the Gravewater. But since we had reason to doubt their courtesy, it would be better to have a filtered well designed by Brynt hygienists but built by a Raelech. And we kept the tunnel to the Raelech embassy open, not only for free flow of information between us but also in case we needed a food supply or, at the last extremity, an escape.


“Do you really believe that’s necessary?” I asked Ambassador Ken when she shared her reasoning with Mak, Del, and me. “You think the king would attack the embassy or put it under siege?”


“If he feels sufficiently threatened or if he thinks it would work to his benefit, absolutely. I don’t put anything past him. Let’s be clear: He was going to have a cheek raptor tear off my face and leave me to be eaten by sedge pumas and wheat dogs because I couldn’t get a Brynt hygienist to cure him of his disease. When that didn’t work out, he wanted me to suffer in darkness until I perished. So, yes, I think he’s capable of attacking us here. He is spiteful and murderous and, as far as I can tell, cares nothing for anyone but himself.”


The four of us shuddered in revulsion at the thought of such selfishness. We had all been taught from sprouts to think of ourselves last.


“He will be so alone when he dies,” Del said. “No one to mourn him. No one to testify how he helped them grow. I can’t imagine.”


That sent me to my private deck later, where I finally opened the small precious pouch that Vet Mof ben Tam had given me. After I’d picked apart the knot that tied it closed and upended it, a beautiful, lustrous acorn fell into my palm. The cap had a silvery sheen to it, and I had never seen anything so perfect and beautiful. I was weeping before I knew it.


“I know I should be moving on to find a place to plant you,” I said, “but I feel that the interests of the Canopy require me to be here right now. It’s hard to know what to do.”


Before I could feel utterly ridiculous for talking to an acorn, a woman’s deep voice spoke in my head, bypassing the ears. Hello, Pen Yas ben Min. Tell me why you feel it’s important to stay here.


I couldn’t reply at first. Had that really happened?


Yes, I am speaking to you.


“Oh, my—oh! Um. Ahhh . . .” So much for being heroic like my cousin Nel. She had always known what to say. At least, it seemed that way when I was around her.


Plenty of people get flustered the first time they hear my voice in their head. It’s part of the reason why I don’t speak often in the sway—I’d rather you make your own decisions. But as this decision bears directly on my fate, perhaps it’s best to offer an opinion. Tell me the problem.


Okay, well, if everyone else had difficulty getting their thoughts together when hearing the First Tree, I could hardly continue to lose my mind, could I? The imperative here was to prove that I could be cool under pressure, not some fragile spirit who lost her composure every time she had a new experience. So I told them. (Whenever the First Tree spoke, greensleeves reported that the voice sounded different. Some identified it as male, some heard it as female, so the convention in our language was to use a genderless pronoun.)


And when I finished, the acorn of the Fourth Tree said, Stay and help. When you feel an urge to move on—weeks or months or years from now—that will be the right time. I cannot speak much more until I am planted, but I am glad we spoke today. You have my trust and gratitude.


“Thank you. I look forward to speaking again, wherever and whenever that is.”


Likewise.


I put the acorn back in the bag and tied it up, feeling strangely that it was so much bigger than me. There was a consciousness in there.


Feeling small and insignificant in the face of a vast world is something that Sprout often voices to Sage in Leafsong.


—How can I know if I matter, Sage? she asks. I fear I am no different from the ant or the blade of grass, easily trod upon and forgotten.


—You bring comfort and warmth to all who know you, Sprout. You are like cotton, spun into threads and then woven into fabric. You are part of something large and wondrous, it is true, but without you it would not be so fine. Every thread in a tapestry is key to the whole’s apparent mastery.


I held on to that last line more than any other. It allowed me to sleep at night.


Ah, what lovely stuff. I really did need to get ahold of Leafsong someday and read the whole thing.


The bard delighted everyone by asking a leading question next: “Tell me, good people of Pelemyn, who would you say likes mustard more than anyone on the planet?”


“Gondel Vedd!” came the answer from Survivor Field, yelled by thousands of people.
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I have taken more sea voyages in the past year than I have in my life, and while there is much to recommend it, the drawbacks are fairly clear.


•   The accommodations for relieving oneself are nightmarish. First, you’re pretty much in full view of anyone who wants to watch. Not that anyone does—it’s just that the potential for embarrassment is high. But in addition to a profound lack of privacy, dangling one’s backside over an ocean full of hungry creatures is incredibly stressful.


•   Reading is easy enough on a rocking boat, but writing is not.


•   It is impossible to eat without spilling something, and I am already a low-skill eater.


•   It’s difficult to wash clothes, and nearly all of mine are stained because of the above.


•   Sea shanties are difficult to tune out when you’re trying to concentrate.


I therefore try to focus on what I enjoy. The salty air and the salty language; the extraordinary good manners, outside of the salty language, because we recognize that we are in cramped quarters and therefore in someone’s way almost all the time; the creak of timbers and the snap of sails; the soft crush of waves against the hull and the whispers of wind. And this time, the company of my husband, Maron, with whom I am delighted to share close quarters.


He has been tremendously supportive, content to read poetry in his bunk, a mere arm’s length away, as I try to translate the sheaf of Eculan documents given to me by Mistral Kira.


They had been in the possession of an officer slain by a party of hunters north of one of the river cities, and the pelenaut had sent them down in hopes that they might air out a foul room and provide insight into their plans.


They didn’t do that, exactly—they were mostly reports of the aftermath of the invasion. But that gave breath to a much more urgent whisper: There were spies reporting on all Brynt cities, not just the previously identified Vjeko. There was a network of informers providing crucial intelligence.


“Brynlön is infested with spies,” I murmured, mostly to myself. But Maron heard me and thought I was talking to him.


“Better spies than dickskin mites.”


“Pfff. You say that about everything.”


“Yes, but only because it’s true. Gondel, my love, I’ll take twenty spies in the capital over a single mite nibbling on my dickskin all day, every day. Spies just aren’t that bad in the relative scheme of things.”


“No, no, listen. The man carrying these reports was found far from any of the Brynt cities. He was near the coast of the Northern Yawn, in fact, and had never been in any of the cities. So how did he come by this information?”


“I’m going to guess and say it was spies.”


“Indeed. And the Brynts have no idea.”


“Well, you can give them one,” he said, returning to his poetry, and his dismissive tone annoyed me. I turned around to face him.


“Maron, what if we have a similar network of spies in Kauria?”


He looked up. “That would be bad, for sure, but I’d still rather have that than dickskin mites.”


“I need you to forget about mites for just a minute.”


“Why? It gives me the perspective I need to face life’s challenges with equanimity.”


I took a calming breath before replying. “This spy network has obviously been in place for a long time. It would explain the coordination of the invasion. If we have such a network in Kauria, they could be setting us up for invasion as well. Entire cities put to the sword.”


That gave him pause. “So that Bone Giant—”


“Eculan!”


“—Eculan prisoner in the hold could be the first of many?”


“Yes. We have thought from day one that Saviič was a scout of some kind, and I discovered personally that more like Saviič landed in Brynlön prior to the invasion. So figuring out how that officer in the north got these reports should be a priority.”


“You’re not suggesting that there have been giants like Saviič hiding in Brynt cities all along and they never noticed?”


“No. Something else is going on. I just don’t know what. But I’m fairly sure we should skip Pelemyn altogether and sail directly upriver to Fornyd.”


“Skip the capital of Brynt civilization, where all the leadership is, and travel instead to a tiny, isolated hamlet?”


“I don’t think it’s that small or isolated. It might not have the tea culture you’re used to—”


“That’s what I’m afraid of, Gondel. That and the mites you told me to forget about.”


“They’ll have tea, don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”


“Why do you think we need to skip Pelemyn? Shouldn’t we at least stop and say hello?”


“No. Because I don’t want to be intercepted or delayed. Logic says I need to go to Fornyd.”


“Logic doesn’t say that to me, so I am going to need you to explain, please.”


“The hunters who found this intelligence are based out of Fornyd. All the other river cities were destroyed. Therefore, the only point of contact with the north that we know about is Fornyd, which means messages are most likely passing through there. Stopping at Pelemyn would introduce delays and the possibility that we would tip off the spies that no doubt remain there. I’d rather inform the quartermaster of Fornyd directly about this threat to eliminate middlemen and speak to the hunters if I can. What? Do I have new stains?”


Maron was looking at me with an amused expression.


“No, the old ones are holding fast. I simply think that you are adorable. The way you light up when someone asks you to explain.”


I deflated. “Did you even hear me, or were you just enjoying your playtime?”


“I heard you and understand the decision,” he assured me. “But will the captain go along with this scheme of yours?”


“Since she is supposed to take me where I want to go, by orders of Mistral Kira, I believe she will.”


“Whoooa,” Maron said in awe. “What does it feel like to have such raw power? Such potent puissance? Gondel Vedd, Scholar of Action!”


My husband loves to tease me. I adopted a look of smug satisfaction.


“It has its benefits. Some people are attracted to power, you know.”


“And food stains?”


“In extraordinary cases, yes, one will find a person such as yourself who is attracted to both power and food stains. A rare overlapping of interests. You are incredibly lucky to have found me, a person blessed with an abundance of both, and I am lucky to have found you.”


The captain was at first reluctant to change course, because she had messages to deliver to Pelemyn on behalf of the mistral, but I convinced her that my need took precedence and that she could stop by Pelemyn on the way back. She should further inform the pelenaut in person—dropping my name if necessary—that he should send only his most trusted member of the military to see me in Fornyd for information vital to Brynlön’s security.


I am not sure what power I have except over language, but if it could help me save lives, then I would wield it to my utmost.


[image: Illustration]


That tale told me that Pelenaut Röllend had definitely been keeping things from me. If this happened months ago, and he just recently sent Nara du Fesset to check on Gondel, then something had been going on there for a good while without the general public’s knowledge. I needed to get the timeline nailed down solid with Fintan. Perhaps it would help shed light on the Nentian issues as well.


Fintan hefted a black sphere in his hand and said before dropping it, “While Gondel was journeying to Fornyd, the Grynek Hunters were about to begin their own journey north of the city.”


He threw down the sphere and transformed into Gerstad du Löngren.


[image: Illustration]


We got no extra rapid or tidal mariner, but once Quartermaster du Cannym understood the gravity of our discovery, she assigned me a new mynstad, an extra provisions wagon, and an extra squad of archers.


Curiously, the Gravewood had very little problem with our presence—until we passed the cabin where Luren died.


Two wagons, a dozen people, all on edge because we were in the most hostile of environments headed toward unknown dangers rather than unknown safety, and we smelled delicious to everything in the forest with sharp teeth.


The path eventually got lost underneath a carpet of spruce needles, but that didn’t cause as much dismay as the existence of the needles themselves. The chance of losing the trail was a minor danger compared to what lived among the trees.


Spruce marmosets are cute in isolation, perched upon a branch and making faces—and sometimes throwing feces, which I suppose makes them less cute. They are small and harmless on their own. The problem is that they are never, ever on their own. They cry out and relay information about targets, and eventually someone in your party will be assailed from the air—not by the marmosets but by spruce harriers, who live in symbiosis with them.


The harriers observe and listen from the tallest branches of the spruce, their plumage the same color as the blue-green needles of the trees. They’re usually not seen until they’re diving for your face, if at all—sometimes they dive for the back of your neck.


And the way to get picked as a target is to smell like fear and put up either a poor fight or no fight at all as the marmosets stalk you, jumping from the branches of trees and always watching, always noisily communicating information. Those who fire arrows—especially the ones who get close or even hit a target—are rarely chosen to be attacked. But the thing is, the marmosets want to be fired at. They are smart enough to know the ammunition is limited, and they want it exhausted.


Eventually a target is chosen, and then the harriers attack. Their talons are designed to slash open hide, so human skin is like tissue to them. They dive and either cut throats or cut through spinal cords and then ascend, assess, and wait. The marmosets reevaluate too. With other animals, the rest of the herd moves on, leaving the dead, and then the harriers eat first, while the marmosets clean up, taking whatever gobbets of meat are left. But humans are different: They’ll defend the fallen up to a certain point. So additional targets get chosen, which is fine for all parties concerned, including any scavenging latecomers: It just means more to eat. The marmosets and harriers can be patient.


Fortunately, it’s not a stealthy ambush. You know the danger when you’re stepping into a stand of spruce. And you know there’s more danger when the marmosets start talking.


So when we reached the spruce needles north of the spy cabin and I heard the first whooping yelps of the marmosets, I gave orders. The archers were to pick targets and fire two arrows at will. We draped chain mail over the necks of our horses. Like all the Grynek Hunters and me, Gyrsön wore a chain aventail underneath his helmet as a matter of course—it was basic protection against meat squirrels as well—but he added steel bracers to his forearms. He was to go ahead and be as afraid as he wanted, because he was the bait. The rest of us were to act aggressively.


And then we had to push forward through the forest and wait for the attack, shouting a warning to Gyrsön—or whoever was the target—if we could. Anyone targeted was to drop and cover their neck. When the harriers swooped up, the archers would try to take them out, because they were the true threat. The marmosets couldn’t take down a kitten; their whole game was to help the harriers eat so they could enjoy the leftovers.


It was tense, walking through that stretch of forest. We were all soaked in sweat before long, and Gyrsön had to drop twice in response to attacks. We shot down three harriers; two had gone after Gyrsön, and another had attacked a horse.


But we made it through without any severe injuries—the horse got scratched. It did make me wonder, however, how the spies got through if they traveled this way. Were they traveling in covered wagons? Or did the marmosets and harriers sense somehow that those particular humans were possessed by wraiths and not safe to eat? When the needles cleared up and we had some grasses and leaves to look at instead, we spread out a bit to find the trail again, because we had indeed strayed somewhat. It turned out to be a few dozen lengths to the west.


The horse who’d suffered a scratch got attacked from the west by a pair of razor tusks, but the extra archers brought them down, and that meant we had dinner settled. Gyrsön was actually thrilled by this development and requested an early stop so we could slow-roast them, but I said that we had no time for slow-roasting and he’d have to adjust his culinary plans to whipping up something quick.


Another couple of hours on the trail brought us to another hut—this one empty of occupants but containing more records in the Bone Giant language, which we collected. There was also a small barn—empty of animals but well stocked with tools and weapons, including arrows, as well as some extra wagon wheels, barrels of rainwater that Vera pronounced fit to drink, and oats for horses. That seemed to confirm that the path was often traveled by wagons. We camped there for the night, recognizing that we were looking at a waypoint shelter, a basic defense against nocturnal predators while one slept in the Gravewood.


The need for such shelter became clear before dawn, as the sky opened up and rained on us. A gravemaw showed up during my watch in the early-morning hours and ate one of our archers before we could wake Lörry to take it down. We spent an hour harvesting some of the gravemaw’s natural armor, which would fetch a fine price, before breakfasting on pan-fried razor-tusk steaks and moving on in search of the next hut.


We suffered an average number of attacks from various animals on the way, but our armor held, and we kept calm and kept moving.


About midafternoon we got word from scouts that there was another waypoint ahead—a more expansive operation than the others and occupied by at least three people.


“Excellent. I want all the archers save one to come with me. Vera, I want you to stay with Gyrsön as well, plus two soldiers to protect the wagons. Everyone else is coming to shut down a spy operation.”


The new mynstad, Söla du Högyn, raised her hand. She was shorter than Luren, certainly less muscular, but extremely quick and efficient in her movements and well respected. “Gerstad, can you remind us how we know these men are spies?”


“Sure. One, they’re sitting on a trail used by spies we’ve already found. Two, no hunters for any Brynt cities would be established this deep into the Gravewood. Three, I imagine this waypoint is like the others—a cabin for the people, a barn for the animals, a woodshed, and an outhouse?” I looked to the scout to confirm, and he nodded.


“Yes, Gerstad.”


“Did you see any skins drying? Hides to be tanned? Snares in the woods?”


“No, Gerstad.”


“There you have it. They are not hunters. They are spies. Enemies of Brynlön, possessed by wraiths that will possess any one of us if they get a chance. So we’re going to do this as planned.”


And the plan was nothing like the other one, where we called out and hoped they’d expose themselves. That worked fine on a single spy but wouldn’t work on three or more. At least one would hunker down inside the cabin, and then we’d have trouble getting to him before he destroyed evidence we needed. So it was going to be a very patient ambush.


If all else failed, we were going to wait for them to use the outhouse.


Chirping birds and chattering squirrels—the nicer kind, which liked seeds more than flesh—muffled the sound of our approach.


A gurgling creek passing nearby indicated why this was a good spot for a larger operation. They had cleared a bunch of trees to create a bit of a perimeter and had actually done some farming in the short growing season, which told me they’d been here for some years, plotting against us and planning an invasion that ultimately wiped out most of the people I knew and loved in the world.
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