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  PROLOGUE




  




  The torrent shifted again, and a thousand shards of onyx flashed to fire as Corian swept through a roiling field of ice and stone. The sheath on his worn black armor held, but would not last much longer. The stream of rock in the space between the worlds drifted slower here, and boasted several floating mountains large enough to hold a layer of air. Green ferns covered the surface of the nearest, providing plenty of cover. Corian was tempted to stop and rest, but crater wolves likely roamed in such thick foliage. The entire World Belt hung on the message he bore to the Ring, and he could rest after his task was done.




  A field of red granite stretched in the space above him like the bizarre clouds of some nightmare, the individual boulders careening off each other by the hundreds. Only the hardest minerals and metals endured the endless pounding of the rock flow, and only the most foolish men would brave such a swath of torrent. They were moving the direction he needed to go, into the flow where the rock moved fastest. In the torrent, speed kills, he reminded himself. He was the best courser among the Ring’s Guardians, but the rock never cared.




  Corian deftly attached a new talon to what remained of his silver wingline, then heaved it. The metal hook took hold, his wingline snapped taut, and the boulder yanked Corian into the flow. He repeated the process, each time roping a boulder moving faster, until his last guide rock pulled him along at hundreds of spans a second. A layer of white frost appeared on his armor and mask in a blink. He reeled himself in and clung to the red surface, like a flea riding a river bison in the middle of a stampeding herd. He watched every direction at once from his perch, digging his gauntlets into the crumbling surface. The boulder was actually some ancient rusted metal, not granite as he first thought. The torrent here was so thick he could barely see the stars, and it filled his ears with a distant roar.




  He sped along this way for some time, until he spied a pockmarked mass of stone and iron, large as a dwarf moon. A cleft right down the middle threatened to split the entire thing in half. A tower in the northern axis had seen more than its fair share of rust, but the light strobing from it pulsed regularly, illuminating the smaller rocks orbiting around it. As a whole, the wayfinder was ugly and old, but the mass of rock was the most blessed sight Corian could imagine after a week of surviving the torrent’s attempts to grind him to powder.




  His next wingline took him closer. If the wayfinder was powered as well as he suspected, he could use the array inside it to find out where he was in the torrent, and see how close the Ring lay. He might even find food and water, if peace favored him. A fellow Guardian must stop here often for such an old wayfinder to be this well preserved, he thought.




  Smaller debris pelted the wayfinder’s old crust, disintegrating in flashes of light. The surface shone with hundreds of impacts, large and small. Corian chose a crater near the old tower, perhaps seventy spans deep with high walls that would offer good angles to slow himself as he approached.




  As he prepared to throw out another talon, dark shapes poured from the wayfinder’s cleft. He stared for a moment, incredulous. There could be no crater wolves on a wayfinder, with no game to hunt, unless they were marooned after striking some other erratic in the torrent. No, those shapes moved with a military precision, more lethal than the deadliest pack. He could see them clearly now, massive men covered in black. “No. Not here!” Corian barely recognized his own weary voice.




  The voidwalkers had seen him. A pinprick of light shone on the wayfinder’s surface, brighter than the tower’s regular strobe. He eyed it mistrustfully as he searched for a place to throw his next wingline and change his momentum. He spotted a tumbling boulder half covered with ice, moving away from the wayfinder too fast.




  The light near the voidwalkers flashed. A beam of energy rushed into Corian’s path, hot as molten steel. A lifetime of coursing experience kicked in, and he curled his legs up until his knees touched his ears, rolling forward. The strange fire passed underneath him by less than a span. He could feel the heat of it through his protective layer of sheath. The beam burned past, and slammed into a rock fifty spans away. The tumbling boulder barely even slowed in its course, but the spot where the weapon struck—for there was no question that is what it was—glowed red hot at the edges. The glistening center had cooled quick as glass.




  Another pinprick of light. He twisted around in the weightlessness of the void to point his feet back toward the wayfinder and make himself a smaller target. It did no good. The beam rushed straight at him, and his world turned red with pain.




  An impact jarred him awake. Another. Corian opened his eyes. I’m much too cold. The voidwalker weapon had burned away his sheath. Layers of his black armor were peeling away from the metal plates like paper curled in a fire. He had been caught in a tangle of purple-rooted vines intertwined in a mile long cluster of the floating rock, what Jendini coursers called a knotted forest. The roots were nearly hard as stone in places. Dusty old bones from animals Corian did not even recognize littered the tangles. Debris from the torrent stretched around the forest in every direction, and errant stones pelted the mass of vines, which he immediately recognized. Courser’s nap, the whole forest is covered with it.




  Corian reached into a compartment on his armored belt and removed his last flask of sheath. He applied the clear liquid to his ruined armor in quick, smooth motions, not leaving one inch exposed. The sheath locked together in small patches of light, and his body’s heat immediately began to warm the interior of the invisible, protective barrier. Once the sheath was gone, his armor would not prevent the smallest pebble from killing him, if one struck him moving fast enough. For the first time, Corian considered that he may not survive.




  This was to be his last circuit as a Guardian for the Ring, and he held the hope that he would look into his grandchildren’s eyes back on Jendini now that his service was finished. Yet his duty hung over him, heavier than ever. In the distance he could see the world of Shard, verdant and green just beyond the torrent’s chaos. His resolve hardened.




  He slipped a speechcaster into his mouth and began to speak as he worked himself free of the tangled vines. The small wafer could hold his words in secret for a few days, should things go badly here.




  “I am Corian Nightsong, a Guardian of the Ring. There are Thar’Kuri warriors on the world of Nemoc. The voidwalkers have built a device that allows them to…teleport themselves at will through the Belt. They are gathering in numbers, preparing for an attack. There are captives from all over the worlds imprisoned on Nemoc. The voidwalkers have weapons unlike anything known from the Ring. They use energy and can attack over great distances. They must have been made in the age before the Breach.




  If you knew where to look for this message, you must deliver it with all haste to Force Lord Adazia on the Ring. The worlds all depend on you, for I have failed them.” The admission filled Corian with bitterness, but he forced a strength he no longer felt into his words. “My sons and daughters live in Denkstone, on Jendini. Tell them…their father served well.”




  One of the vines tangled around his torso began to quiver. Corian looked down, fearing a leaf, but instead he saw a voidwalker, climbing toward him. Corian was tall, but the hulking brute easily overtopped him by a head. His glistening black armor looked as if it were melted to his frame, and covered him from head to toe save two dark slits for his eyes. The vines broke like dried mud in the voidwalker’s grasp.




  Corian began to climb, scrambling further into the vines. He did not bother to draw his sword, the voidwalker would overpower him in moments if they were to fight.




  “So afraid of an old courser?” Corian shouted. He pulled at every vine in his path as he fled, but most of them were stiff and gray. Living vines of the courser’s nap were purple and sticky, but the true danger lay with the leaves.




  The voidwalker’s gravelly voice called to Corian, cold as an orphan’s gravestone. “Come to me, degenerate.”




  Corian drew his sword, and began slashing his way through the vines. They sparked as his blade struck, but gave way. He leapt through an open space nearly ten spans across. The voidwalker followed without hesitation. So strong. Corian knew the brute meant to take him alive. He could not allow that.




  He landed on a solid gray swath, fleshy beneath his feet. He rolled and lunged just as the leaf stirred. A row of spikes slipped out of the edges, thick as Corian’s leg and sharp enough to cleave a horse in two. Corian barely cleared them. The voidwalker was not so lucky. His momentum carried him right into the center of the carnivorous plant, which enveloped him with a twist of blue-veined leaf. Steam issued from the folds near the plant’s edges as it fed.




  More pods of the courser’s nap were coming to life, enlivened by the voidwalker’s screams. Corian avoided the leaves wherever they stirred. He climbed and lunged and dived through the vines, soon pulling himself to the edge of the knotted forest. Pure torrent lay before him, an endless landscape of chaotic rock. There was no clear flow in any direction, the individual boulders in the skyscape crashed into each other in a hundred shattering impacts. I’ll leap blind and pray that my sheath holds.




  Another voidwalker tore himself out of the vines a few spans away. Peace, but look at the size of him! The voidwalker’s armor looked as chewed up as the oldest rocks of the torrent, endless dents and scratches plastered the black surface.




  “I’ve enjoyed hunting you, degenerate.”




  Another courser’s leaf reared up behind the voidwalker as he lumbered toward Corian. The leaf lunged and took the voidwalker up, curling round and round as the folds of leaf tightened. Corian allowed himself a moment of elation, but it was short lived. A pale hand appeared on the side of the courser’s nap, and bright green fluid poured out. The leaf whipped back and forth, emitting a piercing shriek as the voidwalker pulled it apart piece by piece from the inside. Corian needed to see no more. He leaped, and prayed the torrent would show him mercy.




  




  




  
CHAPTER ONE
Laman's Well





  




  The roiling rock and the quickening sun




  despise the old and outmatch the young,




  In the sky you'll grow into a man, my son!




  When you’re a’ coursing in the torrent.




  -Jendini coursing song




  




  On the world of Shard, dawn teased the sleepy Lowlands and whispered promises of a rich harvest. Dayn Ro'Halan walked the family land, wondering if this was finally the time to level with his father, Laman. A welcome breeze carried the first songs of gold-breasted chimebirds to their ears, notes of approval to find such early risers. The spring air tasted of sweet barbwood blossoms and creeping winkleaf, but even more of expectation.




  Laman's mood remained hidden in the early light. No farmer's son would dare ask what Dayn sought, permission to leave Shard to seek offworld adventure. Not just permission, Dayn reminded himself, a blessing.




  His pace slowed as his brown eyes drifted upward. The sky teetered between deepest black and blue gray, but the entire eastern horizon shimmered as if sparks from a massive bonfire swirled in a great ribbon, flowing from northern to southern sky. The torrent. One day he would race in it, too—just like the coursers in the stories.




  Dayn rose early every morning to gaze at the mass of rock that floated between the worlds of the Belt. Thoughts of leaping and lassoing his way through boulders bigger than the village inn, flowing faster than a river, or outwitting the dangerous creatures that lived among the streams of rock gave him a thrill that crops and harvest never could. It’s the closest I’ll ever come to flying without wings. Another summer of practice, and I’ll be ready to enter the Course of Blades with the bravest coursers. Even if I don’t win the race my first time, the whole World Belt will see—




  Laman cleared his throat loudly and Dayn jumped. His father stood several paces ahead, waiting for Dayn to rejoin him. “I suppose every lad in Wia Wells is witless the morning of Evensong,” Laman said. His eyes held an amused twinkle.




  “Sorry, I was watching the torrent.” Dayn grinned apologetically as he hurried to catch up. He did not feel ready, but this was as good a time as any to feel his father out. “It's always such a sight.”




  “We’ve no time for getting lost in the sky this season, now that the Council's seen fit to free up our land again.”




  Dayn cringed at his father's words. How do I tell him that getting lost in the sky is exactly what I mean to do?




  “It is a sight, though. The crumbling bones of old worlds, if the stories are true.” Laman softened as he followed Dayn’s gaze skyward, but his face left no doubt as to what he thought of the old stories. “I never cared either way, so long as it stays in the sky where it belongs. Our fields have enough rocks as it is.”




  “I don’t think the torrent would ever strike Shard,” Dayn said. He watched Laman carefully for any reaction to his next words. “Wouldn’t it be something, to see it up close?”




  “More interesting than a field survey, I suppose,” Laman said, leaning on his silverpine staff. The grain of the staff was old and strong, passed down through six generations of Ro'Halans. Carefully carved names from Laman's line banded around the wood, so the memory of their ancestors always felt near. Dayn hoped they would approve of him after today.




  “Does the farm weigh on you, son?” The question made Dayn’s heart skip. “A Shardian's calling is not so easy to bear. Does a life in the capital interest you?” Laman chuckled at the grimace on Dayn's face. “Something else, then?”




  “I wouldn't forsake Shard's covenant,” Dayn said quickly. The moment felt perfect to speak of coursing, especially with the torrent itself urging him on in the distance. “One day I’ll have a farm of my own, but...I tire of it, sometimes. Father, don’t you ever want more than this?”




  “So that's what is eating at you.” His father sounded pleased, and Dayn brightened hopefully. “Your mother thought it was some girl from Southforte. She'll learn not to wager against me one day.” Laman nodded to himself before continuing. “Do you want to leave the village?”




  “How did you know?” Dayn breathed. The fear that his parents would take his dreams to race in the torrent for young foolishness began to waver. “I've been meaning to tell you.”




  “I guess right about things half as much as I guess wrong,” Laman said with a wink. “Keep that to yourself, though. It would be a shame for the Elders to find that out after my first year on the Village Council.”




  They shared a grin. Sunrise began to paint the edges of the horizon with gray light, but the torrent still shone. Laman watched it as he continued.




  “Times are changing in Wia Wells―changing for the better. Our lads keep putting the rest of Shard to shame almost every harvest. And if I do say so, you are among the best. The Elders say you finish your lessons before anyone else your age is halfway through.”




  “I never really noticed.” Dayn's face flushed furiously. Fortunately, his father's eyes remained on the torrent. Laman’s pride would dry up like water in a cracked gourd if he knew Dayn flew through his lessons only to free more time to practice coursing. Yet Dayn gladly accepted the unexpected praise. Half a season remained before his seventeenth naming day, but he still felt surprised to stand of a height with his father, or be trusted to help with so much around the farm.




  Laman gave a firm nod. “You just keep at it. One day these fields won't seem so small.”




  “Yes, father.” Dayn wore the same worn field linens as Laman, simple and faded from the Shardian sun, and his skin already held the rich brown tones of a seasoned farmer. Freshly braided cornrows held down his unruly black hair, which reached his shoulders once fully combed out. His strong jaw and restless brown eyes were unmistakable hallmarks of Laman's bloodline, too—although his high cheekbones favored his mother, Hanalene.




  “Ah, look. The sun’s beat us to work,” Laman said, a frown crossing his brow. He set off again as the first sliver of sunlight peeked over the eastern horizon. Dayn followed, disappointed with himself. The torrent gradually faded into the pale blue of gathering dawn.




  “We must hurry,” Laman said, oblivious to Dayn's dismay. “Be a shame to be late for Evensong...Wia Wells hasn’t hosted since I was your age, and I don't care to dwell on how many years ago that's been. First time I laid eyes on your mother. Or she laid eyes on me, I should say.” He arched an eyebrow at Dayn. “With all those families down from Misthaven, you better watch yourself.”




  Dayn shook his head ruefully. “Joam's the one with that luck.” Mistland women used Evensong to matchmake, although no one ever said so. Unmarried men often took on a hunted look long before the merrymaking ended. “Ever since he won Sweetwater, half the girls from Wia Wells want to do his chores or braid his hair.”




  “The lad’s talented with the staff,” Laman said diplomatically. He studied Dayn from the corner of his eye as they walked.




  “His boasting will be ten times worse tonight,” Dayn grumbled. Joam Ro'Gem was Dayn’s best friend, but a touch of envy still edged into his voice.




  “I'd imagine you’d be excited to go offworld, too,” Laman replied. Joam father Milchamah was a fast friend of Laman, at least when they were not arguing over some wrinkle of Council business. “The deserving always find their way to victory at Montollos.”




  “He thinks he's deserving, alright.”




  “But as for you...”His father fixed his steady brown gaze on Dayn. Whenever Laman used that even tone, things went better when Dayn took heed. “You’ll honor our family name farming in the Mistlands―or competing along with your friend in the Cycle, whichever you set your mind to. I figured Joam is helping you with the staff, as much as you’re gone these days.” Thankfully, Dayn's guilt-ridden silence went unnoticed. “Your path will work itself out, once your head is settled on which way is best to go.”




  They walked quietly for a moment. Excitement stirred within Dayn as he mulled over his father's outlook. He’d let me go to Montollos and enter the Cycle, sure as mist rises. Only, I’d enter the coursing race instead of the weapons tournament. Joam had urged Dayn to reveal his coursing plans for weeks. Dayn gathered his words, newly encouraged.




  “Some Elders say this summer we'll see a skytear at night, and next season it will be bright enough to see during the day.” Dayn spoke lightly, but peace how his heart pounded! Skytears passed through the World Belt once or twice a lifetime, sprouting tails as they neared the sun. It seemed the easiest way to steer the talk back to the torrent, then coursing. “Elder Kaynerin said a skytear means that strange days are coming. Could it get trapped in the torrent?”




  Laman snorted. “Elder Kaynerin enjoys too much wine. He'll be first to blame the skytear if stripeworms take his crops, or a ridgecat steals into one of his sheep pens. That sorry talk is no better than Misthaven folk wagging their tongues about the Dreadfall.”




  Laman reached down to scoop a handful of the reddish-brown earth. The gray in his hair stood out more than Dayn had noticed before. His father's voice grew resonant with feeling as the soil sifted through his outstretched fingers.




  “The torrent, the skytear. It's fine talk for stories with Defenders or fool coursers, but this is real. This is who we are. Our Pledge is the oldest covenant in the World Belt. No Shardian has ever known a day of hunger, of thirst, or wanted for anything their whole life. In return, we give freely of the harvest to the Belt.”




  All mention of coursing died on Dayn's lips. Fool coursers. So that’s what he thinks. The remaining earth sifted out of Laman’s fingers, just more dust on the wind.




  Laman kissed his teeth irritably at sight of the sun peering over the horizon. The morning isn’t what either of us expected, Dayn thought numbly.




  “I mean to be to the northern edge well before noon. Go find your sister, she’s supposed to be fetching survey jars from the barn.”




  “Yes, father.” The Village Council tested each farm’s soil to ensure the land’s fertility. “I was wondering why we left them behind.”




  “Tela wanted to help load your mother's paintings for Evensong, but she needs to take on more of the chores. You won't be around here forever.” Laman gave Dayn an unreadable look. “Here. Take this, lad.”




  Dayn easily caught his father's silverpine staff. It felt heavier than mere wood could account for. Dayn imagined he could hear six generations of Ro'Halans, their disapproving whispers swirling around him. Laman had never before entrusted him with the family staff. He spoke to the question in Dayn's eyes.




  “Grahm killed a gravespinner this big―” his father formed a space between his hands large enough to cradle a ripe dewmelon “―digging in his woodpile last night. It had an egg sack.”




  “Oh, no.” Dayn groaned at the ill news. If the spiders infested Grahm’s land, they would quickly spread. To the north, gravespinner webs blanketed the wilds for leagues. No chimebirds sang in the redbranch there.




  “That's why I wanted to finish our survey early. If silk traps need burning out, we best do it now. I’m sure it was chance for a spinner to venture this far from the nidus caves, but all the same—find her quick. The jars are in the old barn. Check there first.”




  “Yes, father.” Dayn swallowed hard, and angled south. The morning was growing worse faster than the sun could climb.




  The old south barn provided the perfect hiding place for his coursing gear, and Tela loved to snoop. Dayn quickened his pace, imagining her prancing around with his wingline or harness. If she ran off to show his parents, tonight's festival would be a miserable affair.




  Unplowed soil blurred beneath his feet. He noted several patches of inkroot poking through the covering clover, but the weeds would have to wait.




  “Tela!”




  Halfway to the barn, a movement to the west caught Dayn’s eye. A formless gray shape slid along the lip of the old Ro’Halan well then dropped to the earth. “Tela? You better not be hiding.”




  He twirled his father's staff apprehensively and crept closer to the rough white flagstone. What in peace’s reach... a cave crab? Dayn watched in stunned amusement as the plate-sized creature scuttled right past him, as though it meant to abandon its drab shell for more speed. It would not last long away from the water. He could think of a dozen good pranks a creature with those pincers could offer, but let it pass. A sound made Dayn look back toward the well. His grin melted away.




  Dozens more of the gray crabs spilled over the well’s edge, dropping to the earth in small puffs of dust. They skittered away in every direction, a handful streaming past Dayn as though he did not exist. He hopped out of their paths, not wanting to lose a toe, and soon found himself near the edge of the well. Hands tightening on his father’s staff, he leaned over for a look inside.




  Oddly enough, the well ran higher than usual this morning. Dayn could easily scoop out a drink without the bucket. Calm ripples cradled the gathering sunlight and returned his reflection. No cave crabs remained.




  “Nothing here but us farmers,” Dayn said with a puzzled look. I’ll ask father about this, later. He shrugged and made a face at his rippling twin below. “Are you ready for the Course of Blades?”




  The mouth did not move.




  Dayn watched in horror as his reflection melted away to reveal death lurking beneath the water. A drowned man floated in Laman’s well. The gray face hung close enough to touch, obscured by Dayn's own staring reflection. The bloated body hung motionless in the water, suspended in shadow.




  The eyes opened and snapped onto Dayn’s face. The cinder-black pupils turned his spine to mush. Dayn instinctively recoiled, but—




  It won’t let me move! He willed his legs to run, but an unseen force trapped him in place. A bone-white hand, covered in cuts and sores, broke the surface of the water to grasp the flagstone. Drowning had not bloated the gray man’s body, as Dayn first thought. He now saw a hulking and brutish frame, covered in a black layer that looked more crust than skin. The powerful arm shook with effort, and thick pieces of the scabrous black coating sloughed away and sank in the well. Terrible pain lanced the man’s face, which looked grotesquely human to Dayn’s eyes as he watched, frozen helplessly.




  The man’s features contorted in loathing as he examined Dayn’s face. “Were never...my brother. I—” Green slurry poured from his mouth and into the water. His stare never left Dayn, even as his hold on the flagstone weakened. Unbidden thoughts began to spawn in Dayn’s mind, as though a putrid bog seeped into him through that stare.




  What…what is he doing to me? Get out of my head!




  Froth surged along the water’s surface, churning up more crabs, all dead. Shock interrupted the gray man’s gaze, and the invisible bonds holding Dayn vanished. Before he could back away, the snarling man lunged up to seize his arm as the water surged back into the well's depths.




  Dayn shouted as the gray man pulled him down. The flagstone walls spun crazily around him. He cried out as pain bolted through his shoulder. His plunge abruptly stopped, and the man’s cold grasp slipped from his wrist.




  “Peace be praised,” Dayn croaked. His father's staff, splayed across the mouth of the well, had saved him from the fall. The grain sagged under Dayn's weight, and his shoulder felt ready to wrench free of its socket. Panting, he pulled himself closer to the well's coarse flagstone.




  A horrible, fetid odor overpowered the air, as if the receding water had uncovered some deep rot within the earth. Dayn's stomach heaved and fresh terror replaced his relief. The gurgling well water echoed beneath him. Clusterthorn. It’s rising again!




  His feet churned for a toehold on the slick rock. A wild lunge of his hand knocked Laman's staff aside. It clattered past him and down into the well. The echoed splash came much too soon.




  Dayn heaved himself over the edge, flopping onto the ground with a grunt. He leaped to his feet and lurched into a sprint. Thirty spans later, he stopped to peer back. No sound broke the early morning calm, save his heart thudding against his chest.




  Dust and blood! What was that?




  “Hey, boy!”




  Dayn spun around, relief washing over him. He spotted his best friend Joam Ro'Gem approaching from the village road, an excited bob in his step. Joam's father Milchamah strolled alongside him. They each carried a staff. Dayn rushed over to them and skidded to a stop.




  “What's wrong?” Joam looked at him quizzically. “You look like a ridgecat just tried to braid your hair.”




  “Have you...have you...”




  “Easy boy, catch your breath. Those great bounds of yours would carry you to the moon on any world but Shard.” Milchamah thumped the end of his staff into the loamy soil for emphasis. “One day she might let you go.”




  “Have you seen my sister?” Dayn finally managed.




  “No,” Joam said, frowning. “We passed your mother on the road. Another fine batch of her paintings for Evensong, it looks like. Maybe she can favor me with a portrait tonight. For my new standing as champion.”




  “Quiet, boy,” Milchamah said. “I didn't come all this way to watch your gums flap in the breeze. Let the boy spit out why he’s so worked up.” Only a few years older than Laman, fine wrinkles rested lightly on Milchamah’s sun-browned face, from years of good farming and rough humor. Gray strands threaded through his long braids, just visible under his wide straw hat. He spoke around a sweet tree twig which Dayn never saw him without. “Now what’s so important to break your neck over the morning of Evensong?”




  Dayn pointed, but quickly let his hand drop when he saw how badly it still shook. Peace, but I've never been so afraid in my life! Milchamah and Joam both looked curiously at the well.




  “A man was in there. The water sucked him away, there was this awful smell, and...” Dayn trailed off.




  “Spill surge.” The old farmer said after a moment. “The worst ones could make a well overflow for weeks. But if you say someone drowned, I better take a look.” Milchamah made straight for the well.




  “I didn’t say he drowned,” Dayn said faintly. Joam and Milchamah shared a long look that made his face burn.




  “Strange things dance around skytears,” Joam offered. Dayn waited for some joke at his expense, but Joam just chattered on as they strode over. “You won’t believe what happened at Urlan's farm this morning―”




  “Boy, if I want your opinion I'll snap my fingers. Skytears,” Milchamah growled in disgust. “And I already warned you to keep that other matter quiet.” His scowl widened to include Dayn. “The less people who know, the later our guests find out.”




  “Sorry, father,” Joam said with a wounded look.




  “Spill surge could cough up some Misthavener's lost cuddlebear, maybe even some heartrock from the deepest water.” Milchamah reached the well and snorted. Dayn sidled up to it anxiously. The water lay still.




  Gone. I know I didn’t imagine it. He or it, whatever it was, felt real.




  “What could give Shard a fever?” Dayn asked.




  Instead of answering, Milchamah pitched forward, suddenly shoulder deep in the water. Dayn and Joam both jumped back with a yelp. The rangy farmer straightened, his sleeve soaked, and Laman's staff in his hand.




  “See, all kinds of things get lost,” Milchamah said, his face tight. Joam’s jaw hung open at sight of the carved silverpine.




  Dayn took the staff, mortified. Peace! Father just gave it to me this morning! I need to dry it before the grain warps!




  “I know what I saw,” Dayn mumbled as he toweled the staff off with his shirt.




  “No one’s missing, boy. Don't you think word would spread if someone fell down another well? And how would they end up here?”




  “It's easy for our eyes to play tricks at dawn,” Joam suggested, after a wary look at Milchamah. Joam stood a foot taller than either of them but acted meek as a day-old kitten around his father. “And you know how Tela wanders when she catches a notion,” he added. He was a good friend, saving face for Dayn.




  “She’s not the only one catching notions,” Milchamah observed.




  Dayn dropped his eyes. He could offer no ready answers.




  Milchamah seemed to argue with himself for a moment as he frowned at the waterlogged staff in Dayn's hands. “Son, are you sure about this?” he asked.




  Joam nodded eagerly. “Sure as the mist rises.”




  Milchamah spat around his sweet tree twig. “What I'm seeing now doesn't help much.”




  Dayn looked uncertainly between the two. The mischievous light in Joam's brown eyes made him nervous. “Sure about what?” he asked.




  “You should know by now.” The rangy farmer studied him openly. Sweat began to form on Dayn’s back. “I'm here about Montollos.”




  “Montollos?” Dayn fought down a flash of panic. He shot Joam a searching look, but his friend chose the moment to start counting his toes.




  “Joam told me all about what you've been planning,” Milchamah continued somberly. The rangy farmer glanced to the south, to the barn, and that made everything plain.




  Dayn's mouth went dry. He knows about my coursing gear! This dustbrained whelp let something slip, and now Milchamah’s here to tell father. They’ll never let me leave the farm after this! “Joam, you didn’t―”




  “Best find Laman, boy. Did you think you could hide forever?”




  Numb fury crept over Dayn as Joam stood there with a too-innocent grin spreading over his face. The rest of Milchamah's words washed soundlessly over Dayn as he stared murder at his best friend.




  




  




  
CHAPTER TWO
A Day For Hunters





  




  Deadwisp in the lake, deadwisp in the river, go home, go home, you're making me shiver.




  Deadwisp in the well, deadwisp in the deep, go home, go home, don't steal me in my sleep.




  -Highland children's rhyme on Shard




  




  I don't believe you,” Dayn growled. He clenched Laman’s staff so hard his hands shook. That was the only thing keeping them from Joam's throat. “I was going to tell father everything today. Peace confound it all, you've ruined everything!”




  “Sure you were.” Joam had the gall to actually smile! He held up his hands defensively after a good look at Dayn's face. “But if I didn’t say something before tonight, you―”




  Milchamah cleared his throat loudly, his annoyance plain. Joam shut his mouth so fast, his teeth clicked. “No need for this fuss. I’ll talk to Laman. That doesn’t mean things will go easy.”




  “As easy as for Joam?” Dayn asked bitterly. Why didn't I speak to father when I had the chance?




  “Cinch up your tongue, boy. There's no call for that. Before a festival, no less.”




  “Yeah, Dayn,” Joam echoed with a wink.




  Before Dayn could throttle him, Milchamah's sparring staff descended smoothly between them. Irregular notches and slashes crisscrossed the honey-colored grain. Dayn might trounce Joam briefly, but Milchamah would ensure he paid dearly for it.




  “He already vouched for you, boy.” Milchamah withdrew his staff, giving Dayn an odd look. “There's nothing else to prove.”




  “Vouched for me?” Dayn blinked in confusion.




  Joam stepped forward hastily, his eyes twinkling with mirth. “You've been chosen for sparring camp! Why else would we be here so early?”




  “I...what?” Dayn felt so relieved he could not decide whether to laugh or weep. “Thank you, Elder!”




  “Don't call me Elder,” Milchamah said gruffly. Weaponmasters the Belt over chose the best fighters to represent their worlds in the Binder’s Cycle at Montollos. Joam’s father did not look the part, but he was the best weaponmaster on all of Shard.




  “Sorry. I didn't understand.”




  Milchamah nodded and spat, which was as good as a handshake from any other man. Dayn shifted his gaze to include Joam in the apology, too. His friend winked, and Dayn shook his head ruefully. Did he ever fool me. I should still throttle him, making me think his father knew about my coursing gear!




  “No worries, brother,” Joam said. “It’s a lot to take in.” The two friends were easily the best pranksters in Wia Wells. Years might pass before Dayn managed to get Joam back for this.




  “You caught my eye when you kept your wits at Sweetwater, even after that Sheercrest miner broke your staff,” Milchamah said. “He said you would’ve beat him if the fight weren't stopped.”




  “I remember.” Dayn kept his face smooth, but it took an effort. Fighters from Northforte to Greenshadow came to the Sweetwater tourney after harvest. Dayn distinctly recalled his last match there, for Milchamah happened to be the ringmaster who ended his fight. In fairness, or some such nonsense.




  “I like people who aren’t afraid to improvise,” Milchamah said.




  “It's not like Sweetwater at all, brother!” Joam broke in. He lived for the staff, which came as no surprise to anyone, considering his father's prowess. “Swordsmen from Ara, Badaian axe fists, Dervishi bladebreakers―the best fighters from all the World Belt. We'll face them all at Montollos!”




  Milchamah afforded his son a rare, approving grin. Dayn felt a twinge of envy. Would father be so proud of me for coursing?




  “You'd be going with us next year, boy,” Milchamah added. “Your very first Cycle, just like Joam here. But you hold back in your matches. Hesitation and victory may share a bed for the night, but one always leaves before dawn.” Dayn blinked uncertainly, and Milchamah sighed. “Never mind that. More practice is the best thing for you right now. I wouldn't be here at all, except...my boy tells me you actually beat him awhile back?”




  “I was lucky,” Dayn said, giving Joam a surprised look. “A lucky thrust, that's all.”




  “Well, is that a fact now.” Milchamah said dryly. Dayn instantly regretted his words. In truth, he had hounded Joam for three days straight before finally besting him, just to prove he could. Sometimes Joam's head gained pounds by the week―it was a wonder he held it up at all with his boasting. Admitting a defeat to his father would not have been easy. He deserved better than Dayn laying his victory to chance. “It was a fair fight, though.”




  “That much I'm sure about, at least. The day is short, boy,” Milchamah prodded. “What do you say? Practice begins in two weeks.”




  “Father will need help on the farm,” Dayn said reluctantly. There’s no way I can do this and practice coursing. The World Belt took the Cycle’s fighting competition quite seriously, some fighters were chosen from birth to bring a golden Victor's Sash home from Montollos. Training on the Shardian team did not ensure Dayn would also get to go offworld, like Joam. Accepting Milchamah’s offer would only doom his own dreams. “We’re farthest away from Wia Wells, with just one neighbor, really.”




  Joam's smile faltered. Milchamah's eyebrows lifted in genuine surprise, but he gave a ready response. “Already settled. The Elders agreed Laman's land can lie fallow for another year, once I give them the word. They know that sorry offworlder isn't much help out here.”




  “But my father couldn’t bear that. You know how the Village Council expects him to tend everything but his own crops. I shouldn’t leave him with only Grahm to help.”




  The words sounded noble enough, but tasted bitter on Dayn’s tongue. You wouldn’t worry so if this was for the Course of Blades, a small voice chided him. He pushed it away. “I cannot be in the camp. At least...not this year.”




  Joam's voice was incredulous. “But this is the Cycle. The Prevailer’s Gauntlet! In five years you could go to Montollos and―”




  Dayn cut him off. “I'm sorry you both came so far.”




  “As am I,” Milchamah said. He directed a look of complete disappointment not at Dayn, but at his son. Joam looked back and forth between them both, completely stricken. Dayn imagined how hard Joam pressed Milchamah for this, backed it with his own good word. He shifted on his feet guiltily as the silence stretched.




  “Happy Evensong!” Tela burst out of nowhere, already dressed in feastday clothes with red ribbons threaded through her tiny braids. From her golden eyes to her cheerful smile, she looked the perfect miniature of their mother, Hanalene. Tension sprouted among the men like kniferoot, but she did not sense it.




  “Peace, Tela―where have you been?” Dayn felt immense relief to see his little sister unharmed. For once, she could not have picked a better time to appear.




  “Helping mother with paintings. You came to help me with survey jars, didn't you? You are so sweet!” Tela gave Dayn a crushing hug, then favored the Ro'Gems with a merry laugh and skipped over to them, arms wide. They returned her festival greeting awkwardly, Joam not bothering to fix his scowl.




  “I've been looking for you. Have you seen anything...strange?” Dayn asked. Milchamah snorted.




  “No, but I smell something strange.” Tela wrinkled her nose and giggled. Dayn glanced toward the well at her words. Joam noticed, and rolled his eyes. “It’s alright, big brother. Mother had me stop home to fetch you this.”




  She extended the package beneath her arm. A quick pull of the string revealed a fine set of feastday clothes, pressed and folded. “She said we have a freeday after I take father the jars. Did he tell you this morning? Can you wait for Evensong? I can't wait. Can you wait, Joam? I wish we were in Wia Wells right now!”




  Milchamah cut in, clearly ready to be elsewhere. “Your dedication to the land is...admirable,” he said gruffly. “There will always be another season to plant, for as long as Shard shelters the Belt. A man’s gifted with ability enough to fill a river, but only a handful of days to use it.” Milchamah spat around his sweet tree twig, peering at Dayn from beneath his hat as if to see whether his words would take root. “Think it over, boy―but think fast. Peace willing, we'll begin training in two weeks.”




  “I'll talk to my father,” Dayn promised. Joam rolled his eyes again.




  “Fair enough. Happy Evensong. You better work that staff through some forms if you want it to dry, which I trust you do. Fast forms. I was there when your grandfather―peace shade his wreath―gave it to your father.”




  Dayn swallowed heavily and nodded.




  The weaponmaster turned to his son. “Be sure to remember what I said.” Joam nodded dutifully. Milchamah motioned to Tela, who looked at Dayn with a face full of questions. “Come, girl. I’ll help you. I swear your old withered root of a father would plant all the way to the edge of the Dreadfall if it were up to him. Lead the way.”




  “Father's not old, Elder! Isn’t your hair grayer than his?”




  Dayn and Joam watched them go, Tela cartwheeling and skipping around the farmer's steady gait. Joam's eyes glinted dangerously.




  “You know I mean to course,” Dayn began. “If I spend the summer collecting bruises so you can go to Montollos, how am I―”




  “I gave my word you were the best!” Joam shouted. “You, brother. Out of some twenty staffs from Wia Wells and Southforte. Father convinced the entire Council to lighten your field work. You think Laman will stand against sparring, after that? All you ever talk about is Montollos. This is your chance to go, and what do you do? Peace!”




  Dayn bristled. “I mean to enter the Cycle for coursing, not the staff—and you know it!”




  “No Shardian has entered the Course of Blades in two hundred years! Entered, Dayn! Let alone won a Victor’s Sash. Besides, you wouldn't know torrent if a rock fell from the sky and split open your fool head!”




  “Then I will just have to be the first to win, won't I?” Dayn snapped. Joam's words cut closer than he cared to admit.




  “I think a rock hit you on the head already! Not one pebble of Shard looks like the torrent, a one-tooth toddler knows that. Jumping your way through floating boulders that could smash you dead—since when is that supposed to be fun? Better to take a transport from the Ring. I’d bet coursers wouldn’t even exist if not for your stupid race. There’s no air to breathe in most of the torrent. The sun will melt away your skin, and the rock moves faster than you can even think! Tell me how you train for that!”




  “Coursers can do it, so why can’t I? I already have the right rope, and—don't you look at me like that!” The wonders that drew Dayn to the torrent were also the most compelling reasons for him to fail there. Joam echoed exactly what Dayn expected to hear from his own father. What was worse, Dayn could not argue. Joam spoke peace's own truth, and showed no sign of slowing.




  “What do you think the Elders will do if they find out you've been training―” Joam slathered the word with scorn “―in the Dreadfall?”




  “The cliffs aren’t as dangerous as they say,” Dayn retorted. “You just remember who helped filch the tools I needed.”




  Joam's eyes flashed. “You wouldn't―”




  “—do anything to get my friend in trouble.” Dayn pressed his advantage while Joam stammered. The two had earned their share of strappings when they were younger, but now any trouble that threatened Joam's staff work positively terrified him. “That's more than I can say for you! What were you thinking with that prank just now? I nearly gave myself away to your father!”




  “I should have done you the favor,” Joam muttered. A pleased expression abruptly broke through his scowl. “It was still a fine prank. If you had only seen your...oh, alright! Don't go giving me the stinkeye over a little fun. You owe me as much, with all the sneaking around we’ve done for your coursing. I don't know how you stand it.”




  “Me either. Just...never do that again,” Dayn said. “Your father is the last one I need poking around. It’s hard enough hiding everything from Tela.”




  “Why haven't you told Laman?” Joam gave a resigned sigh at Dayn's shrug.” He’ll say no, and that will be that. In five years, you can come to Montollos with me.”




  “Sparring would be just a hair more fun than watching the Village Council yammer for the whole summer.” Joam gave him an unreadable look. “Peace, Joam. I didn't mean it like that. You'll go to Montollos next year and every Binder's Cycle after until you drop. I don't love the staff like you do, and I'm not half as good.”




  “Peace knows that for truth.” Joam rubbed his chin. “You still didn't answer my question.”




  “I'll tell him tonight at Evensong,” Dayn said. Joam's eyebrows rose doubtfully. “No more sneaking around.”




  “Sure you will,” Joam said with a smirk. “Just remember, I gave you a chance.”




  Dayn knew they would argue no more. Angry spells with Joam never lasted more than a day, their friendship had always been that way. Dayn trusted no one more, especially with his dreams to course. Joam's eyes shifted to Dayn's bundled feastday clothes.




  “Well at least you have a freeday. Are you going to wash up so we can go?”




  “No,” Dayn said quickly. He could stand a quick wash, but his skin squealed at the thought of touching that water.




  “A drowned man, really?” Joam took Laman's staff and twirled it through forms at Dayn’s consenting nod. Silverpine resisted rot well, Shard’s mist would topple any tree that could not.




  “He scared me, brother. And he wasn’t drowned. He almost pulled me back in with him, that’s how I lost father’s staff. See?” Dayn held up his hands to show where the well’s flagstone had dug into his palms.




  Joam took in his proof with open doubt. “Well, something has people acting odd this morning, I’ll give you that. Some even as foolish as you.” Dayn carefully buttoned his shirt. Joam continued somewhat grumpily once it became clear that Dayn refused to be baited. “Your crazy offworlder neighbor is one of them. We saw him creeping around his fields on the way here, holding a scythe like it was a sword! He looked awful. I'll bet you a moondrop he slept in those clothes for at least a week.”




  “No bet. That's nothing strange,” Dayn said, slightly disappointed. “Father said Grahm saw a gravespinner near their farm. He's probably never seen one before. And him being a new father, too? I was small when Tela was born, but I couldn't imagine watching three of her. That’s all?”




  “I wasn’t finished,” Joam said as Dayn smoothed his clothes. Hanalene’s bundle included a wooden comb and a small vial of smellgoods made from herbs in her garden. His mother thought of everything. “The Southforte folk say they saw an amber light in the sky two nights ago. Like a falling star, but bigger.” Joam traced his finger from west to east.




  “That couldn’t be the skytear, right?” Dayn asked as they started toward his home. When the skytear appeared in the skies, it came with a long tail behind it, but Elders never mentioned it being any color or lasting just one night.




  “Exactly what I said. The next morning, half the Southforte herds and flocks had broken out of their pens. There's not a hen in Southforte can find its own coop―they all pecked each other's eyes out.” Dayn's eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Sheep and goats are scattered all over the swamp. Nobody knows what scared them so bad.”




  “I know what scared them,” Dayn breathed. He could imagine a herd going into a frenzy around the man he saw. “The man I saw scared enough cave crabs out of our well to feed Wia Wells for a week!”




  Joam gave a derisive snort. “Oh, so now there were crabs, too?”




  “Milchamah wasn’t going to hear anything I said, not after seeing my father’s staff in the water.” They neared the Ro'Halan home, a sturdy dwelling of more white flagstone with wooden slats for roofing. Dayn opened the window to his room just wide enough to toss in his clothes. Joam returned Laman’s staff, and the two started down the road to the village. “What does he mean to keep quiet?”




  “Joam hesitated. Well…you remember Urlan Ro'Lett's family? His little brother, Yonas?”




  “Sure I do. Urlan always looks like he just ate a bad berrycake when he sees me, because I beat him so bad at Sweetwater. Yonas plays with Tela on the tangletoy.”




  “He said he saw a man made of smoke jump out of their well and run into the woods.”




  Dayn stopped twirling the silverpine. “You might have mentioned that when your father was all but naming me a liar!” he spluttered.




  “I meant to, if you don't remember,” Joam replied. “Not that he would listen. You haven't been to Wia Wells yet, you don't understand. The Elders are all frothing at the mouth with worry over the Misthaveners enjoying Evensong. And my father decides what I'm thinking before I do, most times.”




  “So does mine,” Dayn admitted. He started twirling Laman's staff again, but Joam still noticed his hands were shaking again and smirked. “I saw a man, and I felt weak as a hatchling that couldn't peck open its own egg. We need to tell the Elders. I don’t know what that man was doing, but he’s not here just to go swimming in the well.”




  “That may be, but keep it quiet, or we'll never see an Evensong here again.” Joam pressed on before Dayn could retort. “Peace, I mean it! What do you think the Misthaveners will make of you? If you frighten off capital folk by asking after drowned smoke men, the whole of Wia Wells will never forgive you.”




  “You're right,” Dayn said grudgingly.




  A tension left Joam’s eyes. “I would believe you brother, but who ever saw such a thing?”




  A fresh thought stopped Dayn in his tracks. “I know who might.”




  “Dayn, wait…” Joam groaned as Dayn veered north, toward their neighbor Grahm’s fields. “Come on. We'll get there faster bounding. I'll bet you an ember-eye I can bound higher than you!”




  “Fine.” Surprisingly, Joam agreed. He might place in Sweetwater every year for the staff, but Dayn could bound circles around him. It was the closest thing to coursing on Shard. Dayn took two gathering steps and leaped powerfully into the air. The ground pulled away beneath him smoothly as he rose three spans high. “Let's see you top that, brother!” he shouted.




  Dayn held out his arms to steady himself as he descended, enjoying a cooling breeze that blew from the north. A familiar, rancid odor tickled his nose. Just like inside the well. He landed heavily, crashing to the ground in a spray of dirt. Laman's staff flew from his grasp.




  “Ha! The courser who cannot land!” Joam hooted, skipping easily back to the ground beside him. Dayn grimaced, his friend had not even broken Grahm's careful furrows.




  “Stow it, will you?” Dayn looked his festival clothes in dismay, now filthy with dirt.




  “No balance! They’ll come for miles to see! Why bother with the journey to Montollos? Dayn Ro'Halan, the great―peace, what is that smell?”




  “It's the same as―hey, wait. Where are you going?” Dayn asked in alarm. Joam strode purposefully to the north, further into Grahm’s fields. Laman had become fast friends with his offworlder neighbor over the past two seasons. Grahm and Dayn often learned the land side by side from his father, and Dayn knew Grahm’s fields just as well as Laman’s. Joam was walking straight toward Grahm's well.




  Joam called back over his shoulder. “We've got to find out what that is. It smells like...rot. Elder Buril said that’s what a gravespinner cave smells like.” Mischievous as Joam could be, he still took his farm work as seriously as any good Shardian. “Grahm can barely tell one end of a spade from the other. Peace, the spinners could spread to your land, too!”




  “Grahm's learned a lot! Leave off him. Besides...I know it's not gravespinners.” Dayn’s stomach churned. As much as he did not want Joam ridiculing him, he could not take a step further.




  “Then what, Dayn? Are you telling me—”




  “Not gravespinners,” called a gruff voice. The two jumped as Grahm descended from a bound to land right beside them. “Wreathweaver. You boys lost?”




  Grahm was the first offworlder anyone knew of to settle in the Mistlands and take a Shardian wife. Rumor said he had stepped off a transport in Misthaven with nothing but a few possessions from his native world of Cutremur, and asked to be pointed to Wia Wells. He wore plain brown field linens and kept his black hair cut oddly short. It steeped at his temples although he was quite young. Freckles touched his fair skin as though the sun played tag with his face, instead of merely shining upon it.




  “Wreathweavers!” Joam blurted. “This far from the Dreadfall, are you sure?”




  “Yes, lad, I can tell what one looks like,” Grahm said wryly.




  Dayn’s relief over avoiding the well proved to be short-lived. Tension shone on Grahm’s face, his green eyes were bloodshot and held none of their usual warmth. Dayn's heart jumped as he examined the offworlder further. “Why are you all wet?” he asked.




  Grahm glanced at him sharply. “I didn't stumble on the snake itself, peace be praised. But from the size of the clutch, I would say it was twelve hands long, at least. Pretty young.” Joam gawked and Dayn felt his own jaw drop, too. “I managed to burn out all the eggs. The smell was so bad, I took a dunk in the well to get it off.” Grahm offered a dry laugh. It did not reach his eyes, which never left Dayn the whole time he spoke. “Not sure it worked all that great, though.”




  “That’s something. The same as at Southforte.” Joam rubbed his chin thoughtfully, but with the threat gone he was already looking back to the road.




  “It’s not like a wreathweaver to leave its nest,” Dayn said. “What do you think scared it away?”




  “No worry to me, so long as it’s gone.” Grahm frowned openly at him now.




  “Us, either,” Joam interjected with a warning look for Dayn. “We should get going. Happy Evensong, Grahm. Are you headed to the village soon?”




  “After I finish up. My wife already left with your mother. Is this festival really as important as they say? I missed it last year.”




  “Well, more if you aren't married,” Dayn said.




  “Ah, one of those,” Grahm said, noting Joam's eager grin. “A day for hunters. Happy Evensong, boys.” Grahm clapped Dayn on the shoulder. The smell emanating from his clothes made Dayn want to retch. “I better go clean up. Can you tell Kajalynn that I'll be there soon?”




  “We will,” Joam said, practically dragging Dayn away. Once they were out of earshot, he gave Dayn a sideways look. “What was that all about? There’s no deadwisps hiding in his well. He would have said so.”




  “He’s hiding something,” Dayn said. “Did you see any smoke, or smell it at all this morning? He didn’t burn anything out. He saw one of those men, too.”




  “Maybe it’s just one of his offworld cousins here for Evensong?” Joam sighed when Dayn did not smile. “We’re not Elders, Dayn, and neither is Grahm. Let them see to it, they’ll do what’s best.”




  “I’m still going to talk with them. Yonas, too, and anyone else I can find.” They made their way to the road and headed west.




  “You are set on making a mess of Evensong, aren’t you?” Joam leaped into a bound before Dayn could respond. Back on the road, Joam soon began chattering about the girls he planned to dance with, and which ones would be best to steal a kiss from. Then again, he was the Sweetwater King, wouldn't that mean they all wanted a kiss? Dayn only half listened.




  Grahm must be lying, but why? Usually friendly and easygoing, he seemed more like a rope ready to snap under some hidden strain. Did he see one of the men, too? Is he keeping it quiet because of Evensong?




  Dayn wanted answers so his friend would not think him crazy, or a liar. But most of all to make sure his family was safe. The man in the well was dangerous, that much he knew. Anything that drove the animals into a frenzy did not bode well for the village. Dayn turned for one more look as Grahm's fields fell behind them. The offworlder still stood there, watching the boys bound away toward Wia Wells and Evensong.




  




  




  
CHAPTER THREE
Evensong





  




  Palpo the merchant mocked the farmer, saying, 'O to be a Shardian prince! To have the dirt kiss my feet, the sheep pay me homage in their pens, and the trees drop fruit in my waiting hand!'




  'Quite right,' the farmer agreed, 'A full belly and an aching back is the life for us.’




  ‘What is this aching you speak of?’ the merchant asked.




  -from ‘Palpo the Merchant Buys the Belt’, an Ista Cham children’s story




  




  Sounds of merrymaking floated to their ears as the two approached Wia Wells. Dayn could not help but grin, although the morning’s events still had him looking around every corner. He shared an excited look with Joam as the road carried them to the Wustl Square. “You didn't mention how fine the village looked.”




  A simple place of sturdy wooden homes and workshops with thatched roofs, Wia Wells nestled around a square of wine-colored stone. Flowers of red and deep violet framed every doorway, and golden streamers crisscrossed the paths between booths built especially for festival traders.




  “They must have saved the best decorations until now,” Joam marveled. The shops that enclosed the Wustl Square all sparkled with fresh coats of whitewash. To the east lay Elder Huwes the shoemaker’s shop, Sister Layren’s bakery, and a new clothier moved from Southforte by marriage who Dayn did not yet know. Brother Opram the smith had departed for the mines last season, so his windows remained dark until an apprentice could be found from a neighboring village. Jairn the gemcutter held a place next to the Elder's repository, where they stored the village histories and taught lessons.




  “Do you see any of the Elders?” Dayn asked.




  “I’m sure they’ll turn up,” Joam said absently. “You know there are offworlders, don’t you?”




  “Offworlders at Evensong!” Dayn exclaimed. He peered at the crowd with renewed interest, missing Joam’s sigh of relief. The Dawnbreak Inn crowned the southern side of the Square, a full story higher than all the rest and painted a magnificent blue. Guests stuffed the village’s finest building to the thatch, judging from the people streaming through the front door.




  “I’m surprised Laman didn’t tell you.”




  A goodwife from Southforte swept toward them and dropped a garland of blue dayroses on each of their necks. She wore a brown dress and a moondrop necklace. More garlands were looped through her arm, white and blue.




  “Welcome!” The goodwife’s long dreadlocks swayed as she hugged them both. She gave Dayn an appraising look, only to burst into laughter at his blush. “Oh come now, child. My hair has more gray than both of your parents put together.”




  “Happy Evensong,” Dayn said. Gray hair or not, Dayn knew better than to mention her age. Evensong celebrated Shard's women, and one poorly thought remark could be cause for grave offense during the festival. Men did all of the preparations while their wives and sisters took their ease, although the women ended up prodding them until the decorations and such were to their liking. Which was much like every other festival, now that Dayn thought about it.




  “Sister, are there really offworlders here?” he asked.




  “There most certainly are.” Her smile faded as she took in Dayn's clothes, and he found himself blushing all over again. “You can find yourself a nice new shirt, before the dancing starts. And some trousers, like the ones that fit your tall friend here so well.”




  “I think his mother made those. Right, Joam? Joam?”




  Joam ignored the goodwife at his own peril. While he looked eagerly into the bustling crowd, she contented herself with a firm pinch. Joam yelped in surprise as she swayed off, looking for new quarry to adorn with dayroses.




  “Not one word from you,” Joam warned. He stood there for an embarrassed moment, furiously rubbing his backside.




  “Not one word,” Dayn agreed, fighting to hold in his amusement. Teasing Joam with the festival barely begun would be bad luck. The night might hold many more such encounters, and Dayn wanted the final laugh. “I think women invent festivals like this just to give men fits. Even the Sweetwater King.”




  Joam grinned and set his blue garland just right. “Maybe so, but it sure beats wearing white.” White dayroses were for the married, or children still more interested in playing on tangletoys than stealing kisses. “See what I mean?”




  A group of girls strolled near, casting glances between Joam and Dayn. Joam grinned so fiercely his face threatened to split in two. His first ever blue Evensong garland came just last year at Southforte, while Dayn had received his a year before that at Kohr Springs. Dayn patted his hair in spite of himself.




  “Happy Evensong!” Joam called out. “Where are you from?”




  The girls stopped short of the Dawnbreak Inn, making halfhearted attempts at indifference as the two approached. Not one wore white. Competition for the most dances and kisses from the maidens was an unspoken Wia Wells tradition, same as Evensong in any other Mistland village.




  “Greenshadow,” and “Misthaven, of course,” were among the replies. Dayn hid his surprise with a thoughtful nod. Word must have spread among distant kin about their village being chosen to host. The northern journey to Greenshadow took three weeks, much further than Misthaven.




  “We've only just now arrived,” Dayn said, letting a touch of helplessness enter his voice. “My poor friend here wouldn't know maidenvine if it grew in his hair. Do the blossoms have five petals, or six?”




  Two of the girls sniffed loudly and whisked into the inn, but the rest still lingered.




  “Six,” one replied, batting her eyes at Joam.




  “And the flowers are violet with blue spots?”




  “No, you have it backwards,” another answered with a coy smile for Dayn.




  “But they must be violet, picked so early.” Dayn put on a confused frown. “Can you show me where some are?”




  “I would,” said another, wearing a flowing green dress that matched her eyes. She stepped closer to Dayn and looked to be a fine dancer. Her hand reached up to his face. “But only if you find a clean shirt!”




  She tugged at Dayn’s collar, and a puff of dirt shot into the air. Her friends erupted into a fit of giggles, leaving Dayn to stand sheepishly as they vanished into the Dawnbreak.




  “You'll find yourself a mayor's daughter if you keep on like that,” Joam said in genuine approval. “Now we know who to dance with!”




  “We all know who the Sweetwater King is,” Dayn said. He was not so addled over the girls as Joam, but still intended to enjoy seeing the new faces. Shardian villages with the best harvest received honors from the Misthaven Trader’s Circle on Evensong, and Wia Wells had long been overlooked. “I have to make sure there’s a dance or two saved for the rest of us common farmers.”




  Joam twirled through a staff form as though to remind the entire village of Sweetwater. The King's Circlet, of all things! Only the most brazen fighter would even think of using it. He offered Dayn a magnanimous smile. “I'll do my best.”




  The offworlder booths beckoned to Dayn. The two began wading into the festival, but a slender girl with a sulky mouth planted herself directly in their path. She wore a blue garland too, but neither of them were glad to see it.




  “Happy Evensong, Milede,” Dayn said.




  Milede Kaynerin wore a scarlet dress, and her twin black braids shone with fresh beeswax. She stood directly beneath a hanging cluster of purple maidenvine, but Dayn would not steal a kiss from the Elder's daughter if she were the last girl on Shard.




  She jabbed a finger into Dayn's chest so hard her bracelets clinked together. “You two better not be pestering every girl in sight. We’re to show our best manners, especially you, Dayn!” She abruptly stalked off, leaving Dayn and Joam with their mouths hanging open.




  “She's just salty over not being the prettiest girl at festival for a change,” Joam said with a smirk. “But she’s right, you know. The Elders won’t be happy if you—”




  Dayn shook his head. “Give up on talking me out of it, alright? For all the Elders know, there’s a pair of ridgecats sneaking around Southforte. They won’t believe a little boy, but they will listen to me at least.”




  “But the Elders are all—you know, forget it. Do what you want, I’m through helping you see sense.”




  “Catch me up after you find your kin,” Dayn said. “I want to see the offworlders first.”




  “They probably can't even stand up straight on our ground,” Joam said with a grin. “Sit with us at the storytelling. And remember―you owe me an ember-eye, courser!”




  “I will,” Dayn said, giving him a shove. Joam laughed as he moved away into the throng.




  Dayn turned back to the traders, looking for Elders as he went. Several booths displayed the woven baskets, wreathes and furniture fashioned from the endless redbranch surrounding Wia Wells. Southforte traders bellowed over the quality of the goods they made from the tough plants growing in their swamps. Their rope earned a passing glance, but Dayn would never wear clothes so coarse and itchy. Most people agreed, judging from the frustration apparent on the Southforte folk's faces.




  Woodworkers from Misthaven curried the most attention. Many a farmer surrounded those booths, bartering vigorously for new staffs of Highland silverpine. Milchamah stood there, but Dayn ducked away before the weaponmaster saw him.




  “Dayn Ro'Halan! Tell me that is not you!”




  Dayn winced at the displeasure in his mother’s voice. He turned to approach her booth reluctantly as a goodwife moved away, clutching a painting of a single homestead perched on a field of tall, golden grain.




  “Do you need my help, mother?” Dayn asked.




  “No, but it looks like you need mine,” Hanalene replied. She wore a flowing blue dress of some crushed fabric Dayn did not recognize, and her dark hair arranged in a multitude of braids. Honey-colored eyes took in Dayn and read his face as readily as one of her palettes. “Sparring with Joam, again? In the festival clothes I set aside for you?”




  Dayn gave a sheepish shrug. “No. He thought to best me in bounding.”




  “You surely set him straight,” she observed. She spread her arms expectantly, and Dayn returned her firm hug. Her own smellgoods mixed with the pleasing scent of dawnlily from her white garland. “At least you smell fine enough to give your mother a hug, but you’ll do nothing but sit tonight if you still look like this.” She picked a piece of stubble from his braids, then called loudly to an adjoining booth. “Ereyl! One of your fine shirts for my son here, and five changes of clothes for my daughter, to a painting of your choice. Do you find the barter fair?”




  “Fair and done!” The wizened Southforte trader nearly tripped in his haste to shake Hanalene's hand. He peered at Dayn a moment before rummaging through a chest in his booth. “I’ve just your size, lad. Come give it a wear.”




  Dayn dutifully changed into the fresh tunic before returning to Hanalene's booth. The fabric might feel better if it were made of nettles.




  “Please, don't ruin this one. And you’ll want this before the night is through.” Hanalene pressed another packet of smellgoods into his hand. “One more thing. Have you seen Grahm yet today?”




  “We talked to him in the fields,” Dayn said carefully. He did not want to worry her with Grahm's behavior―or his own strange morning, for that matter. “He said he would be here soon.”




  “That’s good. Kajalynn said…” Hanalene’s face clouded briefly, but more villagers approached to look through her paintings.




  She favored them with a welcome smile before turning back to Dayn.




  “Is everything alright, mother?”




  “Just be careful, my son.” She arched an eyebrow and her tone became cool and mysterious. “There are hunters about tonight.” With a rich chuckle she bustled him off.




  Dayn plunged back into the booths. Evensong beckoned, but his mother’s words only added to the unease clouding his thoughts. Yet he did feel better with so many people about, instead of just he and Joam on the open road.




  Musicians played over in the Speaker's Turn. Flute, lyre, and drums added to the pleasant drone of milling farmers and craftsmen, along with the occasional stuffy Misthavener. They pressed together so tightly Dayn could only shuffle along.




  All manner of delights clamored for his senses. The sharp tang of new leather from a clothier's booth competed with the heady aroma of crushed grapes where winemakers from Greenshadow demonstrated their trade. Toddlers squealed in delight as they hopped about the wide crushing vats with purple stained feet, and a long line of youngsters eagerly awaited their turn at the booth.




  Dayn rounded a corner and perfumes assaulted his nose, flowers and oils blended just to make a man lose his wits.




  Behind a booth spaced further from the rest, smoke billowed. A massive figure moved deftly through it. Dayn nearly leaped out of his skin until he realized it was Blayle the butcher, sweating over his coals.




  Dayn chided himself. I’ll fare worse with the Elders than I did with Milchamah if I act this jumpy. He sidled up to where Blayle expertly tended over a dozen spits full of slow roasting lamb, goat and chicken. The stocky man paused every so often to wipe sweat from his face with the towel he kept draped over a thick shoulder. Blayle did not get to see any of the other traders, but he looked pleased enough, especially when he glanced across the way at the bored looking berrycake makers from Kohr Springs.




  “Hello, Brother Blayle. I won't be surprised when ridgecats sneak into Evensong, as good as it smells here.” Dayn's mouth watered so freely he thought his cheeks might start to sweat. The butcher took a good look at him, then sliced a liberal chunk from a roasting goat and skewered it. He slathered it with his family’s sauce, known throughout the district, and offered the morsel to Dayn.




  “Oh, the ridgecats are here,” Blayle said, motioning beneath his booth's counter. Dayn held back a laugh. Stuffed beneath some dirty aprons, he spotted the butcher’s blue garland. “They just put dresses on over their fur. Good Evensong to you, lad.”




  “Have they made off with all of the Elders? I haven’t seen one all day.”




  “Buril has them all circled up,” Blayle confided. His eyes rested on Laman’s staff a moment before he turned back to minding a spit of lamb. “Important stuff, I’m sure. Best not worry about it, we’ll see them soon enough.”




  Dayn thanked him and went his way. Maybe the Elders already know. The thought lifted his spirits, but he still wanted to be sure, so he looked for them in earnest as he ate. The savory spices blended perfectly on his skewer, but the flavor was lost on his tongue. He greeted Wia Wells friends, but felt oddly alone, as though he bore some strange affliction. The music and merriment grew steadily in the Wustl Square, but did not warm him.




  “Just the lad I wanted to see!” Jairn the gemcutter beckoned to Dayn from his booth. “I could use some new moondrops, if you've brought any.”




  Dayn groaned. “I forgot my gems!” Trading was the last thing on his mind after this morning. If he saw something that took his fancy, haggling would prove to be a fine chore.




  “Ah, pity. Suppose you've been busy, with all that's going on.” He looked away, hiding his disappointment. “Well, it's a big night. Go enjoy it.”




  A tight-lipped smile reappeared under the gemcutter’s white mustache as he turned back to two Misthaveners at his booth. The couple eyed a fine emerald pendant, but loudly questioned its quality. Jairn's teeth began to grind louder than his polishing stones as Dayn moved on.




  Not five paces away, he spied the offworlder booth and eagerly approached.




  Dayn picked up a chunk of gray rock, one of the only items on display. He could see someone stirring in the cart behind the booth. “Peace upon you, offworlder,” he called out. “Is this a piece of torrent?”




  “Don't touch anything! I’m just getting set up.” A balding man with a reddened face and sagging jowls labored into sight and peered at Dayn. Sweat poured down the man's face and stained his shirt, despite the perfect weather. Dayn set the rock back where he found it, somewhat wounded.




  “Wait. You Shardians are all so blessed polite.” He grinned apologetically. “Name’s Flareze, from Ista Cham. First time to your world. I know why you’re so friendly. This ground would wear you right down into your graves if you were to fight among each other. How do you stand it? My feet can barely lift my toenails.”




  “Feels like you’re standing up even when you sit down?” Dayn asked, letting the trader's ill manners pass. He remembered how Grahm once complained of the ground.




  “Exactly! Say, you look to be local, not jumping over every twitch in the underbrush like the fellows who brought me. Honestly, now. Is it...safe, here? I've heard stories, you see.”




  “Of course it is,” Dayn said. He could imagine the Misthaveners filling this offworlder's head with nonsense. “Why wouldn’t it be?




  “My...travel companions whisper of a monstrous chasm nearby? They say the land for miles around is cursed, and this whole village might fall into it any day.”




  “Peace, no,” Dayn replied. Misthaven superstition never failed to astound him. “My farm is closest to the Dreadfall, and those cliffs won't budge until the Last Mist rises. Trust me, I've seen―” He snapped his mouth shut. The entire village would take turns skinning Dayn if they discovered how often he explored there. “I mean, I've heard―”




  “Heard about this Dreadfall, yes.” Flareze gave his nose a knowing tap, smiling at Dayn's slip. “Honest, polite and the worst liars in the Belt. That is peace's own truth. I could do quite well here. That rock is from the torrent, yes. I'll do a special bargain for you.”




  It was said to count your rings after shaking hands with an Ista Cham trader, and to count your rings and fingers besides if the trader walked away with a smile. Flareze was already smiling. Dayn took a deep breath. “How about this? I’ll help you unload the rest of your wares. At the rate you’re going, everyone will be asleep before you finish.”




  A grimace cracked Flareze’s grin. “I don't know how this world still turns without money, but we'll make do, you and I. Come.” Dayn allowed himself a sigh of relief, then set to lugging four heavy chests with iron locks over from the offworlder’s cart. The man’s grin slipped even further after Dayn finished the chore. “You didn’t even break a sweat.”




  Dayn shrugged as the man began unlocking the chests. “What’s in all of these, more rocks from the torrent?”




  “Only a few,” Flareze admitted. “That one you held nearly punched a hole in the transport that brought me here, peace’s own truth. Those two that glisten, see how they pull at each other?”




  To Dayn’s astonishment the two fist-sized stones slid next to each other with a clink when the offworlder set them apart. “Only pieces that were once near a worldheart can do that. Common enough, but I figure I’ll always find some fool taken enough to—Shardian, don’t touch that!”




  Dayn’s hand froze over the last remaining chest. “I just wanted to help you, like we agreed. This one was heaviest.”




  “That’s because it’s lined with lead. There’s sickmetal inside. You won’t feel anything after a touch, but a week from now a hole will be burned clean through your hand, or worse.”




  Dayn stepped away and shot the trader an accusing look. “Who would want that? I like things from the torrent, but not if it will make me sick!”




  “It wasn’t meant for here,” Flareze allowed. He gave a conspiratorial wink. “Raiders, lad, from the Eadrinn Gohr. Heard of them, I see. Nothing like you fine folks. A cut from one of their axes will weep blood for weeks. Or they’ll hide a pinch in the stew of someone they don’t like, or worse yet, make a helm out of the stuff. You can’t be around it too long, or it’ll drive you mad, see? I couldn’t well let it out of my sight with you locals poking around.”
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