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Prologue · The Last Account
The first sign was that the frogs stopped singing.
Madruga Senn had heard them in the cisterns since childhood, even in winters when ice sealed the upper canals. Her father used to say the frogs of Bridgebasin had no need of summer: leaking kitchens and the warmth of houses were enough. That night of the Rupture, beneath the Council chamber, silence climbed the steps before the water.
Madruga was copying four names onto a sheet of tin. There was ink on her wrist and a daughter asleep against her side. Around the table, the emissaries of the four cities waited for her to finish. No one wanted to sign first.
“This is no victory,” said the woman from Blackember.
She had laid a notched sword on the tabletop. White hairs remained caught in a crack in its blade: not human, nor from any animal Madruga knew. The man from Dawnrock drew his blue sleeve away.
“It is a door we can close.”
“From this side,” the woman replied.
The dwarf Hara del Dique put a hand on the map. Her nails were broken. Beneath her fingers, the lines of rivers passed through settlements that no longer existed.
“Close it. But write down who is left outside.”
Madruga dipped her pen. The agreement had room for the granaries they would divide, the roads the Armada would patrol, the amnesties offered to the Horde. There was no column for those waiting for someone to return.
The child woke when a tremor bent the lamp flames.
“Is it him?” she asked.
Madruga did not answer. Her husband had been dead for eleven days. The girl still counted the nights as though they were steps and she might reach the last one.
Wet footsteps sounded in the corridor. The guard opened the door and a woman came in without anyone's permission. A burn cut across her travelling dress; on her throat, the wound that had killed her looked like a scar many years old. Madruga had seen her under a blanket that very afternoon.
“Do not sign away ownership,” the newcomer said.
The representative from Dawnrock rose.
“Who sends you?”
“I was dead. That is no place from which to take orders.”
The woman had to brace herself against the table. Hara brought her a chair, but she clung to the map.
“There are voices on the other side. They do not sing together. One asks for form; another, that we remember. One wants to burn what is finished. Another keeps the seeds. The fifth…”
She put a hand to her mouth. She was bleeding, though her wound had already closed.
“The fifth keeps the threshold open. They all have limits. Do not let one man take their place.”
She touched her chest, just below the collarbone, like someone feeling for a coin she does not remember putting away.
“And when I came back, I brought something. Here. It's warm, like a splinter of light. Don't ask me for it, because it can't be given.”
Water came under the door. First it smelled of mud; then of leaves and iron. The frogs sang all at once and fell silent again.
Madruga saw the line the blue-clad envoy had added to the agreement: “All who return shall be subject to the custodian of the seal.” It was written in darker ink. It had not been in the draft she copied at dawn.
The man drew a desk knife.
Hara overturned the table onto him.
The lamps went out. Madruga lifted her daughter. As she ran towards the servants' stairs, she heard the dwarf split the tin sheet with a hammer blow. Something small struck her back and fell into a fold of her skirt.
“Take the true account!” Hara shouted.
Madruga did not see who closed the door or how long it held. In the courtyard, the night was full of bells ringing out of time. Water from four canals ran towards the same square. An entire bridge turned slowly, people still clinging to its rails, and sank without raising much of a wave.
At the corner by the dyers' workshops, they found a guard tied to a grille.
The current reached his waist and was still rising. Refugees passed without freeing him. He had defended the closing of the canal that very morning. Madruga recognised him by a scar across his nose and the way he had pushed a woman away from the distribution point.
The guard asked for a knife.
The copyist carried the one she used to trim parchment. It could not cut a thick rope in a single stroke. She would have to get close. The child clung tighter to her neck when she felt her descending the stairs.
“The water will take us,” she said.
Madruga looked towards the bridge that had just sunk. It was true. They might lose their way out to help someone who could arrest them if he managed to give orders again.
She put her daughter in a high niche and stepped into the water.
The guard tried to grab her. She pulled away before his desperation could drag her under.
“Stay still.”
He obeyed for two breaths, then began struggling again. Madruga pressed a hand against his shoulder and showed him the tiny blade.
“If you make me lose it, I have no other.”
She cut one strand, then another. The water had a strength that seemed to come from no particular direction. It carried spoons, flowers, a cupboard door. The guard began to weep with his face against the iron.
When the rope gave way, she could not help him climb. She only pointed to a chain on the wall. He seized it and worked his way towards the courtyard.
Madruga picked up her daughter.
The guard followed them for a block. He tried to give her his cloak. She refused because she needed her arms free and the wet garment was too heavy. He persisted until he understood that he could not decide what shape his rescuer's gratitude should take.
They parted on the slope.
The child asked whether the man was good.
Madruga thought of the woman driven from the distribution point, the ropes, the hands grasping the grille.
“Today he was tied up,” she replied.
It was not explanation enough for a child. Perhaps it never would be for anyone. She kept climbing until the water began to fall behind them.
She felt the fragment of tin in her skirt pocket. It struck her leg with every step. For a moment she wanted to throw it away and carry only her daughter, let other people decide what the night had meant.
She kept it.
Not because she knew the world would need it. Because she had seen words change owners on a table and could not bear to surrender them in her memory as well.
Many years later, they would say that the Rupture had happened through the miners' cowardice and the gods' pride.
Madruga hid the tin fragment in a sack of flour. She spent the rest of her life correcting the story in a voice so low that only those sleeping beside her could hear it.
Her daughter learned the first version before she could read.
1 · A Man Without a Bell
Before they found the body, Teren had made a promise he could not keep.
The wounded apprentice's mother was waiting at the valley hospice with a hen under her arm. The previous night, a splinter from a plough had pierced the boy's hand. Teren cleaned the wound, removed the wood and left a damp bandage. By dawn, the fingers were swollen. He needed bark from a tree that did not grow in the valley and an infusion they had run out of three weeks earlier.
“A cart is coming today,” he said.
The woman put the hen in a basket.
“What will you need besides this?”
He looked at the bird as though it had come in on its own.
“I can't accept her.”
“I didn't ask whether you could.”
She was a woman who had learned to bargain for food with taller men. A handkerchief was tied around her wrist, and she wore her Sunday clothes beneath her apron. Teren suspected she had dressed that way so that healing might seem something she could buy outright, with her savings and her dignity, rather than beg for.
He handed back the basket.
“I need clean cloth. Bring whatever you can boil. The hen can lay eggs for you.”
The boy sat on the table, watching him without daring to cry. He would be about fifteen. Teren touched his arm to stop him following his mother's every movement.
“What's the plough called?”
The child frowned.
“It doesn't have a name.”
“A bad sign. Things we name tend to treat us better.”
“The horse is called Jaro, and he's bitten me twice.”
His mother gave a brief laugh. Then she asked the cleric's god to spare her son's hand. Teren said he would do everything he could. It was not the same answer. All three knew it, and all three pretended otherwise.
When he was alone, he opened the offerings cupboard. There was a cheap necklace, three coins and two figures of Ilyndra made from stale bread. No caravan would take those in exchange for medicines. Too often, the valley had traded its neighbours' wealth for the right to go on being cold.
He went to the mill to ask about the cart.
Oren intercepted him in the square. He had a list of families and an unfinished argument with the baker, who refused to give flour in exchange for the council's promises.
“Keep a count of the bandages you use,” the governor told him.
“I do.”
“And the blessings.”
Teren thought he was joking until he saw the sheet. The council had promised Dawnrock's hospice a number of services in return for keeping the cleric in the valley. They had explained it when he accepted the post. He had imagined a way to guarantee care for those who could not afford it. Now he saw Oren trying to decide whether blessing a field equalled two burials or half a birth.
“Don't count them,” he said.
“Someone counts them anyway. I'd rather know what the village owes before they come to collect it.”
Teren kept to himself the answer he had been taught about the gift beyond price. The formula seemed written for people who had never had to decide who should receive the last sack.
At the mill, the miller's daughter was looking for a knife she had lost among the stones. She asked him to help move a board. As he bent down, Teren saw the fish caught in a boot.
The courier had come to rest sitting in the irrigation channel, his boot snagged on a root.
The water reached his chest. He wore the livery of the eastern couriers and had a broken arrow beneath his arm. Teren left his medicine bag on the bank, waded in to his knees and supported the man's head. He was still warm.
“You're too late,” the girl said from the wheel.
Her name was Lina, and she had a habit of counting bell strokes on her fingers, as though afraid one might escape. That morning, Lindvale's bells had not rung. The governor reserved them for attacks and burials where the body had been identified. Both had begun to grow scarce.
“Help me get him out,” Teren asked.
She did not move.
“If he comes back while you're touching him, is it because of you?”
Teren had learned eight answers to that question. At the hospice in Dawnrock, beneath Ilyndra's mosaic, the young clerics had been made to repeat them. Death was a passage; return, a gift; the gift demanded service. There, with mud sucking at his ankles, none seemed honest.
“I don't know why anyone returns,” he said. “But I know what a wet man weighs.”
Lina came down.
They laid him on a door. The courier clutched a leather cylinder against his belly. Teren could not prise it from his hand without breaking two fingers. He covered the man's face first, angry with himself for that late courtesy.
Inside were a grain permit, an unfinished love letter and a piece of tin wrapped in wool. The fragment bore just four words: “shall belong to none.” Another, much more recent hand said: “Ask for the copyist. Do not give this to the Council.”
Teren recognised the drawing in the margin: a door crossed by five strokes. He had seen it behind Dawnrock's altar, scraped away and covered with plaster.
A dog began barking on the far side of the stream. Then it fell quiet. Birds pecking in the kitchen garden left the furrows and flew towards the hill.
Elyen appeared among the hazels with his bow unstrung. The elven hunter had one ear bandaged and dried blood on his neck.
“Get him inside. Now.”
“What's coming?”
“Men who make the animals get out of their way.”
Teren looked at the corpse. He had served six months in that valley, tended fevers, blessed seed, argued with mothers about drinking water. He had never decided anything that endangered everyone.
Oren Linde came from the square with four neighbours and an old spear. His belly strained his governor's waistcoat; fear made his eyes look small.
“Give me what he was carrying,” he said.
Teren closed the cylinder.
“We'll read it together.”
“You were sent to tend the sick.”
“This man arrived sick with something that concerns us.”
Neighbours began coming out of their houses without knowing what danger they were looking at. A woman carried a spoon. Another person held a freshly sharpened hoe. The baker's son put on his apron as though it could defend him, then took it off, ashamed that someone might have seen.
Teren was about to order them to take the children to the church. Oren spoke first.
“To the bakehouse,” he said. “The church has two doors. The bakehouse has four.”
The cleric knew more about the defensive advantages of temples in stories than the shape of the actual building. He stood aside.
Lina went to fetch the apprentice's mother. She found her trying to finish some sewing. The woman did not want to abandon a shirt for which she had been paid in advance; if she failed to deliver it, she would owe flour they had already eaten. Lina took the garment, draped it round her own neck and carried a basket so the woman could support her son.
Arven reached the channel and recognised the courier. He had passed that way before. He always let his horse drink before asking how far he still had to go.
“He wasn't a man who hurried by habit,” he said.
Elyen went back over the tracks. The blood began some distance away, beside a willow. The courier had managed to dismount after the attack and drag himself along the bank to stay out of sight. The current had carried him the final stretch. The hunter pointed to a mark leading out of the water: Iven had tried to get up.
Between the arrow and the mill, Iven had made decisions no one would ever know. Teren thought of the four words on the tin and pressed the cylinder against his body.
Oren asked him to take it to the council house.
“If we have to give it up, we'll decide with other people.”
“What if they come for it without deciding?”
The governor looked at the spear. He held it the way one holds someone else's broom.
“Then at least I won't be able to tell myself afterwards that I was alone.”
Teren was ashamed of mistaking the man's fear for a lack of courage. He followed him to the council house, where they put the body in the shade. The woman with the spoon came in behind them and placed a glass of water beside the dead man before remembering he could no longer drink.
No one took it away.
A horn sounded on the road. Lina backed towards the mill wheel. Under the cloth, the dead man did nothing extraordinary. Suddenly, that seemed to Teren the most terrible thing about the morning.
2 · The Generous Hand
The riders carried sacks of oats before their saddles. Behind them came two carts loaded with flour and salt, escorted by men of the Armada. The paladin riding first raised an open hand.
“Serik de las Terrazas. We bring aid from the chancellor.”
Oren lowered his spear so quickly that he wounded his foot.
The letter bore the seals of Cael Ordan and Adela Veyr, governor of Dawnrock. It announced a project to restore roads, dykes and shelters. The cities were asked to submit their records of the missing, and those who returned were to receive protection until their condition could be understood. The valley would need the flour within a week.
“No levy,” Serik said when Oren searched for the line.
He had a rough voice, more that of a man used to explaining himself in the rain than proclaiming victories. Teren showed him the courier without mentioning the tin.
The paladin knelt beside him.
“He left Bridgebasin. I looked for him at Ash Bridge. There was blood, but no body.”
“Did you know his errand?”
“Letters. Lists of the dead. What we all carry now.”
He closed the eyelids more carefully. Then he asked permission to bury him. Teren accompanied him to the cemetery beneath the great oak. Serik dug with a borrowed spade, took off his gloves and accepted the blisters without comment.
“The men who attacked him weren't bandits,” Elyen said as evening fell. “They left the silver.”
Serik kept digging.
“There are wars for which silver weighs too much.”
Teren waited for the hunter to move away.
“In Dawnrock, what do they do with people who return?”
“Food. Rest. Questions.”
“Can they leave?”
The spade stopped striking.
“With an escort, if their family claims them.”
“That wasn't what I asked.”
The paladin drove the spade into the earth.
“I don't write the laws either.”
During the flour distribution, old Arven joined the queue twice in different hats. Serik recognised the way he dragged one leg. He blocked his path, asked for his token and saw that the first time he had collected only half a ration.
“There are four of us at home,” the man said.
The register said three. His eldest daughter had married into another neighbourhood and, according to the accounts, should no longer eat there. She had come back after her husband beat her. Oren had not yet found a way to explain that in a box on a form.
The cart's overseer said he could not change the list without permission. If they gave out too much, someone at the end would get nothing. Arven replied that he was always the one at the end. The neighbours began talking all at once.
Serik lifted a sack and asked for scales.
He weighed it in front of everyone. Then he weighed the other nine in the first cart. One held less than declared. Two were wet underneath. The difference was not enough to solve the problem, but it showed that the figure over which they were arguing was already a fiction.
“Who owns these carts?” he asked.
“The Hand depot,” the overseer replied.
“Then the depot will receive a corrected account.”
He ordered them to open a reserve sack. The overseer warned him that regulations allowed the difference to be charged to the officer who chose to do so.
Serik gave him his full name.
Teren watched him sign: like someone used to paying for small exceptions out of his own pocket, without ever asking who had made them necessary.
When the queue began moving again, Arven tried to take two full measures. The paladin caught his wrist.
“One more for your daughter. Not two.”
The old man insulted him. Serik waited until he had finished and handed him the measure he was owed.
Teren approached afterwards.
“You could have let it go.”
“Yes. And the next man would have needed another daughter.”
“Don't you trust them?”
Serik looked at the empty sacks.
“I trust that they're hungry. That's much safer than trusting they'll be good because I'm watching.”
The cleric did not like the answer. Later, when he found the map and the copper tokens, he had to admit he was still thinking about it.
In the cemetery, Serik found a loose stone among the roots. It bore a name Teren could not read. The cleric wanted to turn it over so it would stop wearing away face down; the paladin asked him to leave it where it was for a moment.
The soldiers in his company did that before burying their own: they looked for an earlier name so no one would believe themselves the first dead person in an empty land. The custom did not come from the Armada. Serik had learned it from a woman who went from hunter to soldier after losing her village.
“My teacher said we shouldn't mix customs,” Teren told him.
“Mine said we shouldn't perform rites that took more time than the living needed.”
The cleric smiled. Serik was not mocking prayer. He knelt when Teren began preparing the body, held the cloth and waited for him to finish.
Teren read the courier's name from the travel register. He was surprised that writing it cost him more than saying the entire prayer. Until then he had given the man a designation: dead man, messenger, victim. The name returned him to a life Teren did not know.
Serik placed a small stone on the grave. It came from another road.
“So he has somewhere to go on from,” he explained.
“Do you believe he goes on?”
The paladin took his time.
“I believe my father needed to do it when my mother died. I didn't want to take that from him too.”
If he pressed, he would get a prouder answer and a less truthful one. Teren stayed quiet.
Arguments over the distribution reached them from below the cemetery. The cart overseer had recorded the extra grain and was still demanding a signature. Serik called him over, laid the paper on a gravestone and signed. Teren was about to point out that it was not a desk. Seeing the paladin's hand pause to avoid rubbing away the carved name, he decided disrespect would have been something else.
A neighbour brought squash flowers. She had no others. She laid them beside the fresh earth and went straight back to work.
It was a small burial, with no sign from the sky, no answer beneath the ground and no bell. They did it with care, and that was all.
As they were leaving, a gnome woman climbed onto the cemetery wall with a bandurria and announced that her name was Neris, that she was hungry and that she knew an appropriate song. Oren tried to send her away. She began singing before he could reach her.
The song told of a copyist who hid a metal sheet in flour. There were deliberate errors: a city stood on the wrong mountain; Hara was an old man; the knife belonged to the woman who had received it. Teren noticed that whenever she got a name wrong, Neris watched their faces.
By the time she finished, the neighbours had left bread in her hat.
Teren found her eating behind the oak.
“Who taught you that?”
“A grandmother who couldn't read. Have you found the half already?”
He looked towards Serik. The paladin was watering his horse.
“Tonight,” Neris said, “when everyone's asleep, come to the mill. And bring the paper from the love letter. Sometimes love is the best way to get something through customs.”
3 · The Back of the Letter
Neris held the letter over the steam from a pot. The paper began to curl; on its reverse appeared a drawing made with milk and ash.
Teren brought the lamp closer. It was a plan of the Pact Catacombs. The route began outside Bridgebasin: low gardens, the washerwomen's riverbank, the heron marshes and a sluice among willows. Four exposed stretches. No convenient tunnels from a sheltered square.
“Pretty names always hide the mud,” Neris said.
Lina, who had been pretending to sleep, opened her eyes.
“Will they attack us because of that?”
No one answered at once.
Neris lowered the letter.
“My grandmother was called Isna. She was Madruga Senn's daughter. Your courier was called Iven. He wrote to me eleven days ago: he'd found payments that don't appear in the Council's books. They told him the allocations were for repairing dykes. He went to look. They were letting them rot.”
“To flood something?”
“To force people to accept another repair.”
Teren reread Cael Ordan's generous letter. He knew the chancellor: he had seen him kneeling in a hospice, changing a dressing the physicians dared not touch. His daughter had died there of fever nine years earlier. He did not smile when the poor were near; he worked. That was harder to reconcile with a conspiracy than a tyrant from a sermon.
Neris explained that her grandmother never sang Madruga's escape the same way twice. She changed the skirt's colour and the number of steps. When the family tried to correct her, she replied that stairs in a memory did not wear on the same side as stairs of stone.
For years, the gnome thought it an artist's licence. Later she discovered that her grandmother had sold half a testimony to buy food one winter. Her voice became entertainment at the very point where her mother had wanted to leave a warning.
“They used to get angry with each other,” she said. “My grandmother said a story no one wants to hear dies just like a lost one. Her mother said that if you had to change everything to get it heard, it was dead already.”
Lina stopped pretending not to listen.
“Who was right?”
“Both, when they argued with the other. Neither, when she wanted to rule alone.”
Teren examined Iven's letter. A line had been added at another time, in different ink: “I don't know if this is what I should do.” Beneath it was something he had crossed out until the paper almost tore. The cleric tried to read it against the light. Neris covered it with her hand.
“Not everything he chose not to tell us belongs to us.”
“It could be evidence.”
“It could be something cruel he wrote in anger.”
He let go of the sheet. It seemed she was putting discretion above other people's lives. Then he imagined someone reconstructing his faith from words he had once written down so he would not shout them.
Neris put the love letter aside and left the plan visible.
Serik, beside the door, heard only the end of the argument. He did not want to join it. On his first posting, a commander had read a deserter's private letter aloud to prove the man was a coward. The man was dead. The soldiers laughed because their commander expected them to. Serik did not laugh, but he stayed.
He had never allowed himself to use that tiny difference as an excuse.
The wind had risen outside. Every seven turns, the mill wheel made an irregular knock. Lina said a paddle needed replacing before the heavy rains. While they spoke of the Pact, she was still hearing a fault that could leave the valley without flour.
Teren wanted to tell her to rest. He saw her look at the roof, alert to every creak. She was not there to hear travellers' adventures.
It was her home that sheltered them.
Elyen tapped the window with two fingers.
“Six coming. By the weir.”
The first missiles pierced the door while Teren was still folding the plan. The pot broke and steam smothered half the lamp's flame. Elyen pulled Lina to the floor. Neris crawled under the table with the bandurria clasped to her chest.
Teren picked up the sack hook. The man who came through the window wore grey linen over his face. He searched for the cleric's pocket before raising his knife. Teren struck his wrist, and the point sank into his own thigh.
Pain gave him a horrible clarity. He remembered where the artery ran. He remembered he should shout for help. Instead, he shouted Lina's name.
Serik burst through the back door with his shield raised. He drove the attacker back against the gear wheel. A second man fled at the sight of his insignia. The first, trapped, tried to tear something from his neck. Elyen pinned him with a foot.
It was a copper token. It bore the same door and five strokes as the tin.
“Who commands you?” Serik asked.
The man spat blood and looked at Lina.
Teren pressed both hands against the wound in his leg. For the first time he wished he could perform a miracle that had nothing to do with healing: he wished he could force someone to tell the truth.
“We have no time,” Elyen said.
Outside, the granary's thatched roof was burning.
The wounded apprentice came out of his house to help raise a ladder. His bandaged hand rested against his chest; the other gripped a rope. Teren saw him through the smoke and wanted to send him back to bed. The boy was already climbing.
Lina ran to the mill wheel to stop the feed into the granary. If the shaft kept turning, it would carry burning dust into the stone chamber. The lever was in the shed the arrows had just pierced.
Teren tried to follow and fell on his open wound.
There was nothing heroic about the fall: he had stepped badly, there was blood inside his boot, and his body refused to hold him. The girl saw him fall without stopping. A moment later, the wheel ceased to turn.
Elyen dragged him to a wall.
“I don't need you to save me,” the cleric protested.
The hunter left him sitting on a heap of gravel.
“Good. Because now I have to find the others.”
Serik cut the cart's lashings to take it to the cistern. The neighbours had formed a bucket chain. Neris ran from one end to the other, repeating orders lost among the shouts. Her high voice found passages where deeper voices dissolved in the noise.
Teren pressed his wound and treated those who could reach him. A man had breathed too much smoke. He made him sit leaning forward. A girl had a burn on her arm; he cooled it with water while her father tried to cover it in grease.
The apprentice came down the ladder with his hand covered in blood. He had lost his bandage. He looked at the cleric as though wanting to apologise for ruining the morning's work.
Teren sat him down beside him.
“What about the plough?” he asked, to keep him from looking at his fingers.
“I gave it a name.”
“What name?”
The boy's answer was so obscene that the burned girl began to laugh. Laughing hurt, and she had to stop. Then she tried again.
Teren knew he would remember this too. Horror had no right to keep every image of the night.
4 · The Price of Wheat
Half the flour was lost beneath the water they used to put out the fire. None of the neighbours died, though Teren could not save an apprentice's fingers. At dawn, Oren stood before the bed where the cleric had stitched his leg.
“You're leaving.”
Teren had a fever.
“You need hands.”
“We need them not to come looking for hands among our children again.”
Lina was on the other side of the door. She heard her father agree from the corridor. Teren could not blame him without lying to himself.
Serik came in with the attackers' tokens. None of those who had stayed behind in the village was still alive: the prisoner had managed to swallow a powder while they moved him, and two others had died in the granary. The rest had escaped along the mill channel. The paladin laid the pieces on the blanket.
“They're passage tokens. Used at the chancellor's works to collect provisions.”
Oren closed his eyes.
“He sent us wheat.”
“And to the men who burned it,” Neris said.
The governor seized her coat.
“Be careful what you leave behind when you sing.”
She did not try to pull free.
“I am.”
The apprentice appeared before they left, his arm wrapped. He was missing two fingers. He had not cried in front of Teren since the operation. That morning he asked whether he would ever hold reins again.
The cleric said they would have to learn a different way.
“Who?”
Teren looked at him.
“You and whoever teaches you.”
The boy nodded, unconvinced. He did not want a phrase about learning. He wanted to know whether one day he could be angry about something else.
He returned the hook he had used to help pull out the courier. The iron was clean. His mother had scrubbed off the blood.
“Take it,” he said. “We have another.”
Teren wanted to refuse because it was heavy. Then he accepted. He tied it to his saddlebag and did not call it a keepsake or a sacred gift. It would remain a tool.
Oren came out with an inventory of borrowed things. He listed blankets, rope, two horses and the cart. The hook was not included. The governor left a blank when the cleric pointed it out.
“The council didn't lend you that.”
The boy's mother watched from the corner. She did not say goodbye. Teren hesitated about approaching. She turned towards her house before he could choose. He had no right to demand a word that would let him leave with less weight.
Serik ordered his soldiers to protect the storehouse and obey Oren in matters of evacuation. The youngest asked whether they would receive other instructions from the depot. The paladin said they must record them and check them against the governor's.
“What if they don't agree?”
Serik thought of what he had been taught: a higher authority resolved discrepancies. Here, higher authority bore the name of the man whose depots had just appeared on the attackers' tokens.
“You protect the families first,” he replied.
It was not a sufficient rule for everything. The soldier seemed grateful that, for once, no one pretended otherwise.
Elyen checked the mounts' hooves and the tension of their girths. Neris put a handful of flour in a dry bag. Not to eat: she wanted to keep the mill's smell before memory turned it all to smoke.
As they crossed the bridge, Lina raised a hand without smiling. Teren returned the gesture.
She did not lower her hand until the road turned behind the hazels.
They left at noon with the borrowed mounts and a small cart. Serik told his soldiers he would take the account of the attack to Bridgebasin. Two asked to accompany him. He left them guarding the flour. It was not yet disobedience; Teren recognised the effort it cost him to keep it on that side.
Elyen chose the high road. From there they saw Lindvale reduced to roofs, smoke and dark fields. The cemetery oak was still whole. Teren imagined Iven's coffin beneath its roots, the broken fingers, the letter he had not finished. He had wanted to preserve the dead man's identity. Now he was carrying away even his words of love.
“I can deliver them to the person they were meant for,” Neris said.
He looked at her, surprised she had guessed.
“Do you know who it is?”
“No. But I know how to ask without announcing a secret to the whole village.”
They camped on the bank beside a fallen bridge. Elyen caught two fish with a patience that irritated Serik, until the elf showed him the insects crowding beneath the leaves.
“It's going to rain. If we cross now, it catches us on the slope. Here we have a roof.”
The rain came in slanting curtains. Each drop raised a different smell: road dust, bruised leaves, warm leather. Teren heard birds taking shelter above them and thought the world gave many warnings. The difficulty was deciding which to answer.
On the way, Serik had seen Elyen pull an iron thorn out of the cart's wheel. The hunter held it on his palm, then put it away.
“What for?” Teren asked.
“To show my father, if I see him again.”
The hunter rarely spoke of his family. Teren knew only that he had left a post among the eastern wardens and sent money to someone who never replied. He had taken it for a reserved man's silence. Now he suspected a matter that had gone too long without finding its first sentence.
“He had them put there,” Elyen said. “To keep the High Bough clan's carts from crossing. They were charging them to use a bridge everyone had built. My father decided that if they wouldn't pay, they wouldn't use it.”
Neris picked up the thorn. Its point was shaped like a fishhook.
“That stays in a leg.”
“Yes.”
The gnome handed it back without comment.
Elyen explained that he had protested. He remembered how brave he felt doing it, how well he chose his words so everyone would hear. Afterwards, he left. The thorns remained. Two families lost their horses, and a girl died in a cart that did not reach the healing post.
“You didn't know it would happen,” Teren said.
The hunter looked at the iron in his hand.
“I knew what a thorn did. I didn't want to think about the rest.”
The cleric stayed quiet. He had travelled with him for months, asking for routes and advice, and was only now beginning to know him. He wondered which parts of himself his companions would find tolerable only while they did not ask too much.
Neris came closer to the fire and stopped tuning her instrument.
“My grandmother sold songs about a woman who had sworn not to lie,” she said. “Sometimes she changed them depending on who paid. Hear all of them and you understand who that woman was much better than if you choose the cleanest one.”
Elyen gave her a weary look.
“Is that meant to comfort me?”
“No. It saves us starting a competition.”
Elyen was the first to laugh. Serik sat beside Teren.
“If the chancellor did this, I'll bring him before the governor.”
“And if she knows?”
The paladin watched water filling the cart tracks.
“Then I'll have to learn to keep my oath without having it explained to me.”
5 · The City That Measures Water
Bridgebasin smelled of wet wool and orange peel. Planks, arched bridges and removable walkways crossed above the canals. Each neighbourhood measured the water's height against its own marks, and all claimed theirs were the oldest.
They entered at dusk, when the lamplighters were making their rounds of the bridges with long poles. They lit no wicks: they tapped gently on jars hanging from the railings, and inside thousands of light-larvae woke, green as the first shoot of an onion. The water gave back every lantern twice. Neris stood still in the middle of an arch, mouth open, until a carter shouted that the city had not been built to be stared at.
“Then they built it wrong,” she answered, and kept staring.
Mara Dels received the travellers in an office with a missing window. Two carpenters argued over the price of repairing it while she read Serik's statement.
“This doesn't prove Ordan ordered the attack.”
“It proves his depots fed it,” the paladin replied.
“My depots feed smugglers every week. Records don't make hunger innocent.”
Teren laid the tin on her desk.
The governor stopped arguing.
After a moment she called to a tall woman waiting behind the screen. She was a dark elf, her white hair held up with a pin, a burn at the corner of her mouth.
“Ivara,” Mara said. “Your problem has just walked in.”
The mage did not touch the fragment.
“Who died to bring it?”
Teren told her Iven's name.
Ivara sat. Until then, she had held herself like someone whom news never surprised. The chair creaked beneath her.
“He asked me to go with him. I preferred to have a document before accusing anyone.”
She took out a notebook. Inside were two versions of the Pact: a neat official copy and another so full of scrapings that it resembled insect-eaten cloth. In the official version, the miners of the Peaks had broken the conduits and caused the Rupture. In the other, the works predated the disaster, and their closure had been ordered from Dawnrock.
“My task was to establish which was false,” she said. “Someone decided to simplify it. They burned the weights archive. Three copyists are still missing.”
The secretary who had carried the message to the chancellor dropped a key as he left. Ivara picked it up and saw it belonged to the weights archive. She called him by name. He froze in the corridor.
They had worked together when the storehouse burned. He testified that he had seen no one. The mage did not accuse him then either: he had a sick wife and a son newly apprenticed. Every silence came with a reason that, considered on its own, seemed enough to demand nothing more.
“Are the copies still in the eastern storehouse?” she asked.
He looked at Mara.
The governor told him to answer.
“Some of them.”
Ivara asked him to bring them. The secretary moistened his lips and said he could not open that section without Dawnrock's permission. Bridgebasin held the boxes as security for a grain loan. Breaking the seal could require early repayment.
Mara had to sit down. That was why she had spoken of her convoys before the truth. A threat did not always come with a knife; sometimes it was a date at the foot of a contract that kept other people alive.
“How much?” the governor asked.
The secretary gave the figure.
Mara looked at the ceiling without answering. Then she asked for the harbour books. She held rights to two cargoes of timber due the following month. She could offer them in compensation. If the ships failed to arrive, they would have to suspend repairs to the southern bridge.
Serik suggested asking Adela for an exception. Ivara refused to delay the copies for an answer that would alert the very men looking for the papers.
They argued without raising their voices. They found no perfect solution. Mara ordered the boxes brought and the debt assumed. The secretary asked for the instruction in writing.
She signed it.
Teren wanted to say it was a good decision. The woman raised a hand before hearing him.
“If the bridge collapses in six months, putting your approval underneath won't help.”
The cleric accepted the limit. That night he would help move sacks to keep the storehouse dry, a task that did not improve the contract but was at least concrete.
The secretary returned with a small box. He put it in front of Ivara.
“They didn't burn everything,” he said. “I kept this one.”
The mage called him neither coward nor hero. She opened the box and asked him to identify the handwriting he had copied himself.
Mara closed the office door.
“If I help you, Ordan may withdraw the convoy escorts.”
“If you don't help us,” Neris said, “he'll decide who returns to your city.”
The governor looked through the gap where the window should have been. Two boatmen were fighting over a mooring; a woman threw dirty water at them from a balcony.
“I don't have a better city hidden away,” she said. “This is the one I have.”
She gave them an iron key.
“This opens the willow sluice. Leave before the closing bell. When you come back, if you come back, enter through customs. I want witnesses seeing you alive.”
Before they could leave, a crash rose from the street. The boatmen had laid three vessels across the customs canal. They had been waiting a week to be paid for carrying refugees. Mara's men wanted to clear a passage for a food barge. Neither side would be the first to back down.
The governor went down without an escort. Teren followed her to the quay. Rain left dark circles in the dust clinging to the decks.
A boatman showed her a receipt belonging to his father, who had died five days earlier: customs would not pay it because the employer's signature was incomplete. Mara asked for a second witness, and a woman sitting on the deck raised her hand. She had been evacuated with three grandchildren and a goat; the dead man had made two trips because the goat refused to climb aboard. The governor had a table brought and reviewed receipts on the spot. She offered part in coins and part in grain, and the boatmen were still haggling when the food barge began pushing one of their vessels against the wall.
Serik and Elyen jumped to force the hulls apart. A boy fell into the water. Teren saw him vanish between two gunwales and knew he would be too late again.
Ivara drew a short current against the wall. She raised no magnificent column: she barely diverted the water entering between the vessels. The boy appeared in the gap, and Serik caught his coat.
The vessels moved far enough apart.
After the rescue, the mage held on to a post and breathed through her open mouth. An old man called her a witch. The boy's mother slapped the old man, then embraced Ivara without asking whether she might touch her.
Mara secured the agreement before nightfall. When she returned to the office, her skirt was torn and the sluice key was still in her hand.
“This was my day off,” she said.
Neris raised an eyebrow.
“You have those?”
“It's what I call the days I lose doing this.”
Teren stayed a moment beside the boy's mother. Her name was Ada, and she made nets. She had lost her house in a flood three years earlier. The council assigned her a roof in a dry neighbourhood; she refused it because nets had to be worked beside the water. Mara thought her ungrateful until she went to see her.
“They always give us somewhere we can't be who we are,” Ada said. “Then they say we don't want to leave poverty behind.”
She explained that her son had fallen because he did not know the new waterline. Customs changed the canal level to let larger barges through; the steps were submerged, and the children still walked on them from memory.
Teren looked at the gap between the boats. Bridgebasin had no less scarcity than Lindvale. It had more doors to hide it behind.
Ada asked whether Ivara would come back that way.
“I'll ask her to,” he replied.
“Not so I can thank her. I've done that. We have a wall that's wet at the bottom, and the landlord insists it's our fault. If she can explain what the water does, perhaps he'll listen.”
The cleric took the request. Ivara wrote the address in the same notebook where she kept the evidence against the chancellor. Teren smiled at the two things side by side.
“Does it seem a lesser occupation?” she asked.
“It seems your notebook is too small.”
Ivara tore blank sheets from another book and sewed them to the spine with binding thread. It was a literal, almost mocking answer. He helped thread the needle, and for those few minutes they ceased to be a woman guilty for not accompanying a courier and a man who had brought danger to his valley.
Upstairs, Mara was signing orders to detain people who could deny her wheat. Downstairs, the carpenters were still arguing over the window. One sang a Neris song with the wrong ending. The gnome wanted to correct him and decided to wait: he held three nails between his lips.
Ivara put away her notebook and a coil of rope.
“I'm coming with you.”
Teren wanted to tell her she did not have to pay for Iven's death with another. She was already going down the stairs, and he could find no phrase that did not sound like cheap absolution.
6 · Madruga's Frogs
The low gardens were flooded to the scarecrows' knees. Along the washerwomen's bank, empty lines snapped in the wind. Elyen stopped in the heron marshes and counted three successive flights to the west.
“Something's moving through the reeds.”
The water did not reveal where they could walk. Elyen had them gather long branches to find solid ground before putting down a foot. The path marked on the plan lay beneath an overflow. The old boatmen's stakes leaned one way, although the visible current ran the other.
Ivara knelt to examine the marks. There was mud on her hem and an insect trapped beneath her sleeve. She removed it with a patience Teren had not expected from a woman who could bend water.
“The deep current pulls towards the canal,” she said. “Step on the old edge and it will take us in.”
Serik suggested running a rope between them all. Neris objected that if the paladin fell, he would drag the rest with him. They decided to secure short sections to roots. It took more than an hour to cross what looked on the map like a narrow white strip.
On a small island they found a shirt hanging from a reed. It bore the embroidery of a family from the dyers' quarter. A bag was tied to its sleeve: soft bread, a piece of soap and a note asking whoever found it to take it to a prisoner in the canals. There was no name. It said “the one who sings when afraid.”
Neris put the bag away.
“There could be a hundred,” Serik observed.
“Then one of them will be grateful for the bread.”
Teren helped wrap it in dry cloth. He knew too many prayers that did less than that gesture.
They went on in single file. Small clicking sounds came from the reeds. Insects fell silent when the travellers' shadows passed over them. In the distance, a heron took flight without landing in the tree they all expected.
Elyen looked towards the reeds again.
“Now it's following us.”
Serik loosened his sword strap.
“People?”
“We'll know by what they kill.”
On the last island stood a fishermen's hut. Its roof was covered in empty nests. Elyen found scales on a board and knew someone had come through before the flood. He found no tracks leading away.
Teren ducked inside. A man sat waiting on a bench, one leg splinted. A knife lay across his knees. He looked at Serik, then turned his face to the wall.
He was fleeing no crime. He had sold fish outside the permitted hours to keep his catch from spoiling in the heat. The collector took his boat as a fine. Then the flood came, leaving him trapped in the hut.
The story could have been false. Teren began examining his leg while the paladin looked at the fine tablet. It had a date and a seal. The sum exceeded the boat's value.
“I can't get him out alone,” the cleric said.
Elyen calculated the detour. They would lose what little light remained. The sluice might close as the canal level changed. Ivara looked at the sky, then the water. There was no sure way to know which risk was greater.
Neris offered to take the fisherman to the bank on one of the mounts they had left tethered. He could not cross the mud sitting upright. None of them carried a stretcher; they would have to make one before moving him.
They removed two planks from the hut. Serik and Elyen lashed them together with rope. Teren wrapped the leg and gave the man water before they moved him. Together they carried him to a sheltered rise where the night-patrol boatmen usually collected nets.
Ivara lit a brief signal. Not a beam into the clouds: a light fixed to a post, shaped like the sign the dyke inspectors used. The fisherman knew it. He said they would see it before midnight.
Teren wanted to stay.
The man handed back the knife from the floor, which Teren had put away without noticing.
“If you stay, what will you do when it rises farther?”
The cleric covered him with the last dry blanket and left with the others. On the way, he looked back every few paces until the signal was out of sight. No one had ever taught him how to leave someone in the hands of help that might or might not come.
They reached the willows at dusk. Roots surrounded a grille; water ran inward with a throaty murmur. While Ivara searched for the mechanism, a long head emerged among the reeds.
The animal had the smooth skin of silt-dwellers and a white scar where one eye was missing. It did not come from another sphere. It was a river predator, driven downstream by the hot water discharged from the works. Elyen recognised it and backed away slowly.
Neris stepped on a branch.
The leap scattered them. Serik took its weight on his shield and slipped over the roots. Teren saw teeth close around the metal's edge. Ivara raised the lamp and drew an arc of light over the snout; blinded, the animal turned. Elyen drove an arrow beneath its jaw. It was not enough.
Teren could have run for the open grille. Instead he caught Serik's strap with the mill hook and pulled. He felt the stitches in his thigh open. The paladin came out from beneath the animal just as another arrow pierced its throat.
The animal dragged itself towards the water, dying, making an almost human sound. Elyen finished it and stayed a moment beside its head.
“It never hunted here before,” he said.
In the Forgotten Channels they found walls marked with names. None bore a title: “Sela, two blankets”; “Jorin, large pot”; “Madruga, flour.” Families had lived there during the Rupture.
The frogs lived down there. They were pale as wax and no bigger than a fingernail. When they sang, their throats lit with an ember glow, and the whole channel filled with points of light pulsing to the same beat, as though someone had sown stars in the water so they would not get lost. Ivara put out the lamp without anyone asking her to. For a while they walked in the dark by that borrowed light, and no one said anything, because any word would have been smaller.
Farther down, in the Council Cisterns, there were recent beds and grain crates bearing Ordan's seal. The frogs fell silent when they entered. Teren felt the silence touch the back of his neck.
Ivara opened a box of documents.
“They're collecting lists of the dead by family.”
Teren had assumed a list was a harmless object until someone chose to misuse it. There he began to suspect something else. The headings chose which relationships counted, which deaths deserved a search and which were considered abandonment. A woman appeared as a widow on one sheet and absent on another; the first allowed her to claim food, the second kept her from claiming her children.
Ivara found a consultation book. The scribes had asked about household habits: what song was sung to a child, what a woman called her husband on waking, where a craftsperson kept a favourite tool. Believing parents had competed for the right to leave better memories, more worthy of drawing an answer. Someone had crossed out “sews shirts badly” and written “devoted to the care of her family” above it.
“They're taking even the dead's voices away,” Neris said.
Serik did not answer. He found a note from his father. The handwriting was unmistakable: letters too small, a huge space before the full stop. He remembered his wife ordering them to let the soup cool. Of all memories, that was the one he had chosen.
The paladin sat on a bed. He had not known his father asked the chancellor for help. When they spoke of his mother, the old man preferred to tell how she kept the house during absences on campaign. On that sheet appeared instead the simple hunger for another afternoon at the same table.
Teren stopped beside him without looking at the paper.
“I didn't know,” Serik said.
“You couldn't know everything he missed.”
“I once told him to stop living among graves.”
The cleric remembered the answers he had learned and chose to use none.
Neris put water to boil on a workers' stove. With the bread from the bag and a handful of herbs, she made something like soup. They drank it from three cups passed between them. Serik held his until it stopped burning, then ate without speaking of his father again.
Later he went back to the box of lists. He found his surname on the third line.
The entry concerned his mother. She had died giving birth to his sister. On the right, another hand had written: “Possible guarantee of obedience.” The paladin stared at the paper until it began trembling.
Neris laid the bandurria on a bed and sat nearby without speaking.
7 · The Archive Beneath Their Feet
To reach the Archive of Seals, they had to cross a broken stairway. Ivara wanted to seal its cracks with cold fire; Beran would have known how to shore them up, she said as she consulted her notes.
“Who's Beran?” Teren asked.
“A man almost everyone blames for a collapse he tried to stop.”
Serik went first with the rope. From below, he held the slabs while the others crossed. Stone grated and lime dust fell. Last, the cleric put all his weight on his good leg. The paladin did not tell him to hurry.
The archive was a narrow room cut between two older walls. In the centre stood a table identical to the one Neris had drawn in her song. One leg had been replaced. An axe notch remained on another.
Ivara began reading the clay tablets, kept where damp could not reach them. She found accounts of ore, rations and shifts. The mine dykes had been diverted on an imperial magistrate's orders: they wanted to cool all four chambers of a single network at once. The instructions forbade informing the neighbourhoods below.
“They wanted to bring someone back,” Teren said.
Ivara moved a tablet aside and put beneath it a copy bearing her old college's seal.
“I helped date this twelve years ago. The storehouse mark was added later. I noticed it then.”
Teren looked at her.
“Did you say so?”
“I wrote that there were reasonable doubts about the correspondence between the piece and its context. My teacher advised me to avoid wording that invalidated the whole catalogue. He had devoted his life to that work. I wanted to be accepted into the central archive.”
Neris stopped searching the boxes.
“Were you accepted?”
“Yes.”
The mage did not ask them to understand the scale of that ambition for a girl of her origins. Nor did she say her teacher had been a good man. In many respects he had. He gave her the first books she could take home. He defended her when another professor refused to mark her work. Afterwards, he taught her to phrase a doubt so no one would have to answer it.
“I looked for the tablet when I learned about the payments,” she continued. “It had disappeared. Iven saw it in an inventory of the works. If I'd made a clear accusation then, perhaps…”
Teren did not want to comfort her. He was beginning to recognise how much personal convenience there was in quickly absolving those who needed to remain close.
“You can make it now,” he said.
Ivara turned to a blank sheet in her notebook. She wrote her name, the date of that review and her teacher's name. She showed Neris the page before tearing it out and putting it beside the tin fragment.
Then they returned to the accounts.
“Whom did they want to bring back?” Serik asked.
“Many,” the mage replied. “An army lost on the frontier. The first monopoly was military.”
Neris lifted a larger metal sheet. The missing half fitted Teren's piece.
Joined, they made a complete sentence: “The return shall belong to none, not even to whoever opens the door.”
The oldest tablet bore the name Leth Aram.
Teren knew him from schoolbooks: a general of Dawnrock who kept the passes open during the first war of the Rupture. He was depicted with a sword and a stone arch behind him. His monument stood on the terrace where apprentices swore to defend the city.
In those accounts, he was responsible for withdrawing two squadrons from flood-prone neighbourhoods to protect an ore depot. Ivara found a note in his own hand: the army could not fight without metal. Beneath it, another had written that the miners could not extract it dead either.
It did not disprove his victories. It only showed that a statue could hold real courage and an omission paid for by others on the same base.
Serik knew an oath attributed to the general. He recited it very quietly. “Leave none behind the door.” He stared at the document.
“Perhaps he said it afterwards,” Neris suggested.
“They teach it as though he'd always known how.”
The gnome found a line on the back. The general acknowledged the loss of the neighbourhoods and asked that their names be preserved in the restoration. That part never reached the monument. His heirs preferred a figure incapable of error to a man who had needed to admit one.
Elyen approached the map. He recognised a pass the Horde used to get families out of sieges. It had also served to bring troops to villages that declared themselves neutral. The same line did not change colour when its purpose changed.
“If we tell everything, no one will want an emblem,” he said.
“Perhaps they'll want one for a less stupid reason,” Serik replied.
The elf looked at him in surprise, then returned to the plan.
Ivara copied the general's name beside that of the person who asked for the losses to be preserved. She was a supply officer, Dema Rell. Ivara found no monument to her in Dawnrock's catalogues. She had proposed recording the evacuations house by house, and her sheets lay beneath the accounts researchers usually consulted.
Neris picked up one. The paper held a single sentence: “If no one came back to claim this house, that does not mean it was empty.”
She put it away with Madruga's fragment. The history they had come to rescue had just grown larger and less manageable.
Footsteps sounded in the corridor.
Maera appeared without running. The dark elf carried two short knives, a folded bow on her back and a red scarf tied to her forearm. Serik recognised her and raised his sword.
“Horde.”
“Paladin,” she replied. “Introductions done.”
A bolt struck the frame. Maera dropped and pushed Neris under the table. Behind her came men wearing copper tokens.
The fight lasted less time than the descent of the stairs. Ivara extinguished the corridor lights and kept those in the archive burning. Elyen shot towards flashes of steel. Serik held the doorway while Maera attacked from the flank, putting her body where the shield denied the enemy space.
One reached Teren. He tore the cleric's sleeve and made him drop the metal sheet. Teren struck him with the lamp. Oil set his clothes alight. For a moment he saw the man's uncovered face and knew he would remember it.
Maera smothered the fire with a blanket. The wounded man was still breathing.
“If we're going to question them,” she said, “it helps if they keep their mouths.”
8 · A Way Out Through Customs
The prisoner's name was Luro, and he had spent three years opening roads in the south. At first Teren took his silence for courage; then he understood Luro feared his mother might stop returning.
“They brought her to the Shelter of the Hand,” he said. “One day she remembered me. The chancellor said I might lose her if the seal wasn't sustained.”
Ivara laid Serik's record before him.
“Is this how they choose them?”
Luro nodded.
The man had a circular mark above his wrist. Teren wanted to see it. Luro pulled his arm away so violently that Serik caught his shoulder.
“We aren't going to cut you,” the cleric said.
“They didn't cut at first either.”
Serik loosened his hand.
The mark was the size of a coin. Around it was a pressure burn, like iron worn too long. Ivara recognised the copper token's pattern.
“It communicates with the seals,” she said. “Do you feel anything when you obey an order?”
Luro looked at her without answering. Neris placed beside him the bread from the shirt they had found in the marsh.
“We don't know who it was for. If your mother sent you food, it could be this.”
He broke off a piece. His hands were so numb that crumbs fell onto his burned shirt.
“My mother didn't cook,” he said. “She sang so she wouldn't be afraid.”
They could not prove the note was hers. Teren decided they would not try there, beneath the earth. He offered water and explained they would bring him before Mara Dels. He would have to testify about the mill attack. He did not promise freedom. Luro seemed to expect a trap until he heard that.
“What if I don't talk?”
“You'll get there anyway.”
“Even though I came to kill you?”
The cleric looked at his torn sleeve. A strip of lifted skin would hurt badly when it dried.
“I'm trying to decide what we do with people who can return from death,” he replied. “I can't begin by killing those still breathing because they're no use to me.”
Luro kept eating. After a while he asked them to move the lamp away from his face. Later he gave the name of the overseer who handed him the tokens. Neris wrote it down without looking up.
Maera kept her distance from the prisoner. She had entered following a grain shipment stolen from Blackember and had spent two days in the tunnels. Her men waited outside. She did not offer to join anything; she pointed out on the map which roads would close if Ordan's depots mobilised more soldiers.
“We come from the neighbourhoods they call criminal,” she said. “Hunger doesn't change its name when it crosses a border.”
In the Hall of the Pact, they found the first seal.
It was neither a jewel nor a sword. It was a ring of stone surrounded by dry conduits. At its edge were two recesses. Ivara named them under her breath: one held the boundary piece, which set how far the passage could open; the other, an engraved wedge that decided towards whom it opened. The first was empty. In the second, a new wedge had been fitted, engraved with a name: Ordan.
Teren felt a tug behind his breastbone. For an instant he heard his father calling from a kitchen that no longer existed. Ivara caught him before he brought his hand closer.
“The water remembers your voice,” she whispered. “That doesn't mean it's him.”
They removed the wedge with the workers' tools. As it fell, a very distant thud sounded, as though a door had been closed at the far end of an immense house.
Before withdrawing, Ivara tried to put the false piece back to test which part of the flow it controlled. Teren stopped her hand.
“No.”
The mage looked at him with irritation. They needed to know how the chambers were connected. A mistake later could cost many lives. He lacked the knowledge to challenge the test, and both knew it.
“If I insert it only to the first mark, it doesn't reach…”
“It heard us with the whole piece in. We don't know what happens with half.”
Ivara pressed her lips together. It was the same reasoning her superiors used to reject uncomfortable observations: do not risk a project over a doubt. But Teren was not running from the doubt. He refused to use those present to answer it, and that distinction cost the mage more than she would have liked to admit.
She wrapped the wedge and put it away without touching the ring again.
Neris had climbed onto a ledge. From there she saw the watermarks and the place where an old conduit had been stopped with fresh lime. She knew nothing of pressure, but she understood a repetition someone was trying to erase: the darkest stains always ended beside the same wall.
Elyen tested the conduit with a rod. The lime gave way, releasing a thin jet. The water smelled of hot metal.
Serik went to find tools. By the time he returned, the crack had spread. Beneath the new layer was an old relief of Naevyra: not a crowned woman, but two hands letting water pass between their fingers. They had used the body of the image to hold the plug.
Maera asked whether they could leave through the guards' corridor. Luro shook his head. It climbed to a chamber locked from outside. The route was used to enter, never for workers to return on their own.
The paladin looked at the prisoner.
“Did you never ask why?”
Luro shrank as though struck. Serik wanted to withdraw the question. The man answered first.
“I asked once about my mother. They told me that if I already had her, I wouldn't be so ungrateful as to ask about doors as well.”
The water touched Neris's sole. The gnome jumped off the ledge and gathered her papers.
Ivara raised the lamp. She was no longer arguing about the experiment. There was a different question they could answer only with their whole bodies: whether they would be able to reach the top.
Then the flooding began.
They climbed the way they had descended. Serik carried the prisoner; Maera and Elyen took turns supporting Teren. Neris wore the two halves beneath her shirt. In the channels, the frogs sang so loudly that instructions could not be heard.
They emerged in water up to their necks and returned through the marshes in the rain. When they reached the gardens, a column of foam rose behind them. The sluice had given way.
They entered Bridgebasin through customs at dawn. Mara Dels waited among boatmen, shopkeepers and guards. Her public testimony saved their lives: an order from Dawnrock described them as relic thieves, allies of the Horde and saboteurs of the river defences.
Serik read the accusation aloud.
A shopkeeper asked for them to be taken to the Council house. Another wanted the city gates shut. News of the flooding had arrived before the travellers, and the neighbours had too many sacks on their lower floors to distinguish relief works from a conspiracy.
Mara had Luro climb onto the customs scales.
“Speak,” she ordered.
The prisoner looked at Maera. The dark elf stepped back out of sight. What the prisoner feared was another threat: he had been told what the enemy would do to his mother if she fell into their hands.
Luro spoke of food first. He had joined the works because they paid on time. Afterwards they offered to bring his mother to the shelter. One afternoon he found her alive. Not a ghost or a voice: a woman who called him by name, hit his arm for having a dirty shirt and burst into tears. She said she had come back with something warm beneath her collarbone, like an ember that did not burn. The overseer let him embrace her before speaking of the duties he assumed.
A boatman shouted that it was a lie. His sister had been missing for a year. If there was a door, he wanted to know where it stood.
“I don't know why one returns and another doesn't,” Luro replied. “They kept my mother forty days without letting her see me. They told me she needed rest. They told me many things.”
Mara ordered his words recorded without correction. Then she put the two tin halves on a table and called for witnesses who could read the old script. Ivara stepped aside so she would not be the only person able to make sense of what they had brought.
A very old salt seller recognised the forms. His grandfather carved gravestones. He read the sentence, then repeated it with a different pronunciation. No one knew which was correct. For the first time, that mattered less than the fact that both versions said the same thing.
The governor did not declare the travellers victors. She placed them under protection and ordered the riverside conduits inspected. The records would be divided among three storehouses. Luro would remain a prisoner, entitled to name witnesses of his own. She allowed Serik to write to the commander.
When the crowd dispersed, the boatman who had shouted stayed beside Teren.
“If you find my sister, her name is Ula,” he said. “She's missing a front tooth. Tell her I have her necklaces. I didn't sell them.”
The cleric wrote it down. He could do nothing else, and he would not call the only thing he could do small.
Serik unfolded the arrest order again. At its foot was Commander Ysara Venn's signature.
The paladin took off his Armada insignia, but did not throw it away.
“I still have to ask her for an explanation,” he said.
Neris looked at the crowd. The time had come to choose which version to sing. For the first time in her life, certainty frightened her more than contradictions.
9 · The Man of the Dyke
Beran lived above a torrent, in a house everyone else thought too close to the water. He said houses feared water when their builders did not know how to listen to it.
He received them with a spade in his hands. At the sight of the insignia Serik had tucked into his belt, he closed the door.
“I haven't come to arrest you,” the paladin said from outside.
“That's what the last ones said.”
Ivara slid the archive copy beneath the door. They heard the dwarf put down the spade, draw up a chair and read for a long time. When he opened it again, he wore his riveting spectacles, and his face was wet.
“Who found this?”
Teren gave Madruga Senn's name. Beran let them in.
The house held models of sluice gates made from fish bones and pieces of metal, and a single painting: a dwarven woman in a yellow dress, sitting beside a boy. The woman held a pear; the boy was trying to take it.
“My sister,” Beran explained when he saw Neris looking. “And her son. A neighbour painted it from memory. Her nose was bigger.”
He had marked flood levels by year on the beams. The highest bore the name of the Rupture.
Beran spread a plan beneath the lunch plates. He explained that the Abyss Mines were not a vertical shaft: the quarry sloped into the mountain, the foundry used a deep current, and the bridges crossed a cavity that had once held water. The Heart lay farther down. Hara had built it so that no seal could open without allowing pressure to escape.
“It wasn't a miscalculation,” he said. “They closed the relief from above. Afterwards they needed someone to blame who knew how to calculate.”
Serik took off his sword belt and laid it on the floor.
“My father was a guard during the evacuation.”
“Your father didn't close the sluices.”
“I don't know.”
Beran studied him. That answer seemed to have served him better than a defence.
A man arrived while they argued. He carried a bent axle over his shoulder and cheese wrapped in paper. He stopped at the sight of the visitors. Beran let him in.
It was Tavo, son of one of the carpenters who built the house. He worked driving logs downstream. The axle belonged to a hoist wheel. He needed it before the next flood and knew only one person who could repair it without replacing the whole thing.
Beran laid it across two supports and listened to the metal as he struck it. Tavo repeated that no one had asked him to report the dwarf, as though that remained a necessary commercial recommendation.
“I know,” Beran replied. “Pass me the wedge.”
The young man moved the wrong piece. The engineer corrected him without anger. Teren watched the patience with which he returned straightness to the axle. Each blow seemed to oppose the next until the shape began to make sense.
“Why don't you send him to a city workshop?” Ivara asked.
Beran put down the hammer.
“Because he knows how to come back.”
Tavo laughed, but the dwarf was not joking. Dyke repairs began where a person could say something had moved without fearing for their job. His old crew learned to report cracks even when they seemed small. After his expulsion, the reports began arriving cleaner, and the water grew no more obedient for it.
The axle needed a new piece. Beran found a bar intended for his house's conduit. He cut it to use in the hoist. Tavo wanted to pay him. The engineer pointed to the cheese.
“That, and check the anchor tomorrow. Not when it breaks.”
The young man agreed.
Before leaving, he saw the mine plans and stopped smiling. His father had been on the rescue crew. He never wanted to speak of the last descent.
“If you find a wooden box with a deer carved on it, don't open it down there,” he said. “My uncle took it. He didn't come back. My mother still thinks it holds letters.”
Beran noted the location. He did not promise to find it.
When Tavo left, the house fell quiet again.
They ate cabbage soup. Teren spoke of the Bridgebasin seal and the voice he had heard. Beran rose and brought a little bag. Inside lay a child's rusted bell.
“The first time I went back to the mines, I heard something too,” he said. “Not my nephew's voice. His bell. I made it. It knew exactly which sound would find me.”
Maera put down her spoon.
“Will you come with us?”
“Not to listen to the dead.”
He laid the bell beside the plan.
“To find out who is still blocking the living's way out.”
As he prepared his tools, Beran put the bell in Neris's hands. She tried to give it back. He asked her to ring it.
The gnome shook it once. It sounded dull, with a short clack at the end.
“I made it from a scrap of foundry brass,” Beran explained. “There was a fracture you couldn't see. It's no use as a fine bell. My sister complained it woke the whole building. The boy laughed whenever he heard it.”
He showed her the clapper's tiny head, carved like a bird. They had to find better light to see it. Teren was surprised how much work could go into an object meant to receive blows and saliva.
“I was good at small tools,” the dwarf continued. “After the collapse, they offered to let me make them again. A workshop, no responsibility for men. I had to sign that my fault came from excessive zeal.”
Serik asked who had made the offer.
“The same guild that declared I'd acted alone.”
Beran opened a drawer. He had kept the letter. It had been folded so often that a corner came away as he spread it. It did not say “excessive zeal”; it said “technical insubordination causing the failure.” The phrase implied Beran had known more than his superiors and chosen not to obey them. For years he thought he could live with that because at least they were not calling him incompetent. Then he understood they had turned even his pride into a confession.
“I didn't sign,” he said.
“What did they do?” Maera asked.
“They stopped asking.”
The house above the torrent was possible because a crew of carpenters refused to accept the verdict. They brought him spare beams and left a debt they never wanted to collect. Some were dead now. New apprentices repeated that the collapse engineer lived there because no city would tolerate him any longer.
Teren opened his bag and counted the bandages. He was ashamed to discover he was thinking how many he could spend before needing more. The generous hand and the measuring hand were not different hands.
Beran took a short-headed hammer, two spanners and a cold chisel from the cupboard. He left the large weapon hanging beside the door.
“Aren't you taking it?” Serik asked.
“I'm going to work.”
Maera pointed to the copper tokens.
“We aren't the only ones going.”
The dwarf took a moment. Then he picked up the battleaxe too and covered its edge with leather.
Neris washed the dishes before they left. At the bottom of a cup she found a crack repaired with metal. Everything in the house had a visible break, and nothing seemed ashamed of it. She wanted to say so, but feared turning the owner into a parable while he still had to live with what had happened to him.
Instead, she asked where he kept the broom.
Beran gave her a puzzled look, then pointed to the corridor. It was the first time he called her by name.
10 · Snow and Marks
First they crossed the cultivated terraces, where mud clung to them until the sun dried it into crusts. On the second day, they followed a gorge of firs. Elyen found the lower trunks black with damp and the upper ones covered in pale lichen. He made them fill their water before climbing to the scree.
The fourth stretch, the moraine, looked close from the valley. It took them an entire day. Rain became hail, then snow. A drawn distance said nothing about the weight of air.
In a shepherds' shelter, they found four families. Men seeking workers for the mines had driven them from their homes. A dwarven woman showed Beran the hiring papers: food for the children in exchange for a month's labour. Every day was deducted twice.
“We can't keep them up here,” Elyen said, looking at the sagging roof.
The families had divided the shelter with blankets. On one side were those who accepted the contracts; on the other, those who escaped before signing. There was not enough room for such a border. An old woman remained between them, passing a pot from one area to the other without acknowledging the division.
Her granddaughter kept a stone in her pocket. She had taken it from her house so it would not disappear entirely. Beran asked what the house was like. The girl described a porch, three windows and an outside stair. He knew the neighbourhood.
“Your window faced west,” he said. “In the afternoon, the sun reached the table.”
The girl burst into tears. Her mother took the stone as though it were to blame. Beran asked for it and gave it back to the child.
He did not try to tell her that a home could be rebuilt anywhere. He sat beside her and drew the three windows in the snow coming through a crack.
The adults argued about going down. One man had been warned that fugitives would be arrested at the forest post. Serik offered a letter of protection. The man looked at him with hostility.
“My contract has that mark too.”
The paladin put away his seal.
“Then I'll go to the post.”
Elyen calculated the distance. They could lose half a day. Beran pointed to snow piling against the frame. If they waited to argue more, they would lose the route.
Serik went down with two men and the girl's mother. Teren wanted to go. The paladin pointed at his leg.
“There are two children here with fevers. We don't all need to reach the same place.”
The cleric stayed.
He cleaned pots, examined the children's coughs and showed the old woman what could be done with bark from nearby trees. Ivara corrected one of her measures. She did not argue out of pride; she passed the bowl and listened. Together they prepared an infusion that smelled so foul the patients recovered enough energy to protest.
Elyen repaired a door with rope. Maera handed out food without asking anyone to promise anything in return. Neris played a tune they knew from another region. A woman began singing different words. They compared them and discovered both had forgotten the most indecent verse. They laughed as they reconstructed it.
Serik returned at dusk. The post was occupied not by guards but by collectors wearing blue cloaks bought from soldiers. Two fled; a third agreed to change the word “tax” to “theft” when Serik showed which article would condemn him.
He brought bread, a mule and the certainty that the insignia still did things his word alone could not.
He stared at the metal while the others saddled up.
The girl's mother approached him.
“I don't like owing you this,” she said.
“You don't owe me.”
“We decide that.”
Serik nodded. He promised himself to remember that answer too when he held command again.
Maera knew two routes south, but neither served for children in the snow. Serik suggested sending a message to the Armada. No one laughed. He thought that worse.
Beran took out charcoal and corrected the woman's map.
“Go down through the eastern wood. The stone bridge lost its arch, but there's a crossing beneath the pier. Don't wait for the thaw.”
They left some of their food. Neris gave up her spare coat. As they left, a boy asked whether gnomes sang because they could not fight.
“Sometimes we sing to remember why we're fighting,” she replied.
On the moraine, a slab of snow broke loose at head height.
The avalanche was small. It fell from a sun-warmed ledge with small stones inside. It was enough to push the cart towards the edge. Beran leapt to the wheel, and Elyen caught the mule's rein. Frightened by the noise, the animal began turning on itself.
Serik tried to pull the cart uphill. The wheel sank deeper. Ivara raised a hand to melt the snow, and Beran shouted not to warm the ground.
The mage stopped. Air trembled before her fingers and grew still again.
Maera cut the strap of the heaviest crate. It fell beside the path, broke open and let two blankets roll towards the drop. The medicines remained in Teren's bag. Neris was under the cart, looking for somewhere to put a stone.
Four of them managed to free the wheel. The mule trembled so badly that Elyen had to cover its eyes with a cloth. He spoke close to its ear in a wordless voice. The animal stopped backing away.
Beran remained kneeling beside the rut.
“The path no longer drains beside the slope,” he said. “They put the conduit in the middle and left it uncovered.”
Warm water ran beneath the snow, undermining the path workers had to use to reach the works.
Teren retrieved a blanket caught on a ledge. The other was gone. He felt a disproportionate grief: Lina had lent it, and it still had blue stitching along the edge. Danger became concrete through those small losses, the ones he might have explained on returning if he came back without the rest.
Elyen found a route above the conduit. They would have to carry the cart by hand. They took off their saddlebags and unloaded even what seemed insignificant. A bowl, a rope, a whetstone; the sum of objects decided whether they could save a wheel.
For the first time in her life, Neris wanted to throw away the bandurria. It weighed little, but it neither healed nor fed anyone. Beran stopped her.
“You have work too.”
He did not tell her what it meant. The gnome adjusted the strap again and pushed the cart without using the phrase as absolution.
A new palisade protected the quarry entrance. Beran pointed to cracks in the slope. They had widened them to fit a new conduit descending from the snowfields.
There were few guards. They were armed workers protecting the rations. Serik advanced without his sword and showed them the false contracts. The youngest tried to lower his bow. His chief struck his mouth.
Maera put a knife against the chief's back before he could order a shot.
“You can send us all into the abyss,” she told him. “But you go first.”
They disarmed him without killing anyone. Teren treated the boy. Two teeth were loose, and he would not admit he had cried.
“If we open the gate, they'll cut off our supplies,” he said.
Beran looked at the conduits. A tremor rose from them, barely perceptible through their soles.
“If we don't open it, they won't need to.”
Then they all heard a blow on the other side of the rock. It was not a tool. It came three times, with the patience of someone who had already learned how long a mountain took to answer.
11 · The Foundry That Listens
The Quarry Galleries were full of footwear.
Small boots, work sandals, split clogs: families had hung them from the beams to find their own during the evacuation. Dust had erased the colours. Beran passed beneath without touching any.
They found seventeen workers in a side chamber, locked in after refusing to keep drilling. One had died of cold. Teren stayed to tend the others while Serik and Maera guided those who could walk to the entrance. Not all wanted to leave their companion. Beran promised to come back and bring him out.
“Not him,” an old woman said. “The body.”
Her name was Hulda, and she had worked the mine before Beran received his first commission. She recognised him, though she pretended not to at first. Teren noticed how she avoided his face and thought it was resentment. When they were alone, she asked him to help her stand.
“I'd like to speak to him sitting somewhere else,” she said. “Here I look like a condemned woman asking a judge for something.”
They took her to a step where no water ran. Hulda had testified against Beran. At the hearing she said the dwarf ordered galleries kept open after the alarm. That was true. The reason was missing: families were trapped in dwellings on a lower level, and the galleries were the only access.
“They told me that if I spoke about the neighbourhoods, they'd put my son on the list,” she explained. “That he signed the shifts. I kept quiet. Afterwards I thought that if they killed you, I wouldn't have to face you again.”
Beran crouched before her.
“My sister was down there.”
“I know.”
The dwarf rose. Teren prepared to restrain him, ashamed a moment later of having thought it. Beran went into the corridor. Hulda began taking off a ring with numb fingers.
“This isn't a trial,” the cleric told her.
“Everything is when you have less time left than shame.”
Beran returned with a drier blanket. He laid it over her knees.
“When you get down, you testify,” he said.
Hulda nodded.
“I can't give you back…”
“I didn't ask you to.”
Teren waited until the dwarf could move away without falling. He followed him a few steps. Beran rested his forehead against a beam.
“I hate her,” he said before the cleric could speak. “I don't know whether telling the truth will make me stop. I don't want you explaining how to do it today.”
Teren leaned against the opposite beam. They listened to the water for a while. Then the dwarf went to find tools to cut the chains.
In the next chamber they found provisions confiscated from the workers. There were children's shoes, letters and small metal things useless on a building site. They had brought keepsakes, thinking they would stay a month. One man had carved a spoon each day: thirty-eight, all imperfect in a different way.
Neris counted them, then sought him among the freed workers. He told her he wanted to sell them. The gnome bought two. She did not tell him he should keep them as testimony. No one was obliged to become a museum piece.
In the Silent Foundry, the extinguished furnaces still gave off heat. Ordan's workers had connected copper pipes to the old conduits. Meltwater came down from the snow, heated up and flowed out towards the river. That was why the silt beasts had changed territory. Why Bridgebasin's low gardens were flooded despite insufficient rain.
Ivara took notes, then tore a sheet when she discovered a figure.
“What is it?” Teren asked.
“I approved this formula. In a treatise on preserving memories. They requested a review from Dawnrock's hospice. They said it was to restore speech to the wounded.”
Beran studied the valves.
“The formula doesn't connect the pipes by itself.”
“I knew who was paying.”
The dwarf tightened a nut before replying.
“Then we'll have to write that down when we write the rest.”
Ivara nodded. To Teren, it seemed she had accepted a sentence and a relief at the same time.
The blow sounded again at the rear of the foundry.
The creature emerged from a hopper: an armoured, blind animal with digging legs and ribs widened by old metal grafts. During the war of the Rupture, subterranean beasts had been used to breach fortifications. This one still wore a command ring embedded in its neck.
Elyen pulled Neris behind a boiler. The first charge broke a beam and raised a cloud of slag. Serik stood before Teren. His sword rebounded from the armour; the vibration split his hand.
Beran struck a conduit with his hammer three times. The creature turned its head.
“It follows the rhythm of work!” he shouted. “It can't see!”
Neris beat a different rhythm on the boiler. The animal charged her. As it passed beneath the conduit, Ivara cut the ring with a line of white fire. Flesh burned; the creature fell on its side and began kicking.
Beran tried to approach. Elyen stopped him.
The hunter finished it from a distance.
The creature died with the sound of trapped water.
Elyen waited until its legs stopped moving. Then he approached the broken ring. Its lettering was badly worn: the name of a sappers' company and a number indicating the batch of animals. It had been bred to distinguish the blows of work and advance towards them. Underground, that order outlived everyone who knew how to give it.
Serik asked whether it might have been freed earlier.
The hunter lifted one end of the ring. Metal roots had entered the flesh decades ago. The beast was not old in human years: it belonged to a species that shed its armour slowly and could outlive the communities that tamed it. Without special tools, tearing out that command would have killed it all the same.
“I don't know whether there was another way,” he replied. “I'd like not to have to decide with a bow in my hand.”
Maera had cut a length of rope to bind Serik's wound. She looked at the hunter without speaking. She, too, could not always discover how much of a threat was will and how much an old command driven deep.
Teren knelt beside the head. He had heard preachers divide the world's creatures into custodians and corruptions. This body did not know which category they would have given it. It had suffered, obeyed and tried to kill those who made noise.
He covered the blind eye with a cloth. Elyen neither thanked him nor stopped him.
Between the armour plates they found a sprouted seed. It had fallen there because the animal lay in warm mud and the cracks retained moisture. Ilyndra would have been one possible explanation; so were earth, water and time. The hunter left it in a corner where it could find light from an ancient lamp.
Then he returned to the arrows.
They had spent four. He recovered two whole. One lay broken beneath the creature, and the last had sunk between conduits they could not open. Serik offered some taken from the guards. Their balance was different. Elyen tested them and accepted three.
Before they went on, Maera looked at the hopper from which the beast had emerged. There was more than one chamber beyond it.
They did not investigate the others. Knowing the world held a danger did not oblige them to exhaust it that same day. Afterwards, Elyen picked up the intact arrow and broke it. No one asked why.
12 · The Bridges of the Void
There was no echo in the Bridges of the Void.
Beran said it was the cavity's shape. Neris said that made it no better. Beneath the walkways, their lamps barely revealed the ends of old submerged beams. The water had fallen, but not far enough to expose the bottom.
Beran knocked on a pillar with his knuckles, three times and then once, like someone knocking on a relative's door. A vein of inlaid metal lit up in the stone, then another, and the light ran along the beams to the far side of the cavity, drawing the whole bridge on the black air: arches, tie-rods and the name of each work crew engraved at its joint. Hara had built it that way so no one would have to cross in the dark.
“It answers the knock of work,” the dwarf said, and for the first time since they had known him he seemed proud of something. “Not orders.”
Neris asked him to do it again. He did it again.
They found the first recent corpse tied to a cable. The rope was arranged so that a fall would pull a copper plate taut. Ivara looked without touching it.
“They didn't want him to work. They wanted to measure what happened when someone died near the seal.”
The man wore a token numbered forty-three.
On a nearby ledge stood an observation table protected by waxed canvas. The papers remained because the researchers intended to return. They had measured the interval between death and the seal's first response, the distance to the pillars, the number of people who felt a voice. No personal names stood beside the figures.
Ivara examined the sheets without touching them. She wore gloves to keep the oils on her fingers from destroying old ink. There, she removed them. It seemed indecent to protect from human contact a record made to suppress it.
There were failed experiments in which no one died and others in which more than one person did. The book used the same phrase: “No useful response.” In the margin, another hand had added “persistent pain in associated subject.” Ivara followed an arrow from the note to an appendix. The associated subject was a mother waiting on the other side of the bridge.
Neris found a scrap of fabric beneath the table. A secret pocket had been sewn into it. Inside were three seeds and a badly written prayer to Ilyndra. It did not say “give me back.” It said “let my brother know.”
Serik knelt beside the corpse. He loosened the token's cord and saw that the number had been punched over another. Thirty-eight. They had reused it.
“He isn't travelling with this,” he said.
Teren wanted to leave it in place as evidence. They argued very quietly, without looking at each other. The cleric insisted they must preserve what had been done; the paladin said this man had no reason to keep carrying it. Beran settled the dispute by taking a cord from his bag.
They tied the token to the book beside the corresponding page.
They did not yet know the body was Esren Toll. Serik cut the rope, and together they wrapped him beneath the inscription “quarry man, found on the bridge.” Neris recorded the features still recognisable. It was a poor way to preserve him, but it required looking at him without turning him into a number.
After they lifted him, the paladin discovered nail marks in the wood. He had tried to free himself. For a moment Serik stood motionless with both hands on the stretcher.
Maera waited on the far side of the crossing.
“I can't promise our people have never done anything like this,” she said.
“I wasn't going to ask.”
“People usually ask before they let me be angry.”
Serik raised his head. He had lost friends in Horde attacks, and for years had used that loss as explanation enough not to listen to any of them.
“Then be angry,” he replied. “We'll need it.”
The dark elf helped lift the stretcher. Doing so did not make them friends. What they found between them was less comfortable and, for that very reason, might serve them on the next bridge.
Teren leaned on the rail. He had seen abused bodies before. This one had not been hated. They had made a question of him and written down the answer.
The path to the Heart of the Abyss forced them across a beam without rails. Beran went first, testing the anchors. Halfway across, footsteps sounded behind them. The guards they had released at the entrance were coming with other men, these in blue armour. The youth with the broken teeth shouted something; a blow sent him beneath the shields.
Maera turned with her bow. Serik stepped between them.
“Wait! Commander Venn's orders!”
The captain raised a sealed tablet.
“These are the orders.”
The captain read the part describing the travellers as saboteurs. He did not read the murder accusations added at the foot. Serik recognised the procedure: make the first accepted word remove the need to prove those that followed.
“We have freed workers in the quarry!” he shouted. “They can testify.”
“They've been coached,” the captain replied.
The youth with the broken teeth tried to approach. He said the prisoners had been chained before the travellers arrived. A soldier struck his stomach with a spear butt. He doubled over on the walkway.
Teren saw his heel sink between two boards. Another push would trap him. He tried to warn him. His voice mixed with the captain's, who kept reading to his own men.
The soldier behind the tablet was afraid. It showed in the way he sought the bridge's support with both feet. Maera signalled him not to advance. He thought she was pointing out a target and began raising his bow.
Serik showed his hands.
“I know the commander. I'll report to her. Let the others leave.”
He was not offering everyone's surrender. The impulse enraged Teren, yet he understood how little the paladin had to bargain with. The insignia he no longer wore was still the only thing they could recognise on the other side.
The captain folded the tablet.
“The order is for all of you.”
Neris had begun singing very softly. Not a song of defiance: the tune children used to count steps while crossing a stream. The wounded youth heard. He moved a foot to its rhythm and freed his heel before the soldier pushed him again.
Elyen saw the movement. He also saw the lashing that held the side walkway.
He could not cut the main bridge without killing the boy. He would have to leave them a section to retreat onto. He measured the rope, the water's angle and Serik's position. The decision happened in his body before he could explain it.
Maera was already aiming at the captain.
The paladin took another step, his hands still open.
The first bolt pierced Serik's forearm. Maera shot the captain. Elyen cut a lashing and dropped a length of walkway between the two groups. The crash awakened the echo that had not existed until then.
Teren dragged the paladin to a ledge. The arrow had missed the bone. As he worked, he heard Beran arguing with Ivara. They had reached the seal.
Ordan's wedge was in place. The stone ring vibrated. A shadow formed in the water below and took the shape of a child holding a bell.
Beran did not look away.
“I know you aren't him,” he said.
The shadow shook its arm. The bell sounded exactly like the one he had kept.
“That doesn't stop you wanting to open it,” Ivara observed.
Beran laid his hammer on the mechanism and held it there without striking.
“Promising sixteen people I'd come back with their dead man stops me.”
They removed the wedge. The child dissolved into a band of clear water. Beran waited until it had vanished. Then he asked Teren to help with body number forty-three.
13 · Where a Hand Is Missing
They could not close every conduit. The pressure would break the foundry roof and bury those waiting above. Nor could they leave them open: the seal's pulse would keep running towards the other chambers.
Water climbed the lower stairs. It did not rush at them with a flood's violence; it appeared in the joints, took possession of a step and waited for someone to look away before climbing to the next. Beran placed three splinters at the edge. By the time he removed the third, the first was afloat.
“Less than half an hour,” he said.
Ivara tried to calculate another route from the plan. A ventilation shaft led towards the quarry, but its final section had collapsed. Maera could reach the gap and check it. Elyen measured the way and chose to accompany her. Serik wanted to go too; the dwarf stopped him with a gesture.
“We have weight to move. Stay.”
The paladin carried a beam to the mechanism. His palm split where an old blister had not yet healed. Beran showed him how to grip it without crushing his fingers. The intimacy of that instruction made it harder to think about the fate of the bones beneath the water.
Maera returned first. The shaft had no exit. There was a cold draught behind the stones, but not enough room to pass an arm.
Elyen came back with a strip of cloth and a wooden box the size of a loaf, with a stag carved on the lid. He had found them together, caught in the collapse. People had tried to leave that way during the Rupture. He added nothing else. Beran took the cloth and put it away with the bell. He did not open the box.
Teren knelt to examine his ropes. Ivara asked whether he was praying.
“I'm looking for one that hasn't got wet.”
The mage offered hers. As a child, she had been taught that clerics found comfort in any ceremony. She had expected this one to have a special prayer for places with no way out. When he said no, she felt, for a moment, abandoned by someone who had never promised her anything else.
“We can pray afterwards,” Teren added. “Right now it would help if you held this.”
She took the end. He tied a knot, undid it because it was wrong and tried again under the others' eyes. No one hurried him. Urgency did not turn a faulty knot into a useful one.
Neris found the closing diagram on a wall. It had been painted for workers who could not read. The figures showed two people operating the lever and a third waiting on high ground. Where that platform should have stood was now a black opening.
Beran found the solution in a sluice gate he had installed himself twenty-seven years before. Its hinge was still sound. It had to be closed from the flooded side.
Serik volunteered. Beran shook his head.
“You've been shot through the hand, and you don't know which lever to turn.”
“Show me.”
“We have no time to turn courage into a profession.”
Teren held the lamp while the dwarf entered the water. It reached his waist, his chest. The current lifted his coat. Beran braced both feet against the wall and pulled the lever.
Something gave with a sharp crack.
The gate began to fall. So did the beam to which the safety rope was attached.
Teren caught the end with his good hand. Serik knelt beside him. Maera seized the paladin's belt. They all slid a hand's breadth. Beran shouted, but the water took his words.
Ivara could melt the mechanism. The fire would boil the water around the dwarf. She looked at Teren; he understood she was asking for another way, not permission.
Neris pushed her bandurria's neck between the gear teeth.
The wood cracked. It held long enough.
They pulled Beran out before the gate closed. His left hand was trapped beneath a piece of iron that came out with him. Teren saw two crushed fingers, white tendons, an artery that at once filled the blanket's fold.
The dwarf looked at him and nodded before he could say anything.
No prayer could replace the saw. Teren worked while Neris held the lamp and sang a wordless song. She invented it there, as Beran needed to breathe.
When it was done, the cleric moved away and vomited on the rock. The hand he had removed still lay on the blanket. Serik wrapped it without being asked.
Beran tried to sit up. He could not. He stared at the end of the dressing with an expression Teren had not seen even during the cutting.
“Move the fingers,” he said at last.
The cleric thought he was delirious.
“Mine,” Beran clarified, irritated. “I want to see them once more.”
Serik looked at the closed blanket. No one knew how to answer. The engineer gave a short, fierce laugh.
“I know. I know.”
Neris sat beside him. The broken bandurria lay a few paces away. Its neck had become two long splinters. Beran saw her looking and apologised.
The gnome was furious.
“Don't do that to me now.”
He closed his mouth.
It took them a while to understand why both were crying over an instrument when bodies lay on the floor. Teren did not try to put it in order. He held the dressing, waited for the bleeding to lessen and asked them to keep whatever pieces they wanted to take.
Neris kept the soundboard with its rosette. Beran asked them not to take the bell from his pocket. Then he let them lift him.
In the quarry, Hulda saw them arrive and asked for a table to be cleared.
The engineer was conscious. He would not look at her. Nor did she try to discuss the testimony still owed. She had tended births and mining accidents for thirty years; she knew what clean water could do and what must not be touched even when someone begged.
She checked the dressing beside Teren and showed him a place still bleeding. The cleric pressed where she indicated. There was no need to argue over who knew more.
Beran heard the woman's voice before opening his eyes.
“You don't owe me this,” he said.
Hulda kept working.
“I owe it to the arm not to let it rot.”
The answer did not erase the hatred. It let him accept her help in supporting the body he still had.
The workers brought battens for a stretcher. There was enough wood for only one that would survive the entire descent. Serik suggested using it for Beran and dividing the bodies between shorter doors. Two men said they could carry the engineer between them. A woman refused: the path was icy, and they were not turning courage into another accident.
Teren laid the boards on the ground and measured them. Months earlier he would have waited for the paladin to give an order. This time he waited for them to finish arguing, because they would all be carrying it.
Neris found the carver's spoons. The man was still there and offered to fit the joints. He worked with a speed the gnome had not seen when he sold her those two clumsy pieces. The spoons had been the count of his days, not the measure of his craft.
When the stretcher was ready, they laid Beran on it. He asked them to turn him so he could see the entrance once more.
Teren thought he was searching for the child with the bell. The engineer was looking at a conduit.
“No one blocks that one,” he said. “If they work here again, the relief stays visible.”
A worker marked it with lime.
It was the first instruction of his the quarry had obeyed without an order from above in almost three decades. Beran closed his eyes before the others could see what it did to him.
Neris put away the rest of the bandurria splinters. She no longer knew whether she wanted to rebuild it. She allowed herself not to decide while there was still a mountain to descend.
They left carrying two bodies, one wounded man and the foundry books. The workers helped them through the last galleries. At the entrance, the youth with the broken teeth waited beside the dead captain.
“Do we take him down too?” he asked.
Beran looked at the mountain.
“Everyone,” he replied.
Snow struck their faces. The world above had learned nothing of it, and for an instant they all hated it for that.
14 · The Valley of Wet Ash
The news caught up with them in the fir forest.
In Lindvale, Lina had been milling grain when the orders arrived.
They did not come with torches. A soft-spoken scribe asked to meet Oren indoors. He brought a map of the dam and permission to move those who had returned from death. He said the water might be contaminated, and the most exposed must be protected.
Lina heard from the stairs. The scribe asked about dead people as others asked about goats: how many, which families, which houses. Oren answered that there was no such register. Children had been born since the last count, and a man had returned after eight months. He did not know whether to list him among the neighbours or the visitors.
The scribe smiled without enjoying the joke.
“Then we begin today.”
Oren asked to see the evacuation order for the lower neighbourhoods. There was none. The dam was being opened to relieve pressure in the conduits; the council must arrange the movement of people on its own. The governor looked at the map and understood that the margin noted was hours.
He sent Lina to ring the bells.
She ran to the tower. She took the steps two at a time and pulled the rope until the skin lifted between her fingers. The first stroke sounded like a mistake. At the fifth, women came out with children in their arms. At the eleventh, the plough apprentice appeared with a rope and went to get animals out of the pens.
The soldiers tried to stop the alarm. Oren planted himself in the tower doorway with the spear he almost never held properly. He could not have beaten them. Behind him came the baker, Arven, Arven's daughter and twelve neighbours unwilling to abandon the man who had just warned them.
The scribe called them fools. He had no order to kill and feared having to explain it. He backed towards the road and left two men watching the mill.
The water came before noon. It did not come as a wall: it appeared behind fences, filled the channels backwards, began entering cellars. An old man refused to leave his dead wife's bed. Lina took his blanket and promised they would bring it later. She lied with such conviction that he followed her.
When she tried to return for the blanket, the water had already knocked down a wall.
In the mill, the guards were searching for what the courier had brought. They did not know Teren had taken it. They tore sacks and lifted boards. The flame began near the tool oil. Lina could never say whether one of them started it or a lamp fell during the struggle.
She could say that her father was still inside.
She crawled in through the pantry. She found him unconscious beside a fallen table. He weighed no more than the old man with the blanket, she told herself. No more than two sacks. Her body did not believe her, but she managed to drag him to the door.
A guard helped bring him out. The other had fled. Lina saw the blue insignia and struck his hands until he stepped away. Then she had to let him help again, because the miller had stopped breathing in a way that looked like breathing, and she did not know what to do.
The guard went back into the house for a pitcher. He did not come out. The roof fell onto the pantry.
In the days that followed, Lina did not want to be called brave. She wanted to understand how to thank someone she also had a right to hate.
A boy came without a horse, his soles tied to his feet with strips of shirt. He was from Lindvale. Teren recognised a burn scar he had cleaned himself.
“They opened the Ash Dam,” he said. “Water came through the fields. Then soldiers arrived to collect those with a mark.”
The cleric gave him water and waited until he could go on.
“Oren refused. They burned the mill.”
Teren thought of Lina under the table.
They descended without stopping at the shelter. Beran's fever broke and returned twice. He did not complain until Ivara proposed leaving him with the shepherds.
“If I can't walk, tie me to the cart. Don't turn me into another object best hidden away.”
The valley smelled of wet ash. The flood had torn out fences and left trout among the squash. The water had not reached the square, but the fire had. A branch of the great cemetery oak was broken; the graves remained beneath it.
They found Oren in the church with his head bandaged. Sixteen wounded people lay beneath the tables. He did not ask them to leave. He stepped aside when Teren knelt beside the first.
Lina appeared at nightfall carrying a pitcher. Her hair had been cut with a knife because it caught fire as she pulled her father out.
“The wheel is whole,” she told the cleric. “It took the roof, and the stones cracked, but the wheel stayed.”
He wanted to embrace her. She put the pitcher in his hands.
“Fetch water. There are still plenty left.”
For two days they did not speak of seals.
The first night, a woman came into the hospice with two pots of water and news: the northern well smelled of a dead animal. It was the only one not buried beneath flood mud.
Teren wanted the wellhead closed. Oren asked what water he intended to wash wounds with. No one was arguing over whether the well was safe, only over how long they could wait without using it.
Lying beside the wall, Beran asked for a map of the valley. Lina drew it in charcoal on a board. The engineer pointed to a mill conduit that drew water upstream of the fields. It could be diverted to the courtyard if they cleared the channel and found enough vessels.
Lina looked at him as though he had just allowed her back into part of her home.
She went out with six neighbours. Serik carried stones; Maera cleared a path through burned planks. Elyen went ahead to examine the spring. Birds were drinking, and there were tracks of animals that did not flee the smell. It was no guarantee of purity, but it let them choose where to fill the first pitchers.
Neris organised the children to report which containers could be used. They had to distinguish those that held oil from those that had contained dye. A girl proposed marking the good ones with flour. It hurt the gnome to see that little fall to the ground when they still did not know whether they could afford to eat it.
By dawn, water reached the church through an open channel. They had to boil it. Dry firewood was scarce. Oren allowed them to dismantle the benches in the council hall. They were oak and had served three governors.
A neighbour objected. Not because of the furniture's value, but because he knew they would later be asked to rebuild it without payment.
“We'll record it,” Oren said. “And the next table needn't be so large.”
The plough apprentice appeared with boards on his shoulder. He had learned to brace them against his bandaged arm. He did not want to sit among the wounded again, and Teren lacked the strength to turn each attempt into a prohibition.
He gave him work he could do without opening his stitches.
The boy took time to accept it. At last he began cutting strips for bindings, awkwardly, with a hand less capable than he remembered. Lina worked beside him without explaining that he was brave. The cleric thanked her in silence. They washed wounds, dug latrines and boiled the blankets they could rescue. Serik nailed boards beside men who had once greeted him as their protector. One spat at his feet. The paladin held the board until it was straight.
Maera sent a message south and another east. She did not promise they would arrive. Elyen opened a passage through the woods so carts would not cross the soft ground. Neris, without an instrument, learned the detainees' names.
Teren found Oren in the mill's remains.
“If I'd stayed…”
The governor turned.
“Don't do that. Don't steal our right to have decided too. I received the order. I said no.”
He showed a burn on his palm.
“This is mine. You decide what you're going to do with yours.”
15 · Blackember's Bread
Aid arrived in carts without insignia.
The first driver was a human woman with enormous hands; the second cart was driven by a dark elf, two children asleep among the sacks. They came from Blackember. Dalia Vark had opened her barley reserves and charged for the journey with a promise: when the valley harvested again, they would discuss prices. Not before.
Some neighbours refused to eat. They knew stories of the Horde: tolls extorted at spearpoint, vanished convoys, ransoms collected even when the captive had died.
Maera did not deny them.
“If any of those men are with me, point them out,” she said. “Now we unload.”
Darven Korr arrived behind the carts on a small mare. His beard was grey, and a scar pulled at one eyelid. He sat on a stone beside Oren and asked how much grain was missing. He made no speech.
Later he sought Maera among the new latrines.
“You sent me names. One was my wife's cousin.”
“He was alive when they took him out.”
Darven removed his gloves slowly.
“Dalia wants an alliance. I want our people back. The Armada is gathering men. How many of yours trust that paladin?”
Maera looked at Serik, who was trying to straighten a hoe with his foot.
“Enough to let him keep tiring himself out.”
Dalia's letter arrived inside a grain bag.
It was not addressed to the travellers. It was for Oren and the council. It described Blackember's last famine, when ash ruined two harvests and merchants from other cities demanded guarantees only rich families could give. Dalia had been a child. Her father sold the doors of their house to buy barley.
Some Horde bands broke into storehouses. They fed neighbourhoods, then stayed to collect the debt in labour. Other groups protected the merchants. The same flag ended up hanging above both. The governor did not hide it. Nor did she let Dawnrock use that past to explain why her city deserved to remain alone.
At the end, she proposed a fixed-price supply contract for two seasons. The valley would pay in milling and seed, not people or rights over the land.
Oren read the figure three times. It was better than the northern offers and worse than a donation.
“She wants to secure the mill,” the baker said.
“Yes,” Darven replied. “She doesn't send carts to be loved.”
Arven's daughter asked who would answer if the clans closed the road. Darven said he would. She asked for a guarantee that would outlive him. The leader was silent for a while.
Maera rested a hand on the doorframe to hide a smile. No one on his council usually asked that question.
They agreed on civilian custodians at both ends of the road and suspension of payment if a shipment failed to arrive. Dalia would still have to accept. Darven signed only for protecting the journey. Oren insisted it was no military alliance.
“I'm not offering you one,” the leader replied.
When the argument ended, Neris took the letter to the archive they were assembling in a kitchen cupboard. She laid it beside evacuation orders and fire lists. She had read too many stories in which a village was helped by costless generosity and remained indebted to a hero for ever.
This one had prices, deadlines and a way to make a claim.
Teren found her looking for room.
“Will you sing about that too?”
“If I find a rhyme for guarantee.”
The cleric laughed. Across the courtyard, a woman broke the first loaf from the reclaimed oven. The food had the simple taste of bread and a history none of them could tell in a single verse.
That night, Teren and Ivara compared the mine accounts with the Council's, and for the first time the whole network fitted on a single sheet. Ivara drew it so Serik would stop asking. There were four seals in four places, and each kept the gift of one of the voices: the Pact, Naevyra's memory; the Abyss, Aethrion's permanence; the Barrows, Ilyndra's renewal; the Eye, Tharom's transformation. The fifth voice, Vaelun's, had no seal of its own: it was the threshold itself, the door the other four held up. Each seal had two recesses. The boundary piece set how far the passage could open; the wedge decided towards whom. Hara had left the boundaries in place and the wedges blank. Ordan had removed the boundaries and engraved his name on the wedges. He did not need all four chambers intact: the pressure taken from two was already seeking the two that remained.
“We could break the stones,” Teren said.
Ivara showed him a note from Hara: “Breaking the door does not free those passing through. It leaves a wall on top of them.”
They needed the original boundary pieces. One was in the Whispering Barrows. Another had been sent generations earlier to the Drowned Lighthouse on Mist Island, south of the Emerald Jungle. News from the north mentioned a third in the Winter Vault, among the ice islands north of the High Peaks. The last was believed lost.
“We won't even reach the sea,” Serik said.
Sitting beside the fire, Neris raised her head.
“Iven wasn't carrying only one letter.”
She had kept the leather cylinder. In its false bottom they found three shipping receipts and a repeated name: Arel Dorna.
Mara Dels had a brother aboard Arel's ships.
For the first time since the fire, Teren felt something other than urgency: the suspicion that other people, without knowing them, were working too.
Maera had to persuade Darven to return a mule.
His men had taken it from an empty farm. They claimed the owner had fled towards Dawnrock and abandoned animals should carry aid. The owner appeared that afternoon with a broken leg. He had spent the flood trapped in a neighbour's loft and taken two days to cross the valley.
Darven was meeting Oren when he came in. He let him speak without interruption, then summoned the captain who ordered the requisition. The man said he had followed general instructions. It was not a lie. The leader wanted to arrive with food and had not asked where each draught animal came from.
“Give it back,” he ordered.
The farmer did not leave.
“And the tool bag.”
Darven looked at the captain.
“That doesn't pull a cart.”
The man handed it over. He had sold one tool to a neighbour. Darven paid for what was missing with his own coins and sent him to unload firewood until night. It was not sufficient reparation. The farmer seemed to understand that further argument could make even this victory dangerous.
Oren invited him to sit nearby.
“We aren't done,” he said. “We still have to record who did it.”
The Horde leader gave a humourless laugh.
“Now everyone has learned to keep records.”
Maera stayed by the door. Darven had known her since she was a teenager. He took her out of a prison where she was about to pay years for a death she had not caused. Afterwards he taught her to kill in earnest and sent her to do things he would never have asked of his own nephews. The debt between them could not be explained by simple words like gratitude or abuse. It held both, and the affection she was uncomfortable admitting.
“I'm not looking at you this way over a mule,” he said when they were alone.
“I'm not here over a mule either.”
Darven leaned against the frame. Courtyard light emphasised the crooked eyelid.
“Every time I help someone, they ask me to become someone else. The people here want my men to behave like civilian guards. My own want me to give back what they lost in the cities. Dalia wants roads. If I give everything, I have no one left.”
Maera thought of her missing cousin, of the families who still trusted them because other authorities did not reach their streets.
“You have people who know why they stayed.”
“That sounds fine in a song.”
“Then ask Neris. I do something else.”
He laughed for real. The laughter solved nothing. Maera knew they would argue again over the dead, levies and decisions one of them would consider necessary. That was no reason to refuse the chance to turn one of them now.
Darven gave her a letter for Dalia. It acknowledged the food delivered and inventoried what his men had taken in the valley. Not everything was included. Maera added the farm's name and the tools.
The leader did not stop her.
16 · A Song's Accounts
Neris sang in Lindvale's square once the dead were buried and the first oven was burning again.
She did not tell the whole story. She began with the flour. She said where it came from, who had loaded it and who refused to open the gates to armed men. She named those killed in the flood and in the mines. She spoke of the captain fallen on the bridge and Luro, still imprisoned under Mara Dels's watch. She made neither their deaths nor their guilt the same.
When she reached Madruga's fragment, she stopped.
“My grandmother said the first scribe was a bird. It learned to keep the others' songs and thought itself owner of the forest. One day the whole forest fell silent, and the bird discovered it had not kept the song: it had only heard it.”
A man stood from the fountain's edge.
“My brother returned. If you destroy that door, do we lose him?”
Neris sought Teren's eyes.
The cleric stepped into the light.
“We can't promise no one will be lost. We know men are using those who returned to compel their families. And that, before they opened that door, someone wrote that no return would have an owner.”
“Then say that,” the man replied. “Not that you're coming to save us all.”
Neris bowed her head.
After the song, three men approached to correct names.
One was right. The girl killed in the overflow was not called what the list said. Another claimed his cousin had not been among the guards, though two neighbours recognised him. The third wanted a soldier removed from the roll of the dead because he was an enemy and did not deserve breath wasted on him.
Neris brought all three to a table. She asked the first family to write the right name or dictate it to someone who could. She told the second they would add his statement without erasing the others. She asked the third who would return the body to its mother if they stopped saying he had died there.
“He didn't come to give anything back to us,” the man replied.
The gnome nodded.
“Then we write that too.”
He thought she was mocking him. He left, insulting her.
Teren looked at the sheets and felt a fear different from the tunnels'. They could find an original inscription, prove a payment false, preserve a seal. No object would stop people choosing the account that placed them in the best light.
Ivara took a chair.
“Every version doesn't have to be worth the same,” she said. “People have to see why we believe one.”
They prepared a column for the witness's name and another for what that person had observed directly. Suppositions would go separately. It would not make everyone honest. At least it would make it harder to lie without someone being able to ask again.
Neris thought of her grandmother. She had made a living mixing versions, and now her granddaughter was inventing boxes to separate them. She would have thought it a betrayal of music. Perhaps it was. Respect for a dead person did not require keeping every habit intact.
Lina brought candles. She sat to tell what she had seen at the mill: the lamp, the oil, the guard who helped her father. She did not know whether the fire was deliberate. The surviving scribe would surely present that doubt as absolution.
The girl knew it and did not change her account.
Teren heard her to the end without interrupting her once.
When the last candle went out, they did not have a single history. They had something a later arrival could begin to dispute without erasing everyone who came before.
At dawn, the news was already travelling towards Bridgebasin in carters' mouths. It would change on the road. Ivara sent written copies by three routes, including her formulas and signature. Beran sent the mine plan to a guild that had expelled him. He did not ask for his post back: he asked them to inspect the water outlets before the thaw. The stag box he sent separately, still closed, to Tavo's mother.
Serik wrote to Ysara Venn. He used her full title, commander of the Armada, and no insults. The letter ended with a question that cost him half the night: “Whom does an order protect when it prevents its victims from testifying?”
Maera said goodbye to Darven beside the empty carts. He wanted her to return south with his men.
“If I die far away, you won't be able to recover me,” she told him.
Darven looked angry.
“I didn't send you to die well.”
“Then we still agree.”
Neris left the others for an afternoon to deliver Iven's letter.
The recipient lived in a potters' village beyond the hill. Her name was Sura, and she had spent a week seeking news among Bridgebasin's carts. When she saw the gnome with the cylinder, she set the pot she was shaping on a board.
“Say it first,” she asked.
Neris said it.
The woman wiped her hands on her apron. She wiped them again, though the clay was gone. Then she invited the gnome to sit and put water on the fire. She did not ask how he died until she could busy herself with the pot's noise.
Neris told what she knew and separated it from what they had only assumed. Iven had an arrow in him; the attackers sought his papers; they did not know whether he reached the mill alive. They had buried him beneath Lindvale's oak. The grave had not suffered in the flood.
Sura held the letter a while without opening it.
“I told him not to go,” she admitted. “He spoke as though all I wanted was a quiet life. He left angry. I waited for him to come back so I could be angry.”
Neris knew that kind of ending. Songs tended to correct it: the last farewell became a perfect phrase, a promise or an embrace that gave the rest meaning. Now before her sat a woman whose last words to the dead man had been an insult she did not want to retract.
“You can stay angry,” she said.
Sura opened the letter. There were six lines of love, three about the price of a room near the bridge and an argument continued in gentler terms. At the edge of the last page, Iven had drawn a crooked cup. It was one of the first she sold him. He kept it because it did not retain heat well, so he would not burn himself when leaving in a hurry.
The woman laughed at the sight. Then she ran out of breath. Neris brought a chair closer and waited without touching her.
When Sura could speak, she wanted to know whether Iven's death had been useful.
The gnome had an immediate answer: thanks to him they found the archives, discovered the network, brought workers out of the mines. She was already opening her mouth when she realised none of that was a measure of the man.
“He helped us see,” she said. “I still don't know what we'll be able to do with what we saw.”
Sura nodded, tired.
“Tell them he was afraid. Don't make him a brave man who doesn't resemble him.”
She gave her two cups and a wrapped piece of clay to leave at the grave. Neris took it to the oak before returning to her companions.
Teren waited on the road. He did not ask her to repeat the conversation.
“Anything for me?” he asked.
She gave him one of the cups.
“This burns everywhere. Use it carefully.”
They set out for Dawnrock to demand access to the hospice records. Afterwards they would have to reach the hollow oak in the Barrows. Between the two lay soldiers, flooded fields and people who might prefer the chancellor's promise to seven travellers' incomplete truth.
Lina gave them bread for the first day.
“When you come back,” she said, “perhaps we'll have a mill.”
Teren accepted the bread without promising to return. She seemed grateful for it.
17 · The Terraces of Shelter
Dawnrock could be seen before it could be heard. Emerging from the hills, they saw blue roofs, then pale walls and terraces held by buttresses. Water fell from one height to another in open channels. In the sun, it seemed the entire city was pouring silver.
Teren remembered that radiance. As a child, he had thought it proved the gods' benevolence. Now he saw women carrying pitchers up from the lower neighbourhoods because the clean conduits passed above their houses.
On the lower terrace, a man sold water in jugs. Higher up, a waterfall cooled the archive courtyard. The seller's children knew at what hours they could bring a bucket to its outlet unseen by the guards. They had turned the city's surplus into a clandestine trade.
Teren asked for a jug. The man recognised a cleric by the stitching on his sleeve and wanted to give him the water. He paid. It was not the gesture he had come to make, but it seemed a good way to enter.
Neris stared at a wall mosaic. It showed the first masons receiving the world's measure from Aethrion's hands. All looked human; all were the same height. In a corner, beneath a mortar bowl, very small fingers could be seen. The figure that once held it had been covered when the image was renewed.
“Gnomes,” she said.
Ivara approached. The repair belonged to another period; behind a stonecutter's shoulder remained the tip of a dark ear. Beneath the imperial founding inscription was an older guild mark.
They found no hidden golden age. The original masons had not painted the women carrying food either. Someone added them centuries later, and someone else erased them again. History was not a clean wall waiting for a single layer to be removed.
In the market stood a queue of the sick. They had come to register for the Shelter of the Hand. One woman was required to prove her husband's death before being allowed to seek him among the returned.
She carried the knife that had killed him.
Teren tried to intervene. The scribe neither mocked nor mistreated her. He explained that six people had claimed the same returned man in two days, and the man recognised none. One family wanted to take him to work in their shop. The scribe did not know which.
“If I let her through unchecked, they say I'm not protecting the man. If I stop her, they say I'm separating a wife.”
Ivara proposed holding the hearing inside, both present, with a witness who did not belong to the shelter. The scribe searched his regulations. It was not forbidden. Nor was it authorised. Serik wrote a recommendation and put his seal beside the signature. He did not demand obedience. The man took the sheet and opened the hatch.
They stayed until they saw her cross.
A choir of apprentices came down the stairs. They sang that Dawnrock's protection made no distinction of origin. One was distracted by Maera, missed a note and kept his mouth open so the master would not notice.
The assassin had to turn aside to hide a smile. The city she detested also produced children convinced they helped sustain it. She found it difficult to keep an image of it that fitted wholly within her hatred.
They were stopped at the second gate. Serik gave his name and presented the letter sent to Ysara. The officer on duty asked for his sword. Maera laid her knives in a tray, but held the man's gaze until he removed his own weapon too.
“A conversation,” she said. “Since that's what you call it.”
They were brought before Adela Veyr. The governor had a map on her knees and one boot unfastened: she had just returned from the granaries. She had authorised the detention of those who returned. She did not try to deny it.
“They told me they might be ill,” she explained. “That we had to prevent a second disaster.”
Ivara showed her the lists of guarantees of obedience. Adela read three names, summoned her secretary and ordered him to verify the families. He went pale without moving.
“Now,” she said.
After he left, the governor put the papers on the table.
“If this is true, I'll need your testimony under oath.”
“You have it,” Teren replied. “But first open the Shelter of the Hand.”
Adela looked at Serik.
“Do you understand what you're asking? We have thousands under those roofs. If the aid is withdrawn, I can't replace it with a speech.”
The paladin had prepared an accusation. He left it unsaid.
“Don't free them only to abandon them,” he replied. “Free them and keep feeding them.”
The secretary returned with a summons from the chancellor. Cael Ordan expected them that afternoon.
Beforehand, they were allowed to see the shelter. There were clean courtyards, infirmaries, hot food. There were also bolts on the dormitory doors. A returned dwarven woman cared for two children who were not hers. When Teren asked whether she could leave, she showed him a copper bracelet.
“They say if I take it off, I won't find my home again.”
On the wall hung an image of Ilyndra offering a seed. Beneath it someone had painted the five-stroked door.
Teren stayed beside the dormitory door when supper began.
The carers opened the bolt from outside. A boy helped hand out bowls and received extra bread for returning the key. They had made surveillance into a household chore repeated so often almost no one saw it. When Serik asked to examine the lock, the boy thought he had lost something.
The dwarf with the bracelet was called Oda. Before dying she had guarded a warehouse. Her sister refused to receive her after her return, convinced the real Oda would remember the password they used in childhood games.
“There never was a password,” the woman said. “She invented it after I arrived.”
Teren asked whether she wanted to see her again. Oda kept moving her spoon.
“Not today.”
A carer intervened to explain that the sister was experiencing complicated grief. Oda listened with practised patience.
“So am I,” she replied.
Teren felt the phrase alter everything he had come to ask. They spoke of the returned as people given back to others. No one asked what they had lost on finding themselves again in a world that had gone on without them.
Serik asked them to leave the dormitory unbolted. The carer refused. He had a written order and two escape attempts by disoriented patients.
The governor arrived before the argument grew. Adela examined the lock and asked how many accidents had happened outside. They could not say. The records included those who tried to leave as proof they were unfit to do so.
She did not simply order every door opened. She called for the lists, ordered individual cases identified and suspended the general rule. Oda asked to be the first whose condition was reviewed. She knew locks better than two of the guards.
Adela listened to her describe the mechanism. In the end, she handed her the key to open it herself.
For a moment, the children stopped passing plates. The door made no great sound. A metal pin came out of a recess, and nothing compelled those inside to stand.
Oda kept eating.
Freedom could look much like that from outside: no scene, no memorable escape, a woman deciding to finish her soup before thinking where to go.
Teren recognised the voice before he turned.
“You still stop in front of pictures.”
The chancellor was alone. He carried a jug of water and four glasses.
“Adria did the same,” he said. “Artists leave more questions than they answer.”
18 · The Father of the City
The first time Teren saw Adria, the girl was arguing with a nurse about the size of the moon.
She said that if it could fit whole inside a bucket, it made no sense for teachers to insist it was bigger than castles. The nurse tried to explain reflections. Adria then asked her to reflect an apple, because she had eaten nothing all day.
Teren was a novice responsible for washing vessels. He laughed. The girl summoned him to judge, and he offered so confused an opinion that he ended by declaring both right. Adria called him a coward.
Three days later, the fever began.
That was how he remembered it, though he might have confused the order. During those weeks, the days resembled one another so closely that only a new body's arrival advanced the calendar. The illness had come through the terraces' water tanks. The lower families drank from them; those above believed themselves safe until a maid carried the fever into a garden house.
Cael arrived with carts of sheets. He was not yet chancellor. He had paid for the servants' first treatments before learning his daughter was ill. Teren wanted to remember that accurately, even now.
The priests closed a hall to preserve the sanctuary. Ordan asked whether the sanctuary had more right to remain clean than children had to a roof. The argument ended when he broke the padlock. Teren helped him carry beds.
For six nights they worked near each other. The man knew the sick by name, knew who needed another blanket and who only wanted to hear someone read. His resources were not enough. Medicines arrived late; some were adulterated. The well overseers traded accusations rather than admit they must cut the supply.
One night Adria asked to see the water. They carried her into the courtyard. Her lips were cracked. Teren brought a clean bowl, and she put in it the boat her father had made.
The boat listed to one side.
“You can't make anything straight,” she told Cael.
He burst into tears, and the girl touched his cheek as though she were healing him.
Teren did not know what people did with a scene like that after nine years. He had thought it wore with use, like a coin. Seeing the chancellor again, he understood it could also harden enough to serve as a blade.
Adria died while he was in the laundry. They called him to bring fresh sheets. Cael sat at the foot of the bed and asked the question the cleric would hear again for years in other voices:
“Is that it?”
The novice did not know how to answer. The nurse said yes.
Later, Cael paid for the children's burial. He rebuilt wells, sent auditors, established kitchens. The city began calling him father before making him chancellor. It was possible to follow the path between those decisions and the network of seals. There was, however, no exact point at which grief ceased to be grief and became permission.
Teren returned to the present at the sound of the jug brushing a glass.
He was no longer a novice. Nor was the person across the table only the man he had seen beside a bed.
Cael Ordan served the water himself. Seeing Beran's empty sleeve, he called a servant to bring a lower chair. The dwarf did not refuse it.
“Forty-three,” Teren said.
The chancellor stopped pouring.
“That was the number of the man hanging on the bridges. I want his name.”
Ordan drew a notebook towards him and opened it without asking where they had been.
“Esren Toll. An army deserter. He was sentenced to execution.”
“That wasn't an execution,” Serik said.
“It was an experiment meant to prevent others.”
Maera pushed her glass away.
The chancellor sought no less horrible word.
“Do you think I don't know what we're doing? Nine years ago I buried my daughter with thirty-seven children. She wasn't ten. The bells rang until the sacristan could no longer lift his arms. Then people returned. A washerwoman. A man who had killed his wife. A boy who never wanted to speak to his parents again. Not my daughter.”
Teren had tended Adria during her final week. He remembered less of her than he wished: swollen eyes, a joke about bald priests, a little wooden boat that would not float straight. Memory seemed a miserable form of justice.
“There is no moral choice in that distribution,” Ordan continued. “No mercy we can recognise. If the gods administer a door, I want to take their key.”
Ivara listened with interlaced fingers.
“Then why your name in the seals?”
“Because a will is needed to bring the parts together.”
“Yours.”
“Mine until an institution exists that can do it better.”
Beran raised his bandaged stump.
“That institution is always about to arrive. Meanwhile someone loses a hand.”
Ordan held his gaze.
“I could give it back.”
The silence that followed was crueller than an insult. Teren saw Beran open his mouth and close it again.
Cael had a box brought containing a piece of stone. It had been found among remains brought from the Smuggler's Grotto on the Castaways' Coast, west of the Grey Marshes. Dead smugglers disputing an object none could read. Part of an original boundary, its edge carved like a current.
“The fourth,” Ivara whispered.
“The only one in safe hands,” Ordan said. “You've dismantled two anchors. The weight has shifted to the others. The Eye Temple may open on its own if we keep destroying what we don't understand.”
Teren leaned forward.
“Give that piece back. Open the shelter. Allow witnesses at the works. We can study the rest together.”
The chancellor looked at him as at the boy he had known.
“You still believe being right gives you time.”
Ordan summoned an assistant and asked for the first admissions book.
Teren thought he would show them evidence of gratitude. There was plenty. People who recovered relationships, merchants who paid for their own rations on leaving, an old man who returned and died again in the same season, refusing to leave his garden. There were errors too: two families disputing a man, a woman declared returned who had never died and used the confusion to escape a sentence.
“Sometimes we must decide without certainty,” the chancellor said.
Maera opened the book halfway through. She found someone who asked to leave for Blackember and received three extensions of observation. The last note had no departure date.
“Why was she still here?”
The assistant searched his papers. She was a weaver burned in a village fire. She refused to explain why she wanted to travel south. The overseers assumed she suffered a compulsion linked to the seal.
“My cousin wanted to go south too,” Maera replied. “He had family.”
Ordan insisted that real harm had occurred when people were released too soon. It was not false. Ivara asked how often the harm was caused by the return and how often by other people's reaction. No one had separated those figures.
The chancellor closed the book.
“You can take every decision apart until you prove none was perfect.”
“They don't have to be perfect,” Teren said. “You have to be able to change them without feeling they're taking your daughter away.”
Cael went still.
The cleric knew he had been cruel. Part of the sentence was true, and it used another part as a weapon. He would not protect it by calling it frankness.
“That last part was wrong,” he added.
Neris looked at him in surprise.
Ordan opened the book again, though he searched for no page. He looked like a man just struck in front of his employees who must choose what to do with the power to strike back.
“Harm doesn't become smaller because you acknowledge it,” he said.
“I know.”
They were not reconciled. But for a moment neither could hide behind a pure intention, and the table ceased to be the simple scene Cael had prepared to show himself surrounded by ingrates.
He let them leave at nightfall. It was not mercy: he gave them a written offer and arranged witnesses. If they refused his proposed repair and the world broke, he wanted everyone to know whom to hold responsible.
19 · The Order and the Wound
Ysara Venn waited outside the city beside an Armada camp. Her hair was cropped close, and an old injury forced her to lean on the saddle when dismounting.
“I signed no order to burn Lindvale,” she said before greeting them.
Serik took out the copy found at customs.
“You signed the capture of those testifying against the chancellor.”
She read without changing expression.
“For theft of war documents.”
“The documents were the war.”
Ysara looked up. Two nearby soldiers stopped pretending to work.
“I know the man who trained you. He taught you to bring evidence with an accusation.”
Serik put the records in her hands.
Ysara did not take the sheets to her tent. She asked for a table and read where the soldiers could see her. A lieutenant brought a lamp, though daylight remained. She ordered him to fetch the month's movement book.
That way of working was painfully familiar to Serik. The commander sought a figure she could follow to the end without its falling apart. She had once defended him against a charge of cowardice because the timings proved he received the withdrawal order after beginning to evacuate the wounded.
He owed her the right to keep calling himself a paladin. Until that day he had tried not to think what it meant to owe her obedience too.
A young soldier invited them to eat. They were cooking broad beans with bacon. Maera accepted and sat beneath an enemy insignia. The men left too much room around her. One wanted to ask where she came from. Another elbowed him.
“Blackember,” she said. “We have spoons too.”
The cook handed her one without smiling. A moment later he brought more bread.
Elyen studied the watchtowers. They were well placed to see attacks from the road but left a blind corridor towards the stream. He pointed it out to the lieutenant. The man thanked him and ordered the post corrected. Maera gave the hunter a look he knew.
“I didn't teach them to find you. I showed them where someone could kill the boy who brought us food.”
She wanted to answer. She found no objection that did not turn the boy into a tactical necessity.
Neris sat beside the cook. A crust had formed at the bottom of the pot; he scraped it so there would be enough for the second watch. He had once served aboard a ship and recognised Arel Dorna's name. The captain took his sister out of a besieged port with forty other people. She did not charge them because she needed hands to bail water.
“She always charges. But sometimes she gives you work instead of debt.”
The gnome kept the phrase. Then she forced herself to give another back: she told him Lindvale's grain came from Dalia. The cook held his spoon still for a moment. He had lost a brother in a Horde ambush.
“I didn't know,” he said at last.
He kept scraping. No one asked him to give thanks in the dead man's name.
Serik did not stay to watch her read. He had handed over his sword on arrival, as befitted an accused man, and he waited for her unarmed beside the kitchen fire while the soldiers argued over whether it had been courage or an absurd surrender. Maera took no part. She had seen agents die for respecting less a bond that could still be useful.
The commander returned after an hour.
“I'm not handing the city to the Horde over this,” she said.
“No one asked you to.”
“Someone will when the fighting starts.”
Serik thought of Darven, the families in the shelter, the man who spat at his feet.
“Then prevent it. But stop preventing this.”
Ysara returned his sword. His insignia remained on the table.
“Four days. I'll review the depot orders. I can't promise more without breaking the chain of command.”
“Sometimes it's broken already,” Beran said. “Only the sound is still joined.”
From Dawnrock they set out for the Barrows. They crossed the stake meadows, where farmers marked strayed cattle; followed the willow stream, entered a wood full of kestrels and reached a plain of roots as evening fell on the third day.
Elyen stopped them before the forest. Plucked feathers lay on the path.
“Not an animal. They hunted them so they couldn't warn us.”
The attack came from the branches. It bore none of Ordan's insignia. These were men of the High Bough clan, at odds with Elyen's family over rights of passage.
The hunter could have answered with an arrow. He threw his bow to the ground and shouted an old woman's name.
She appeared behind a trunk.
“Your father closed the path while we buried our own,” she said.
Elyen did not deny it.
“Now I need it open to save people who have nothing to do with us.”
“It's always for someone else.”
The old woman's name was Sael. She was the aunt of the girl who died in the cart. She carried no bow, but a staff notched for every season since the path closed.
Elyen put the iron thorn on the ground.
“I pulled it from a wheel on the road from Lindvale. There are more.”
The High Bough men exchanged looks. One wanted to call him a coward for letting years pass. Sael told him to be quiet. Not to defend the hunter, but because the insult would let him answer anger instead of the important question.
“What will you do when this is over?” she asked.
Elyen looked at the bow he had thrown down.
He could not give away his family's land. Nor had he any right to promise his father would change his mind. He offered his testimony and maps of the passes he had helped watch. He would accept their review by a council on which his family held no majority.
“Then you'll lose your home,” Sael said.
“I might.”
She held the silence until she was sure he would not turn that possible loss into a merit for which she should thank him.
Then she showed him where the girl died. It was a small bend, with a hazel growing at an angle. They had removed the cart and planted flowers. No one raised a monument because the road's owners did not authorise building.
Elyen knelt to pull a thorn protruding beside the root. His fingers bled. Sael gave him pincers before he could keep using pain to demonstrate anything.
“Work properly,” she said.
Teren watched from a distance. Almost no repair was beautiful at first: there were wrong tools, pride and the slow work of admitting the other person need not feel better for receiving it.
The clan members argued over the terms during supper. Some wanted to arrest them. Others had heard the seal's calls were reaching relatives of their own. They did not decide out of a nobility common to elves, or the world's inevitable good. They decided because each could name something to lose and a reason to accept the risk.
The argument lasted until night. They let them through in exchange for a written promise: Elyen would testify against his own family at the trial of the roads.
Neris helped draft it. He held the pen as slowly as though aiming at an animal he loved.
At dawn, when they opened the pass, Sael picked the thorn off the ground.
“This stays with us,” she said.
Elyen nodded. Not every memory that could change his life belonged to him.
20 · Beneath the Weight of Roots
The Buried Roots smelled of new earth, though the stones had lain beneath it for centuries. Pale ferns grew in the joints and tiny fungi beside the lamps. The roots of one oak passed through three ceilings.
Ivara found inscriptions before the others. She touched certain letters with the backs of her fingers. Teren asked whether she knew the language.
“My mother spoke like this when she was angry. As a child, I thought it was the language of anger.”
At school she had been taught that dark-elven communities took refuge there after betraying the Pact. Ivara sought other versions for years but found no names. Now they were before her: stonecutters, healers, master cooks, messengers. They had come to work before the Rupture and were cut off afterwards. Some made agreements with besiegers. Others resisted. Several were murdered by both sides.
Her people's history was more painful and smaller than the betrayal of an entire lineage. She found it hard to accept how much that relieved her.
In a side chamber was a kitchen.
Pots hung from corroded hooks. A row of marks on the wall measured children's heights. Ivara lit another lamp and discovered the last all belonged to one year: families stopped staying long enough to watch them grow.
On the hearth was a stone carved with a name that looked like a recipe. The mage read it twice before understanding it was a prayer. It asked Ilyndra to let the bread rise without the damp rotting it. Her mother's language, used for something so simple, tightened her throat.
Ivara had not disowned her origins. That was what she always said when someone suggested it. She learned the old languages, studied their songs and fought errors in catalogues. But she avoided speaking like her mother in important rooms. She mocked her superstitions about empty pots. Once she returned home hungry and corrected a word before embracing her.
The woman died two years before Ivara received her post. Her last letter asked whether her daughter had enough winter clothes. Ivara took nine days to answer because she sought the least offensive way to ask her not to send more handmade garments.
She sat beside the hearth. The abandoned kitchen offered no forgiveness. She did not know who lived there. It might have been someone who despised her mother for being poor. Yet there was a language she had reduced to childhood shame, asking that the bread not spoil.
Neris sat opposite.
“I don't know how to cook what my grandmother made either.”
Ivara gave an involuntary laugh.
“This isn't a recipe.”
“Doesn't matter. If she were alive, she'd still reproach me.”
The mage read the prayer aloud. Her college accent altered the vowels. She stopped and began again, remembering her mother arguing with a shopkeeper. The words recovered a rhythm absent from every treatise.
Beran found a blocked drain beneath the hearth. He dug out soil with his chisel. Water began receding and exposed a strip of children's drawings: a boat with legs, a large-eared figure, a sun that looked afraid.
Elyen crouched to look. He had taught a nephew to draw animals. During the last campaigns, he and his father argued so much he stopped visiting the children. He had no right to blame them for that absence.
He took out paper to copy the animal boat. Perhaps he would bring it to the boy if he could find a first sentence that was not a defence.
Before leaving, Teren picked a pot off the floor and put it on the hearth. He did not know for whom. It seemed a less intrusive way to honour the house than consecrating it to his own god.
Darkness covered the kitchen again when they put out the lamp. This time none mistook it for a place that had always been empty.
In a niche they discovered the portrait of a dwarven woman with a hammer in her lap. The name was Hara. She had been buried without her right arm.
Beran sat before her.
“They always said she escaped by the river.”
The gravestone bore a text in two hands: “She stayed. She could not save everyone.” Beneath it, a third had added: “That did not make her stop trying.”
Hara's story was written on the adjoining wall within an unadorned frame.
She did not die in the Hall of the Pact. She held the door while Madruga escaped, then left with three guards through the water corridor. She lost her arm when a beam trapped her while climbing to the refugees' neighbourhoods. They took her to the Barrows because it was the only shelter that could stay dry.
She lived forty-six days.
Beran read the figure several times. He had imagined an instant death, a final hammer blow, something one could recite without speaking of the time a person must go on having a body after catastrophe.
Hara argued with her carers because they would not let her get up to inspect a wall. She complained about the food. Dictated plans. Asked them not to credit her with saving people she had never managed to see.
In one note, the woman who tended her wrote that she dreamed of water every night and sometimes insulted those who tried to wake her.
The engineer sat on the floor.
He did not find in her a version of himself meant to prove he would survive with dignity. There was a person before him who had also had the right to be unbearable, not to want to learn, to ask for help too late.
Ivara read a correction to the plans aloud. Hara had struck out “action of the custodian” and dictated “actions of the custodians.” The copyist kept both because she insisted the change be visible.
She trusted neither a kindly lineage nor a superior city. She wanted maintaining the stones to require separate wills, capable of interrupting one another.
Serik stared at the text.
“A shared order can still be wrong.”
“Yes,” Maera said. “But at least someone has to persuade more than one person.”
They did not present it as a solution to power. It was an obstacle built by a woman who had seen what happened when obstacles were removed to act faster.
Beran laid the bell beside the gravestone and picked it up a moment later. He had wanted to honour her by parting with something loved, as in stories. The idea felt foreign as soon as he saw the object on the stone.
“It's mine,” he murmured.
No one argued.
Before leaving, he wrote down the forty-six days. If he ever spoke of Hara in the mines again, he would begin by saying she had to live them.
They found no key in her tomb. They found conduit plans and a warning about the seals: boundary pieces could be moved between anchors, but must be seated by wills willing not to own the passage. Repeating a sentence would not suffice if actions denied it. Each stone kept the bond between those who opened it.
“A machine that demands honesty,” Maera said. “Someone should have warned them about us.”
Beran shook his head.
“It demands that no one can operate it alone. The rest comes afterwards.”
In the Oath Crypts, weapons stood driven into the ground and cloth wrapped unembalmed bodies. These were not the great lords of the tales. Their monuments stood nearer the entrance. Here rested those who had made them keep their promises.
The suits of armour began moving when Serik crossed the central circle. There were no bodies inside. Old bonds of watch still clung to the iron.
“What did you swear?” a voice asked from the wall.
The paladin raised his shield.
“To protect those who cannot protect themselves.”
“On whose orders?”
Serik looked at the swords turning towards him.
“That's what I came to find out.”
The first blade struck his shield's rim. The sound was lost among the roots.
21 · Those Who Said Otherwise
They could not defeat the iron by tiring it. The guardians neither breathed nor bled, and did not grow angry when they missed. Serik learned that on the third clash, when he tried a false retreat and a sword pierced his cloak without the armour leaving its place.
Elyen found a side exit blocked with stones. Maera began moving them. Ivara watched the inscription on the wall.
“They aren't a tomb's guardians,” she said. “They're the trial.”
Neris picked up a fallen board. It held a statement: a soldier claimed Hara wanted to seize the door. On another, a cook said the dwarf had fed wounded enemies. Farther on, a supervisor accused her of abandoning her post; on the back of the same board, someone had written that the post was already underwater.
Teren wanted to find the single lie. There was none. There were memories twisted by fear, gratitude, shame and an enmity long alive.
“Read everything!” Ivara shouted to Neris.
The gnome began with the accusation. When she spoke the soldier's name, one suit of armour lowered its sword. She went on with the cook, the supervisor, the supervisor's wife, who admitted signing without being present. Each testimony was given room, then ceased to attack.
Serik held off those that remained. Teren saw him accept a cut to the cheek to keep a blade from reaching Neris. No sacred light surrounded the shield. There was a man calculating how much pain he could endure without moving aside.
One statement belonged to the magistrate who approved the dykes' closure. Neris wanted to leave it until last. The board was whole, and it was easier to take the crumbling ones first. That was what she told herself.
The nearest iron raised its sword.
The gnome rested the board across both knees. The magistrate claimed the lower neighbourhoods were already lost. If they kept the passage open, the flood would reach the granaries where twelve thousand people had gathered. He knew families remained, but the crew chiefs disagreed on how many. He wrote: “I decided with the count I had.”
On another board, a messenger testified that he had brought a corrected figure. They made him wait outside the chamber. His mother's house was among the flooded neighbourhoods.
Serik took a blow on his shield's edge. His forearm was numb. He wanted to tell them to hurry. The words he had heard stopped him: “They disagreed on how many.” Every minute of reading was a count that could leave him on the other side too.
Neris looked up.
“If you can't do any more, say so.”
He nodded without answering.
The gnome continued the messenger's testimony. The boy went back for his mother. He found her on the stairs and tried to lift her. She refused: seven children were in a neighbouring courtyard. He must take them first. When he returned, his mother was gone.
There was no final sentence from her. The son had kept nine versions of the argument in his head before he could write one down. He admitted he did not know which words were actually spoken.
Teren knew that erosion. He had repeated conversations with his dead father so often that some tones already seemed borrowed from other people. Memory grew more certain as it moved away from the body that held it.
Ivara found a statement in a spy's name. She was accused of handing over the eastern access. She admitted passing plans to the besiegers but claimed they included an exit for evacuating civilians. They did not know whether she lied. Beneath was a note in Madruga's own hand: “Ask her why she did not draw the schools.”
“She could doubt our own,” the mage murmured.
She had made Madruga the owner of a clean truth. Now she discovered a woman trying to ask questions within disaster, not yet knowing which accounts would survive as heroic.
Maera threw a stone to deflect a blade seeking Serik's neck. The metal turned and split a root. White shoots contracted like fingers.
“We need that roof!” Beran shouted.
He looped his rope around the damaged root to keep it from falling on the tablets. The task did not suit one hand. Ivara bent to help and dropped her lamp. The glass broke. The room went dark except for the light from the stairs.
Neris went on reading from memory what she had just seen. She got a surname wrong. The nearest guardian took a step.
“Correct it,” Teren said.
He did not say “go on.” The gnome felt for the board until the mage lit another light. She read the true surname. The guardian stepped back.
They did not demand a beautiful account. They demanded that those speaking could recognise when they did not know.
At the end of the magistrate's statement, Neris added aloud that no one had been able to question him afterwards. He died in the flood he ordered contained. That death proved neither remorse nor innocence. It only closed a chance to ask.
One suit of armour let its sword fall. The sound was so small Teren could hardly believe how much they had worked to hear it.
The last board was broken. Only a child's statement remained: “I didn't see who closed it. I saw who came back for us.”
Neris read it three times, once for each illegible name at the foot.
The guardians became still.
Maera finished clearing the exit and sat against the wall.
“Next time we find a tomb with ordinary thieves.”
No one laughed until Beran gave a short, pained chuckle. His dressing had shifted. Teren adjusted it without rising from the floor.
They stayed there through the night.
Teren woke to the scrape of a pen.
Ivara was still copying. She had reached the statement of a soldier who used the evacuation to take his wife out before other families. Afterwards he returned and rescued seven people. He died seeking the eighth. The official copy called him a hero; a witness called him a thief of places.
The mage kept both terms in the margin.
“Which will you put?” the cleric asked.
“First, the name.”
He sat opposite. His leg hurt. They had lived with wounds so long he was beginning to fear one of them would stop reporting when one worsened. He checked Serik's dressing without waking him. Then he looked at the medicine bag and calculated what remained.
Ivara saw the gesture.
“We can go back to the city after this.”
“If they let us.”
“If they don't, we still have to try.”
The phrase made him laugh without pleasure. They had begun by seeking a document that could end an argument. Now they needed whole cities to keep the document from becoming another thing held by those in command.
The mage laid down her pen. She wanted to ask whether he believed the gods heard them. Instead she asked whether he missed the valley.
Teren thought of the mill, the way Lina watched the windows when it rained.
“I miss knowing what I can do when I arrive at a house.”
“You know here too.”
“Here there's always something missing I don't understand.”
Ivara leaned against the wall. For years she thought being prepared meant knowing more than those who could throw her out of a room. She never came to feel safe. Every new question threatened to prove she had been admitted by mistake.
“That happens to me in every house,” she said.
The cleric did not answer with a blessing. He passed her Sura's cup. The water was cold. They held it between them until they stopped pretending to work.
In the morning, Neris found one sheet stained by the cup's rim. Ivara wanted to copy it again. The gnome asked to keep that copy as well as the new one. Not as mystical proof of friendship: the stain covered an important word and would remind them why they needed more than one legible version.
The mage agreed. She was learning not to call every sign that hands had been alive upon the paper carelessness. Neris copied the statements. Serik helped with erased words without proposing a more heroic version. Ivara added the stories of those called traitors because of their blood.
When Teren asked what she would do with so many incompatible accounts, she answered:
“What we do with the living. Find where they tread on one another, and don't kill the one who doesn't fit.”
The exit led to the Sanctuary of Voices. Before entering, Neris laid her cleanest sheet beside the child's board. It seemed unjust to have taken so much without leaving somewhere someone could keep writing.
22 · The Five Limits
There were no whole statues in the Sanctuary. Stone feet supported emptiness; a hand grew out of the wall; a woman's face repeated in fragments that never completed the same expression.
Water descended a dark wall. Ivara read the strokes as best she could. The oldest letters gave no names to the First Ones: they only marked that, before all form, there had been room for something other than them to exist. A later writer called that generosity. Another added in the margin: “Or a withdrawal.”
On one wall, the First Ones were three. On another, they had no number. A much later commentator enclosed both images beneath a warning: “Do not confuse language with counting.”
Teren had studied a different genealogy. The First Ones named the five, and by naming them made them gods. The rector insisted the names were a gift, not a command. The disciples asked why no one remembered the name of the giver of names. They were told humility could be represented in myth too.
Ivara knew her mother's version. The First Ones gave nothing: they made space and could not reclaim it without destroying those who lived there. To her, that made the first act braver. Beran heard both and said the workshops told a third: the first maker built something so well made that it ceased to need him.
Maera had not received these stories as lessons. In her neighbourhood they were recited at wakes. Each god kept an object belonging to the dead, and Vaelun must give it back to whoever returned. If he could not find it, the returned person had the right to use something else.
“My aunt said that's why her second husband changed his taste in soup,” she added.
Neris burst out laughing, then covered her mouth. The sanctuary did not punish her. It only returned an incomplete echo.
Teren walked among the inscriptions. He wanted to distinguish which version came first. The oldest lay on reused stone; some symbols had been carved over water channels older than the building. They could read a succession of works, not the world's first night.
“What if all this is a way to explain something we'll never see?” Serik asked.
The paladin had found relief in acts: swearing, serving, protecting. Questions of origin seemed a luxury until he discovered someone could build a machine to answer them on human bodies.
“It would still matter who explains it and what they ask afterwards,” Ivara replied.
On the rear wall, an image showed Aethrion before a city without doors. Its inhabitants lived safe from every intrusion, and none could leave. Beside him, Naevyra kept a river of memories in vessels so perfect that the water stopped flowing. Tharom freed a forest by burning it. Ilyndra spread roots until they broke the houses she had fed. Vaelun opened so many thresholds that travellers no longer knew where they stood.
They did not represent five enemies. They represented gifts that, exercised without other gifts around them, ended by destroying what they tried to care for.
Beran put his hand on the central ring.
“A pressure relief isn't a dam's enemy,” he said. “It makes the dam possible.”
Teren stared at the doorless city. He had never heard a sermon in which divine goodness needed to be checked by another goodness. He wondered how often he had mistaken faith for the wish that someone greater would remove his obligation to choose.
He did not stop believing in Ilyndra. Perhaps he began believing differently, less comfortably for a priest so often asked for certainty.
Aethrion traced the edges of things so they would not be confused. Naevyra preserved what changed. Tharom opened what was closed through fire. Ilyndra linked one life to the next without demanding they be alike. Vaelun guarded the passage between presence and absence. That was one version. The other carvings disputed the verbs and the order, but agreed on something: none could exercise a gift without wounding another's.
“That's why they made a pact,” Teren said.
The water stopped halfway through its fall.
The presence did not fill the chamber. It came from a very small boundary: the distance between two drops.
Teren heard: “Because we could not end one another.”
He did not know whether anyone else heard. The drops began moving in different directions. In one he saw his childhood courtyard; in another, a man who resembled him but had a different scar. His throat closed.
“Remembering is not returning,” said something that was not a voice.
He felt another pressure, firm as a hand upon his forehead. “Without an edge, there is no person who can return.”
A column of warm air brushed his face. “Without change, there is only prison.”
Then he smelled wet seed, the earth Lina had put in a broken pot after the fire. “You do not sustain a forest by preventing a leaf from falling.”
The forms had no faces to keep.
Teren tried to find Ilyndra's as he had seen it on altars: a woman with a sower's hands. What he felt did not reject the figure. Nor did it accept it as a body of its own. For an instant he perceived a stretch of roots receiving water and another drowned by it, a seed that sprouted only after fire and a young creature needing the forest that fire destroyed.
There was no motionless balance. There were lives claiming space at the same time.
In Aethrion's presence he felt the relief of knowing where a wound ended. Also the terror of a wall that kept growing to prevent anything new from arriving. Naevyra showed him his father's voice and the repetition that could keep him listening until he forgot to speak to others. Tharom promised no purification: fire transformed a house and a prison without distinguishing which deserved to remain.
The cleric wanted to ask about the First Ones. The presences did not turn towards a higher throne. What stood above did not offer itself as a final authority available to settle their disagreements. It came before the way he could formulate them.
He understood so little that the experience felt humiliating.
He had wished contact would make him someone who could return with answers. Instead he remained a man kneeling in a damp room, his back cold, hungry. Immensity removed none of his needs.
Something warm passed through his chest. It was no voice naming him unique, no dictated mission. It seemed a splinter of light finding a space to act in him, just as it found other spaces in those around him.
He did not have to accept it to keep living that instant. He could hold it and could have refused it. He did not know whether he had carried it before or had only just recognised it.
Teren thought many people might be feeling the same without a temple around them, working, fleeing, seeking someone. The spark would not make them a single kind of person or take away their right to make mistakes.
The warmth faded.
No order remained.
Looking at his companions, still within the experience, he saw that each was receiving something no other could explain on their behalf. The Pact had not gathered five voices to make them say the same thing. It had created a place where none could silence the others for ever.
The fifth presence said nothing. It left Teren the possibility of walking away, and that was its whole message: one could also choose not to cross an open threshold.
He knelt. Not because a force compelled him: his legs were shaking.
“Tell me how to stop him.”
The drops fell together.
No one answered.
When they came out of the trance, Ivara had blood beneath her nose. Beran had felt his lost hand again for a few seconds and now held the stump to his chest. Elyen wept without sound. Maera stared at a door that did not exist. Neris had heard her grandmother make a mistake in a song and did not want to correct her.
Serik was the only one to ask aloud whether they had seen the same thing.
They told one another what was needed. No one could put the presences in a certain order. But the central stone had turned, and stairs waited behind it. At the bottom, among roots, they could see the hollow oak's green light.
23 · The Hollow Oak
The Chamber of the Hollow Oak was not beneath a dead tree. The trunk surrounded the room and was still alive. Through an opening high above, they could see a piece of sky. Roots supported the walls without hiding the stone's scars.
The seal of renewal stood in the centre. Its boundary had been removed to fit Ordan's wedge. White, leafless stems grew around it, joined by filaments to wooden boxes.
There were names inside the boxes.
Teren recognised Serik's mother. Farther on he found entire Lindvale families. The device could not return anyone it chose; it used the bonds of those who had already returned and forced them to seek other presences, repeat the call until something answered. Ordan was not opening a door. He was making the returned push from both sides.
Neris pulled a box free. The stems contracted. A face appeared in the wood, mouth open.
“Not like that,” Ivara said.
The mage showed them the flow among the roots. They needed to restore each name's separation before removing it. Slow work, impossible if guards arrived.
The guards were already coming.
Elyen heard them on the stairs and lay behind a root with his bow ready. Maera stayed beside him. They did not argue about who should take the first blow. Serik closed the entrance with his shield, and Beran looked for somewhere to brace it.
Ivara separated the threads. Teren read the names one by one and held the presences that found a way out through his voice. He gave no orders. He told them where they were and that they did not have to stay.
A woman appeared beside Serik. The paladin could not look at her without moving away from the shield. He heard her speak his childhood name.
His mother had always used a shortened form he hated.
Serik closed his eyes.
“You can go,” he said.
The woman touched the air beside his face. Then she was no longer there.
A bolt struck Elyen's shoulder. Maera dragged him behind the root and went out to take his place. Neris began reading with Teren. As the names came free, the stems turned brown.
Beran fitted a wooden wedge beneath the shield. His only hand was full of splinters.
When they reached the last box, the cleric could not say the name. It was Adria Ordan.
There was no presence inside. Only a repeated call, so old in its desperation that Teren felt the father's weariness without being able to forgive him anything.
Teren stopped before Adria's box. He knew the shape of the lettering: Cael had written the name with the same hand that signed the grain allocations. Far from being a clumsy inscription made in mourning, it had been retraced many times until every hesitation was erased.
Inside, the call turned back on itself.
He felt it against the scar on his thigh. It was not trying to kill him. It wanted attention, like a child tugging a sleeve. The difference was that it could not stop. There was no child. There was a need repeated by a mechanism incapable of growing tired.
Teren remembered the listing boat, the hospice courtyard. He understood that bringing that memory close was enough to give the call a voice. It offered Cael the material to keep believing. It could offer it to him too.
“Is she there?” Neris asked.
It cost him to say he did not know. It cost more to add that the box could not prove it.
A bolt struck the root above his shoulder. Bark dust fell. Maera lost a knife covering Elyen. She saw it slide across the floor to the water. She did not retrieve it. Serik was taking too many blows and needed someone beside him.
The attackers did not all advance the same way. Some wanted to obey an order. Others were bound to a call twisting their steps towards the chamber. One stopped at a box bearing his surname and let his spear fall. The man behind pushed him. Maera slashed his belt open to remove the bracelet caught there.
The soldier fell to his knees and began vomiting.
“The ones behind have it too!” she shouted.
Serik looked at their wrists. He had struck men who could not move aside. He could not correct the blows already given. He lowered his sword and began cutting straps instead of bodies.
The decision cost him a shoulder wound. An unbound attacker took advantage of the hesitation. Maera reached him before the second blow.
“They aren't all prisoners,” she told him.
“I saw.”
They went on without a rule that absolved them from looking at each one.
In the centre, Neris marked the names with her nail to keep her place. Teren's pain reached her like a harsh sound. She realised she had begun humming between phrases: the same wordless tune with which she had accompanied the saw in the mines.
The rhythm helped the cleric breathe without becoming trapped in the call.
Ivara heard it and fitted her cuts to those pauses. What seemed a solitary act of magic became a task shared among hands, voice, steel and care. None could afterwards claim to have done it alone.
Beran looked at Adria's box.
“That one has to come out too,” he said.
“Not that one,” Maera said from behind the root, without lowering her aim. “That one we take whole.”
No one asked her why. They knew. It was the only thing in the world Cael Ordan would trade for the coastal stone. With the box intact they could sit down across from him without an army, and perhaps without another death.
Ivara stayed with the filament between her fingers. She looked at Teren. She was not asking permission: she was asking that someone who had known the girl decide.
The cleric thought of Luro and his mother, of the paper that said “possible guarantee of obedience,” of the man hanged with a reused number. He thought too of what the other stone might cost if they did not get it this way, and of who would pay for it.
“We are not going to do to her what he does to ours,” he said.
Maera lowered her eyes for a moment. She did not argue. Nor did she tell him he was right.
Teren placed his fingers on either side of the name and held it without answering.
He did not tell it it was unloved. He did not tell it to leave so others could live. There was no person to persuade. There was a waiting they must allow to end.
Ivara released the last filament.
They removed the wedge of dominion. From among the roots fell the original boundary piece, discarded by workers who had not recognised it. Beran picked it up with his good hand.
On the stairs, the soldiers were retreating.
One stayed.
He would be the age of the apprentice in Lindvale. He had not dropped his spear because he needed it to lean on. The bracelet burned his skin when the bond broke and now hung like an open scab.
Maera wanted to pass without stopping. Elyen weighed on her arm, and Teren was pale with effort. The boy raised his face. He did not ask forgiveness. He asked them not to leave him there with the voices.
Serik took his spear and offered his free shoulder.
The stairs had filled with new roots. They were not growing at impossible speed: those confined by the conduits had come loose when the pressure changed and now occupied the way. They had to cut them. Beran pointed out which supported the earth and which could be removed.
Neris carried the sheets beneath her shirt. Her skin burned where they grew wet with sweat. On a landing, a soldier from the fleeing group tried to snatch them. Not from abstract evil: he thought his superiors would let him return if he brought something useful.
The gnome struck his hand with the oath board's edge.
He fell against the wall. Serik caught him before he slipped down the stairs. The boy with the bracelet watched both actions as though unable to understand how they belonged to the same people.
“Walk,” Maera ordered. “You can try to explain it afterwards.”
They came out through the Buried Roots and found the forest in afternoon light. They had spent far longer inside than Teren believed: he had stopped counting the days while his body asked for something else.
On the path, the High Bough clan awaited a signal. Sael saw Elyen's wound and called two men to help. The hunter tried to straighten.
The old woman told him to stop getting in the way.
The freed soldier sat on a stone. They called him Endo. Teren cleaned his wrist and recorded his name before asking where he would go. He could return to his company or stay with the forest wardens until he healed.
Endo chose to stay.
It was the first decision of his own he could recognise in several days, and he exercised it over something as small as where to sleep that night. The pulse that had guided them was gone.
Interlude · The Drowned Lighthouse
The island's mist did not rise from the water: it came down. Arel Dorna watched it fall at dawn from the crow's nest, slow as sifted flour, until it erased first the masts and then the sailors' hands on the halyards. By mid-morning a round gap opened over the reef, always in the same place, and through that gap the light could be seen.
It came from below. Twelve fathoms down, the Drowned Lighthouse was still lit. No one knew what burned there. The fishers of the Emerald Jungle said it was the eye of a sleeping god; the priests, that it was a warning. Arel had measured how long it took to pulse, forty-one breaths of a calm person, and had noted that the pulse quickened with the spring tide. That was enough for her. A light that could be measured could be used to find the way back.
She had spent almost everything she had on the diving gear: two bronze helmets with thick glass, a leather pump and enough rope to tie one ship to another. Mara Dels's brother commanded the second sailing ship. The night before, he had told her he had never seen such an expensive purchase made by someone who did not plan to sell anything.
“I plan to bring something back,” she answered.
Two divers went down in the first window of calm. One was Merin, whom everyone called Stalk because he was long and bent and never broke. The other was called Coll. Arel tied their ropes herself, a lifeline at the waist and another for air, and repeated the rule: three tugs, up; two, more rope; one, wait.
From the boat the whole lighthouse could be seen beneath the surface, leaning like a tree the wind had left half fallen. A silver shoal circled the lantern in a perfect ring, never touching it. The walls were covered in corals that lit up when the beam swept them and went dark afterwards, so that the tower seemed to breathe.
The divers found the service door halfway up. Inside was a dry chamber, held by a bubble of air that no one had put there and that did not escape either. Coll told it afterwards in shouts, shivering: on the walls were reliefs of ancient custodians, figures with jug-shaped hands and closed eyes, and in the centre, on a pedestal, a stone with its edge carved like a wave. Behind it, a staircase kept descending towards halls where the light was so strong it could not be looked at.
Merin wanted to see where it led. Coll would not let him. They carried the stone between them.
On the way out, Merin's lifeline caught on a rusted beam of the sunken pier. Arel felt the tug from the boat: just one, long. Wait. Then nothing.
She had the air line in her hands. If she pulled, she might tear Merin free of the beam or cut his air against the edge. If she did not, the pump would keep giving him air while someone went down to free him, and there was no other helmet. The current was already pushing the boat towards the reef.
Arel decided. She ordered them to pull.
The rope came up cut. Coll surfaced alone, the stone clutched to his chest the way a castaway clutches a plank. A sailor dived in on a single breath to look for Merin and did not come back.
That same afternoon the tide turned sooner than the notebooks said. A current drove the support boat against the pier beams and split it. Four men were left in the water. The mist closed again while they searched for them with lanterns. At nightfall, the Lighthouse pulsed once more, forty-one breaths, and Arel counted six names. She got the order wrong and had to start again.
One of the young sailors wanted to go down the staircase to the shining halls. His brother had disappeared in those waters a year earlier, and he was sure the light was him. Arel forbade him to go near the rail. He pushed her. They tied him to the mainmast, and he kept shouting his brother's name until the island fell behind and the light could no longer be seen.
Arel did not untie him until they reached open sea. She brought him water herself. He would not take it.
At the stopover port on the cape, where the northern road meets the sea, a salt merchant was waiting for them with a box on her knees and an unfriendly face. She had come down from the ice islands, had lost a cargo and a route, and did not intend to lose her patience as well.
“You're the one who collects strange stones,” she told Arel. “I have one. I want to be paid for it.”
Arel opened the box. The piece had its edge carved like frost.
She sat on the quay between the two stones and, for the first time in weeks, allowed herself to do nothing for as long as it takes a sail to fill. Then she ordered the mizzenmast replaced with whatever could be found and the sails patched with sacking.
Bridgebasin was nine days away. If the water kept rising, perhaps they would arrive in time for something.
24 · A River Made of Voices
News that Arel Dorna had brought two pieces reached Teren and his companions on the way back. With it came a message from Ysara: she had suspended the capture of witnesses and detained three depot officials. Cael Ordan left for Blackember before they could question him. He had departed the same night Adria's box went dark. A servant said they had found him on his knees in the archive, his hand pressed to his chest, asking who had done it. He carried the coastal piece and a guard that no longer answered to the Armada.
Teren read the message twice. Maera said nothing to him. There was no need.
Arel's ships had reached Bridgebasin the night water rose to the third customs step.
The first sailing ship had lost its mizzenmast. The second carried sails patched with sacks. Arel, a gnome taller than Neris and much thinner, came ashore holding a box she refused to surrender until she saw Mara Dels.
She brought two pieces.
Arel refused to sit until she saw where they kept the storehouse keys.
The box could survive a shipwreck; not an official convinced his desk was the centre of the world. The captain had lost enough cargo to enemies and friends to distinguish honest diligence from slow appropriation. Mara took her in person. She showed her two locks and gave her one key. The other would stay with a boatmen's representative.
Only then did she accept food.
She told the journey without beginning with feats. She spoke of tides that in her notebooks depended on the wind and not on any god's will, of a rope cut against a beam, of a split boat and of a sailor they had had to tie to the mainmast. She told all of it without saying “there was no alternative.”
“There was another,” she said. “Not to go down.”
Mara did not contradict her.
Arel did not know whether she would sail with the boy from the mainmast again.
The northern piece came through a less heroic story. A salt merchant bought it from diggers in the ice archipelago north of the High Peaks. They intended to sell it as a tower clock's counterweight. During a blizzard, a collapse at a Winter Vault entrance exposed the object. They had neither crossed the great inner seal nor defeated its custodians.
The merchant recognised the writing from a drawing Iven copied into a letter's margin. She lost a cargo by doubling back to deliver it to Arel.
“Her name is Gessa,” the captain said. “She wants paying for it. Don't make her a saint before you pay.”
Newly arrived from the road, Teren heard that part in silence. They had spent weeks feeling they alone understood the urgency. A dead courier, a merchant and a captain who despised speeches had built another half of the way out without asking their permission.
Neris recorded the names of the six Arel had lost. The captain corrected one: the man was called Tallo, but his name was Merin. She did not want his children thinking their father had been a useful nickname on deck.
“I lost six people,” Arel said. “Don't use them as padding in a sailors' legend.”
Then she asked for a room with a river window. She could not bear sleeping without the sound of water. Mara moved out the secretary who worked there and brought her a blanket.
The box stayed in the storehouse. Arel kept the key beneath her pillow and wept when no one could make a witness of her.
When Ivara learned Ordan's course, she understood why he had left Dawnrock.
“Three empty anchors. The last supports everything. If he installs his will there, the others will remember it even closed.”
Darven had summoned his clans. Dalia Vark was fortifying the southern approaches. Adela demanded the chancellor's extradition. Neither trusted the other enough to send her stones.
They met in Bridgebasin, in the office still without a window. The city had put lamps on bridges and voices on corners: copyists read the records; others answered with their own versions. Not all was true. Neris had taught them to ask for a name before repeating an accusation, but names could be invented too.
Mara let the rulers argue until they began speaking of sovereignty.
“I have three hundred families in my warehouses,” she interrupted. “I'm running out of firewood. The river is rising. If you want to fight over what's left of my bridges, do it after helping us hold them up.”
Adela arrived with a small guard and stained travelling clothes. She had ordered Cael's depots seized to keep the kitchens running. His supporters accused her of taking property before a trial. The chancellor's opponents demanded she leave nothing for his defenders.
The governor laid an inventory on the table, not a proclamation.
Dalia reviewed the quantities and pointed out that some grain came from the south. There were unpaid invoices. Mara insisted that if they began dividing sacks by origin, no one would eat that week. Oren was absent; he had sent a letter waiving an immediate claim for the destruction if it secured the next shipment.
Darven wanted to discuss who would enter the Temple. Ysara refused Horde troops passage through territories under Armada protection. He replied that he would not permit the reverse movement.
For an hour, the stones remained in a box while everyone negotiated as though they had time.
Neris stood and opened the shutter. Below, boatmen were raising a walkway. Half did not belong to the same guild. They argued as they set each board and kept holding it at the same time.
“I'm not asking you to love one another,” the gnome said. “I'm asking you to tell each other what you need so you don't let us fall.”
Ysara wanted to answer with road discipline. Mara asked for a concrete condition. The commander agreed not to enter Blackember if the Horde kept the evacuation road open. Darven demanded civilian observers in both camps. Dalia supplied names neither fully controlled.
Adela gave up exclusive custody of the imperial documents. She disliked doing it. They might contain acts of her family and decisions that could cast doubt on existing property rights.
“I won't promise we'll accept every reading,” she warned.
Ivara nodded.
“Promise we can preserve the one you reject.”
The governor looked at her officials. Then she wrote that sentence.
Great changes were not always recognised by an oath's solemnity. Sometimes they looked like a powerful woman refusing to raise her eyes from the paper because it cost her to show she was yielding something real.
The terms remained insufficient. Each city kept soldiers outside the agreement. The clans kept their vendettas. No one could sign for every person who would be afraid to see an enemy insignia arrive.
They signed for what they could do and left room for witnesses.
The agreement took less than a sheet. The stones would travel with witnesses from all four cities. The Armada would protect convoys without entering Blackember. The Horde would open the road without tolls. No one would govern return, though they would keep their claims over almost everything else.
Serik watched Ysara sign opposite Darven. He set down the pen with a crooked smile.
“It doesn't mean we're friends.”
“Then take care of the text,” the commander replied. “It's all we have.”
Teren spent the night beside the canal. The water reflected windows belonging to people he would never know. For the first time he understood why a spark could be entrusted to so many mortals: not to gather the world into one hand, but because no hand was enough.
25 · The City That Was Not Supposed to Feed Anyone
Blackember appeared beneath its own smoke. From afar the walls looked black; closer, they distinguished red brick, broken ceramic, bands of volcanic stone polished by hands. Balconies were full of clothes, and gardens sheltered behind low walls. The wind did not lift ash everywhere: it piled it against the eastern slopes and left clean the streets that received sea breezes.
Dalia Vark received them in a warehouse among columns of sacks.
“You're two days late,” she said.
“We didn't know we had an appointment,” Neris replied.
The governor opened a shutter. Six empty Lindvale carts stood in the courtyard. They had already consumed the ration intended for three Blackember neighbourhoods. Near the gate, two women fought over a name on a list.
“I'm not saying I shouldn't have sent food,” Dalia clarified. “I'm saying sending it doesn't make it infinite.”
Maera surveyed the courtyard. One of Darven's captains demanded tokens from those collecting rations. She saw a woman take off a ring and hide it in the man's palm.
The assassin caught his wrist before he could put it away.
“That isn't yours.”
He recognised her and smiled.
“The leader doesn't eat promises. Neither do his men.”
Maera slammed him against the post. Dalia called two guards. This time a civilian authority was willing to take charge: she took the ring, recorded the name and ordered the tokens reviewed. Darven would come later and dispute the arrest. Maera chose not to wait for him.
A baker's daughter stole a bag before they reached the bathhouse.
Maera found her beneath a fish stall, trying to open the fastening with her teeth. The girl raised a shard of glass. Her hand did not shake. Across the market, a man watched without approaching.
The dark elf crouched.
“The bag holds bandages.”
The girl did not believe her.
Maera opened it slowly. She let a clean roll fall onto the stone. The man across the way began moving towards the exit. Maera could have followed, but the girl still gripped the glass and had no intention of being touched.
“What does he charge you?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“Then he's a generous man.”
The girl pressed her mouth shut. She was too young for irony to be a defence.
Maera moved her hands away from her knives. When she worked as a teenager in the harbour quarters, some agents called her child so they could treat her as a lost object; others called her assassin so they would not have to see her cry. Sometimes the chosen word depended on whether they had received what she was meant to bring.
“I won't chase you if you leave,” she said.
The girl came out on the other side of the stall. She picked up a bandage before running.
Teren arrived too late to see her. He wanted to ask what happened. Maera pointed at the man moving away among porters. The cleric asked a municipal guard for help. Recognising him, the woman shook her head.
“He has Darven's permission.”
Maera took out her letter for Dalia.
“So does this.”
They did not go to arrest him for a theft. They took his name to the governor and asked for a safe place for the children working under him. Dalia asked who would pay. Teren offered his remaining coins. She looked at them without taking them.
“That feeds them two days. I can't offer two days and hand them back afterwards.”
She summoned the ovens' association and asked them to accept apprentices. It cost her a tax review. Each solution demanded another conversation, and none resembled drawing a knife.
Maera went looking for the girl at dusk. She found her beside a drain with two younger brothers. The elder had a badly dressed wound.
She did not speak of beginning a new life. She explained where the oven would be, what work they would do and whom they could report to if beaten. The girl asked whether people with permission were really reported.
Maera took time before answering.
“Today they are.”
It was not enough for a promise of the future. The girl followed anyway, holding her brother's hand.
They lodged in a bathhouse closed for lack of fuel. Teren helped a healer organise the sick.
The bathhouse still had a headless statue at its entrance.
The healer said it represented Ina del Muro, a woman who led the evacuation during the great ashfall. She was neither priestess nor mistress of the city. She sold food beside a gate until a school roof began giving way. She organised shifts to carry children out and set up a water station where she once charged for pots of food.
After her death, three families disputed the right to call her an ancestor. The head vanished in a fight between supporters of two governors. No one agreed on how to rebuild it.
“The hands are still there,” the healer said.
They were broad, poorly proportioned hands. One held a pitcher; the other reached into an empty place. Teren could not identify the figure's race. The healer seemed uncertain too. Years earlier he would have thought forgetting a form of equality. There he suspected it could also hide those who would never have received a statue had they been remembered whole.
A dark-skinned woman left a coin in the bowl. A human boy took it to pay for dressings. No one accused him of profaning anything.
Dalia came to inspect the storehouse. She had suspended the captain who charged for tokens, but Darven wanted him transferred to his own council. The governor refused. He had collected at a civilian distribution and must answer there.
Maera was present. Darven sent to ask whether she supported the decision. She answered that the ring had an owner, and the owner had identified the thief before Dalia's guards.
She added no declaration against the Horde. Nor did she let loyalty make that hand invisible.
Teren carried food to a woman who had refused it from a dark elf. Ivara saw him pass and said nothing. The cleric stopped at the door, retraced his steps and put the bowl on the common table.
The woman would have to fetch it. He would not let her starve. Nor would he let her make him a convenient messenger for her contempt.
Ivara kept preparing medicines. She did not thank him on anyone's behalf.
On leaving, the cleric brushed the statue's pitcher. It was warm from living hands.
At dusk they climbed the wall. Beyond stretched basalt gardens, grey scrub, a basin of hot streams and the ash fields around the Eye Temple. Four days if the bridges held. Cael was ahead.
Far to the southwest, the Broken Sun desert reflected a whitish light. Sailors placed the Echo Islands farther east of those sands, in an ancient position modern charts still disputed. They would not travel there. The world was too large for urgency to give them the right to know it whole.
Teren ate the last crust of Lina's bread. It was hard. He soaked it in a glass and waited.
26 · The Wind That Brings Fire
The change to ash began in the trees, not the ground.
Insects still sang in the grey scrub. Elyen showed them the leaves: dark on the windward face, green beneath. Farther on, where hot streams had been diverted into a ravine, roots were exposed and trees fell though their crowns remained healthy.
“It isn't a disease advancing by will,” the hunter said. “They took away the water and sent dust. There's a direction.”
They followed it.
In the basalt gardens, farmers had built walls to retain moisture. In the basin, ground gave way beneath a seemingly firm crust. Serik sank to his knee and lost a boot before Beran found a board to spread his weight. His skin was burned. Teren washed it with cold water without allowing him to pretend it did not matter.
In the hot-stream basin they found a pilgrims' post. They had come from three cities to wait near Ordan's work. Some carried portraits of their dead. Others cared for returned people suffering the call. They were no guard. They protected the road because they thought it might bring the only chance they had ever had.
A man caught Teren's rein.
“We know who you are. You've come to close it.”
Serik moved a hand to his belt and withdrew it before touching his sword. Maera began counting exits. Elyen watched the children: a grey crust covered their lips. Ash entered their lungs while the adults defended a promise.
“We've come to stop them using you,” the cleric replied.
The man showed him a portrait. It was a small drawing of a man and a woman beside a loom. She had died. He held the image and had no intention of letting Teren pass because a stranger claimed to understand his grief better.
“My sister was my whole home,” he said. “You go back to a temple. They go back to their cities. I have nowhere.”
Teren had not anticipated the envy stirred by the ability to leave. He dismounted. He asked to see the sick.
The man refused at first. Then a child coughed until he vomited, and his mother moved the entrance blanket aside.
They spent four hours there. Ivara heated water without consuming scarce fuel. Beran reinforced an awning to keep dust off the cots. Neris collected the names of those seeking relatives and the places where they had asked. Maera found one of Dalia's convoys near enough to send food.
None of that proved they were right about the door. The pilgrims did not stop loving their dead. But they could look at the travellers without making them entirely the threat they had been described as.
A returned woman asked to speak with Teren alone. She had awakened three months before beside a lagoon. Her husband took her to the chancellor, believing they could help recover a memory of the last years. They put a bracelet on her. Since then she dreamed of the chamber and walked south in her sleep.
“I want to stay with him,” she said. “But I don't want to stay like this.”
The cleric explained what they had learned of the seals. He had no certain cure for memory, nor knew whether removing the bracelet would stop the call immediately. Ivara opened it with pincers. The woman held her husband's hand until the trembling passed.
The pilgrims let them through at dawn.
The man with the portrait did not apologise. He asked them to tell Ordan they were still waiting for an explanation. If he would close the work, he must face the people to whom he had promised a home.
Teren put the portrait away. The man kept a copy. He was not handing over his hope: he was entrusting a question.
The night before they arrived, they saw light signals from the coast. Arel's ships had left observers on the headlands. None could approach the Temple by sea: its walls dropped onto reefs of hot stone. But they watched troop movements.
Ysara kept the Armada outside the agreed boundaries. Darven had deployed the Horde on the southern roads. Each needed the other to comply, and each had prepared an answer for when the other stopped. Peace occupied a strip as narrow as the ground on which the seven marched.
Their last camp had no fire.
Wind came from the slopes, and any flame raised a column visible from the Temple. They ate cold behind a rock wall. Coastal signals vanished whenever dust crossed the headlands. They could not know whether the observers remained.
Elyen asked them to cover their mouths with damp cloth. Maera spent some of her water wetting Beran's. The dwarf protested until a cough doubled him over his knees.
They had not saved the world from the need to breathe.
Near midnight they heard movement. Serik rose with his shield and found three small animals seeking shelter among the bags. They had long legs and stone-coloured fur. Elyen left them an edge of the wall. If frightened off, they would cross the open ground and reveal the camp to anyone who knew how to look.
Neris did not sleep. Without an instrument, her fingers sought strings in the air. She began reviewing the copies. Moonlight was insufficient, and some names she remembered only because she had spoken them during a fight.
Teren heard her repeat one.
“You can leave it until tomorrow.”
“If I forget tonight, tomorrow I'll invent certainty.”
He sat beside her. Together they reviewed the lines. Where neither was sure, they marked a doubt. It did not make the text useless. It kept hesitation from later hardening into a sacred word.
Before dawn, the wind changed. Ash began falling where they had left the mounts. They had to move them without lighting lamps. A mule broke loose and ran into the open. Elyen followed crouching and returned covered in dust, missing a cloak buckle.
The buckle had fallen into a warm fissure. It was his mother's. The look the hunter held on the darkness for a moment said so.
They did not go after it.
The hunter tied his cloak with rope and led the group to the next wall. The small animals stayed in the abandoned shelter. From there, the travellers must have looked like clumsy creatures carrying too much and still losing the important things.
When light came, they saw the Temple.
It was not built on the volcano but inside its eye. The crater held a lake of black glass so smooth that the whole sky repeated itself in it, and in the centre rose a tower of polished obsidian with a single round opening. When a cloud passed, the opening darkened and cleared again, like a blinking pupil. The Atrium opened at the foot of the tower, on a tongue of stone.
“It's watching us,” Neris said.
“It's watching the sky,” Beran corrected her. “We're just what passes in front of it.”
None was better prepared for having survived the night. They were more tired and knew a little better how much they could ask of one another.
In the Ash Atrium they found the first captives. Their wrists were bound to a common rope. Their copper bracelets vibrated together.
Maera recognised her cousin by the way he tilted his head. His name was Radan. He had aged since their last meeting, though only six months had passed.
She could use the line to reach Ordan: his tent was visible across the atrium. One quick death, and perhaps it would all end. The chancellor came out to speak with an engineer. Maera had the man's back in line with her bow.
Radan took a step towards the atrium furnace. The others followed.
Maera lowered her bow.
She ran to the rope and cut the bindings. Guards shouted. Elyen fired from a column; Serik opened a passage with his shield. Ivara covered the ground in low mist that did not touch the captives' faces.
Ordan vanished inside the Temple.
When Radan could breathe on his own, he looked at Maera as though she had taken years to arrive.
“I couldn't stop,” he said.
“It's over.”
She knew it was a lie as soon as she said it. She held his face between her hands.
“We're here now,” she corrected. “We begin with that.”
27 · The Gallery of Names
They left the captives beneath a sheltered arch. Radan knew part of the way back and could lead them to Dalia's observers. Maera had to tear herself from his embrace.
The Gallery of Seals was covered in names rewriting themselves.
On the first walls were old signs: smelters' warnings, invocations of Tharom, lists of those who kept the furnaces burning when the volcano woke. Farther in, new letters filled erased spaces. There were names from Dawnrock, Bridgebasin, camps without a city. The bracelet marks were gathering them there.
Ivara laid the three recovered pieces on the ground.
“We don't have to return each to its original place,” she explained. “Hara left an emergency arrangement. The network accepts a new boundary from any chamber if the central anchor is whole.”
Beran studied the floor grooves.
“If we cut the pulse first.”
“And if we get the fourth stone.”
The emergency arrangement resembled a table without a head. Each outer stone must contain part of the flow, and the fourth would close the possibility of anyone gathering it under a single name. It did not cancel divine gifts. It prevented those four chambers being used to bind their recipients.
Beran followed the lines with his chisel. New clamps had been added over the original conduits. The network could accept a shared boundary, but Ordan had built a second layer to force it to seek a centre.
“That has to go,” he said.
Ivara discovered the clamps were linked to the bracelets. Opening one abruptly might transmit the damage to the people bound. She did not know how many. The records on the walls far exceeded the captives they had just freed.
Neris thought of a song with too many voices made to follow a single note. If the conductor fell silent, the others would not necessarily be free: they might sustain it out of habit or fear.
“Do we have to give them something else to hear?” she asked.
The mage looked at her. It was not a bad description. The Crypt testimonies showed that bonds obeyed more than the sound of a name: they preserved the relationship between the name and its speaker. Ordan's lists were made of memories collected from families. They used affection as thread.
They could not cut affection. They had to remove the order wrapped around it.
Beran took out tools. The first clamp was hot. When he touched it with a rod, a woman's name appeared on the wall. Serik felt the pull in his forearm.
They all turned to him.
“No,” the paladin said. “It isn't her. It's what I put in the register.”
His father had written of soup. On another visit to the hospice, Serik described a courtyard where his mother waited when he came back from playing. He did it to help identify her if she returned. Now that afternoon was used to bind someone who might have no connection to her at all.
Ivara asked him to tell something else, something he had not given the archive. Serik spoke of a day he broke a plate and blamed his sister. His mother knew the lie, did not punish him and waited until he came to confess.
As he spoke, the name on the wall grew indistinct.
Beran loosened the clamp a quarter turn. No alarm sounded. The new memory did not erase the old; it made the bond too large for the formula trying to reduce it to an order.
They had found a crack. Not a key capable of everything.
They opened only what was needed to reach the forge. The rest would require time and free people on the other side of the call.
Among the gallery's names were notes of professions.
Mage, paladin, cleric, bard, assassin, warrior, hunter: the words were useful for managing shifts and risks. Some overseers had begun writing them as though they defined everything a person could ever want.
Ivara found a woman classed as a mage for heating water in a shelter. She had never studied the craft. She had a spark that answered fear and a family who sent her to the chancellor seeking help. Beside “bard” was a man who sang to remember road names. The note recommended using him as a focus for coordination.
Neris laid a finger on that line.
“Doing something isn't enough for them. They need you to be it for ever.”
Maera found her own name.
She wore no bracelet. The register had added her through her ties to Radan. It described her profession and recommended attempting indirect retrieval through relatives. A scribe observed that direct obedience was unlikely. The phrase gave her bitter satisfaction, then fear for the people she knew.
Serik took the sheet. His surname was included as a future guarantee too, not only through his mother. The archives had connected friendships, debts, campaigns and burials. They could not force everyone, but kept seeking somewhere to begin.
Teren recognised the language of some hospice forms. Clerics asked about family so they could send word when someone fell ill or died. He had given hundreds of names, believing he helped. That information was still needed to care for people. He could not stop asking about others because someone had used an answer to dominate them.
Ivara proposed keeping less and separating responsibilities. Neris replied that afterwards they must discuss it with the people on the lists, not decide in the gallery.
Teren nodded. The task did not end with removing a name from a seal. They must also examine the habit of accumulating everything someone confessed under a promise of shelter.
Beran found an empty slot beside the professions. The missing label had fallen to the floor. It said “others.”
The dwarf picked it up and laid it on the mechanism.
That word encompassed more of the world than all the columns together.
Teren heard footsteps and turned. Cael Ordan stood at the far end behind a grille. He wore no armour. His soot-stained shirt made him look like another worker.
“I offered you a part in this,” he said. “You still can.”
Serik rested his shield against the grille.
“We saw the captives.”
“You saw those keeping the door open until the will can be established. When it's done, no one will have to be forced again.”
Ivara looked up at the names.
“Who decides when it's done?”
The chancellor looked at the stones Beran carried.
“I knew you'd bring them. I couldn't have reached the other cities without a war. You've made an admirable journey.”
Neris wanted to hit him. She was more troubled that part of her had expected a different explanation, a grief sufficient to make the man's conduct bearable.
Ordan held the fourth stone beyond the grille.
“If I don't enter, the pulse will keep growing. You can see it on the walls. Restore the boundary in my name, help me stabilise it, and we'll discuss who commands when there are living people left to discuss it.”
Beran stepped forward.
“It needn't be your name.”
“It needs to be one.”
“That was the first thing they falsified.”
Ordan looked at him wearily.
“How many more hands would you accept losing for a sentence?”
The dwarf raised his stump without dropping the stone.
“The sentence didn't take this one.”
Cael stepped back. The grille began descending into an opening and released a jet of steam. Maera managed to put a bar between its teeth. It would not stop the closing for long.
Serik ducked and went through first. Beyond was a stairway wrapped in the forge's glow.
28 · The Eclipse Forge
The Eclipse Forge's roof was a vault of volcanic glass. Cloud shadows moved above it. Whenever the sun was hidden, the central metal shone brighter.
Beran understood the mechanism on seeing the first piston. Light did not power it: it regulated when a valve released pressure. They had tied the network's rhythm to a promise of permanence, but still used water, weight and metal. There was still something an engineer could break without asking the gods for help.
He pointed to two maintenance bridges.
“One leads to the brake. The other to the chamber. We need both.”
Splitting there seemed a bad idea to everyone. No better one could be spoken before the guards arrived.
Serik, Maera and Elyen held the entrance bridge. Ivara went with Beran towards the brake. Teren and Neris followed the names descending the walls.
The walkway hung from chains descending from the vault. One vibrated to the piston's rhythm. Serik saw it would not hold a running crowd and raised his arm to stop the guards before they all entered.
They read the gesture as a threat.
The first javelin passed Maera's neck. She cut a hopper strap and dropped ore dust over the bridge's end. Men covered their faces. Elyen used the chance to shoot two arrows at the steps, not bodies. Iron points showed them where not to advance.
Serik asked to speak with the officer. The man removed his helmet.
His name was Derren. They had served together at a frontier post where rain made every road a trench. Derren played a flute made by his son and always repeated the same tune because he knew no other. One night he shared his boots with Serik: one stood watch while the other warmed his feet wrapped in a blanket.
None of it stopped him upholding the order to open the chamber.
Derren had a wife in the shelter. Serik knew before he said so. He could see hope's shape in the care with which he protected his bracelet beneath his glove.
“I don't want to kill you,” the officer said.
Maera heard and looked at Serik. Some said that to let the victim bear the blame for forcing them.
The paladin lowered his shield a little.
“Then don't cross.”
Behind Derren came Orel, a boy from the same company whom Serik had watched learn to saddle a horse at that border post. He was the one who pushed, afraid of being left behind. The walkway shook. A rivet came loose and fell to the forge floor. The sound took a long time to arrive.
From the other bridge, Beran shouted for them to stop. No one could hear him properly through steam and metal. Ivara drew a line of light to point out the faulty chain. They took it for the beginning of an attacking spell. An archer shot towards her.
The arrow tore the mage's glove and struck the wheel. The light broke off.
Maera could have killed the archer. She aimed and saw behind him another man barely past boyhood, unable to retreat because those behind kept entering. She changed the angle and shot the lamp above the entrance. Darkness halted the line for an instant.
That instant left Derren alone in the central span.
Serik advanced to speak. The officer advanced too. For a moment it seemed they might recognise one another outside the noise.
Then Derren raised his sword and shouted that Serik could still return to his post. The paladin recognised the cadence of old orders.
“So can you,” he replied.
The man attacked.
It was no clean duel. There was steam and a wet floor. Serik's shield weighed too much for his wounded forearm. Maera had to kill the second man before he cut the tendon behind his knee. Elyen, unable to draw properly with his bandaged shoulder, shot only at hands and legs he could see. Each arrow was a decision he could not correct.
Across the chamber, Beran strapped his stump to turn a wheel. The force tore through his arm. Ivara saw blood darkening the bandage.
“I can melt the axle.”
“And if it stays open, the chamber boils. I need it closed.”
The mage looked at the metal. She had spent her life imposing shapes through fire. This time she must heat only enough for someone else to move it. The effort blinded her for a few moments.
Beran turned.
The wheel gave. A jet of water burst through the conduit and struck the vault's underside. Glass exploded in a rain of black fragments.
Elyen pushed Maera beneath the bridge. A shard opened his back. Serik dragged the guard still alive under his shield.
The pressure fell.
On the entrance bridge, the beam that took the discharge gave way.
Derren saw it an instant before the others. He pushed Orel under the arch and tried to follow. One end struck his back. He fell to the walkway's edge, sword still in hand.
Serik dropped his shield to reach him.
Maera caught the paladin's belt. Without her, their combined weight would have broken the board they had left. Wounded, Elyen crawled over and braced a knee against the strap. The three held there while Derren tried to find a foothold.
The officer looked at Serik. He did not ask him to care for his wife. He had no reason to entrust a perfect sentence to the man he had just fought.
“I'm slipping,” he said.
Serik gripped harder.
The board cracked.
Derren released his sword. His free hand reached a chain and closed around it. Maera saw the shift in weight and shouted to pull towards the arch. They got him onto stone as the walkway span fell with all the weapons left on it.
Orel screamed beneath the smaller beam. His leg was crushed. Derren tried to stand and help, then collapsed. Serik pulled him from the steam and put a hand on his chest until he stopped trying to rise.
“Will you arrest me now?” the officer asked.
The paladin looked at Orel's leg.
“Now you'll hold a dressing.”
Derren obeyed.
Maera cut the wounded man's straps. Ivara came from the mechanism and held a light over the area they must not move. Beran found where to lift the beam without bringing the rest down on them.
They could not save the leg. Teren was not there, and there was no time to do it well. The paladin followed Ivara's instructions and used a heated blade. Orel lost consciousness before the end.
Derren held the dressing with both hands.
When the bleeding was contained, the officer looked towards the chamber. The bracelet's call had gone. He removed it and laid it on the ground without asking permission.
He stayed beside Orel until they could improvise a stretcher. When Serik said he must go down to find the others, he nodded.
He no longer tried to stop him. Below, in the Chamber of the Eye, a light that did not come from fire hung between four pillars.
Teren reached the last step with his throat full of dust. Neris clasped the sheets she had copied in the Barrows to her chest.
“If they burn,” she said, “we'll have to ask again.”
The cleric tried to smile. He did not know whether he managed it.
29 · What No One Can Take Away
The Chamber of the Eye held an opening so small Teren could have covered it with his palm.
Everything else—the pillars, conduits, vault, men dead on the roads—was arranged to force it to grow.
Cael held the fourth piece before the anchor. There was a burn on his neck and a wound on his forehead. The effort of holding his will over the seal twisted his fingers.
“Bring the others,” he said.
Teren lowered his hands to show they were empty.
“No one is obliged to stay on the other side.”
“There are people who can't find their way out.”
“And you're using those who did.”
Teren put the pilgrims' portrait on the floor.
Cael recognised the wooden frame. He had spoken to that man months earlier. His assistants recorded the request and invited him to wait near the works to strengthen the bond. The chancellor did not know the man's son was ill from ash.
“They want to see you,” Teren said. “Not a messenger. You.”
Ordan put a hand to his forehead. The gesture revealed a weariness he could not sustain as an argument.
“I'll see them when it's done.”
“Someone will always be missing. That's the first thing you told me at the hospice.”
Cael stopped looking at the opening. He remembered the night. Two bodies had been carried out one door while five sick people came through the other. Teren began crying beside the vessels. The man told him that if he waited to save everyone before resting, he would end by doing badly even what he could still do.
He had been right then.
“You learned the easiest part,” he replied. “To walk away without guilt.”
The cleric looked at Cael's burned hands. The accusation hurt because it held something he feared in himself. He had left the hospice after the fever. He asked for a post in the valley, among people who would need him in a way he could understand. He called a mixture of desire and flight a vocation.
“I didn't stop feeling guilty,” he said. “I stopped believing guilt gives me a right over others.”
Ordan closed his eyes. Within the opening appeared something like a table. Neither knew whether it belonged to a memory or a presence trying to become visible. An apple lay on it.
The chancellor saw it.
So did Teren.
For an instant, the whole chamber became too small for the possibility that Adria stood one step away. The cleric could not prove it a trap. It would be easier if he could point to a falsehood and put it out like a lamp.
He thought of the sanctuary's accounts: remembering was not returning. Nor was it pretending. The table could be true without containing the girl. The girl could exist without waiting behind that table.
“If she's there,” he said slowly, “the rest don't need owners.”
Cael opened his eyes. The form faded and reappeared at a different angle. In the chancellor's mind, there was no longer a bearable difference between losing his daughter and accepting that he could not decide where she was.
He took the stone in both hands.
Neris looked for Teren. She had heard the conversation without interrupting, knowing a song could become another way of not letting someone speak. Now she laid the Pact copy on the floor beside the portrait.
She left visible the names of those who had not survived to sign it.
The chancellor looked at the opening. For an instant he was only an exhausted father.
“I heard her,” he whispered. “Three nights ago. She called me the way she did when she couldn't sleep.”
Teren felt a sorrow that did not absolve him from choosing.
“It finds us through what we hold inside. A bell called Beran.”
Cael shook his head, once and again, with growing fury.
Neris opened the sheets.
“Hara stayed. Madruga wrote. The woman who returned said the voices didn't sing together. None can bring everyone. Neither can you.”
“I don't need to bring everyone today.”
He inserted the stone into the anchor.
The pulse took Teren before he could step back. He felt his childhood kitchen, unfinished bread, Lina's crying, Beran's lost hand as though it were his own. The opening grew to fill the space between two pillars. Within were presences that made no crowd: each was alone, yet all brushed his body.
Ivara and Beran arrived. The mage could barely see; he carried the three stones wrapped in his shirt.
“The outer recesses!” he shouted.
Beran put the first stone into Neris's hands. Teren stepped between the anchor and Cael, who tried to move him. He was no fighter. He pushed with all the desperation he had left.
Teren managed to seize Cael's sleeve. The chancellor pulled towards the anchor. He did not want to strike him, but had decided any obstruction was less harmful than stopping. The distinction lasted until the first tearing cloth.
Neris ran towards the outer recess. The floor vibrated. The stone slipped in her hands and struck a step. It did not break. The gnome paused to examine it for a second that felt like betrayal. If it arrived broken, their whole journey would have served to bring a flawed possibility.
Beran shouted for her to go on. He had seen the blow. He knew the sound of a fracture. She trusted that knowledge and lifted the piece.
Ivara moved close against the wall. She had recovered enough sight to distinguish light, not detail. Moving letters overlapped the stone. Teren told her where the edge lay. The mage followed his voice.
Cael tried to snatch the portrait off the floor and away from the flow. Its frame broke beneath his foot. The image did not cause the accident or reveal a hidden power: it was a drawing someone would have to repair, one of many real things crushed by the haste to save the world.
Teren released the sleeve and tried to put himself between the man and the anchor.
The floor changed height.
Not much. A slab sank slightly. Enough for the cleric's wounded leg to fail as he tried to recover his balance.
He fell onto a broken conduit. Metal entered beneath his ribs.
At first he did not understand. He tried to rise. He saw blood falling towards the stone and understood that he too was becoming part of the mechanism.
Cael caught him.
“Don't move.”
Cael knew how to press on a wound. He had worked whole nights in the hospice. He put his palm where he thought the bleeding was and ordered Neris to bring cloth.
The gnome did not move towards him. She held the outer stone, and Teren pointed to the recess.
Cael asked again for cloth, this time with a fury that needed a recipient.
“I'm trying to save him,” he told Ivara, as though the mage had questioned his intention.
She set the second stone beside its recess before approaching. She saw the conduit, the wound's angle and the blood. She did not need to be a healer to recognise the damage. Removing the iron would make the loss faster.
Teren asked her to stay where he could see her.
The mage knelt on the other side. She had imagined his death many times since the journey began. In those images there was always one thing left to do, a line of fire that could change the ending. Now she could find none that would not hurt him more.
He was cold.
Cael covered him with part of his coat. The same hand that could send men to a deadly test was trying to stop another from shivering. The contradiction did not make him two people. He was one, and must answer for both kinds of conduct.
Teren sought air. He wanted to say they must let no one put his name in the seal to bring him back. There was not enough time to explain the whole sentence.
Neris heard him begin and understood.
“No,” she said. “We won't.”
The cleric stopped trying.
He thought of the plough boy, the hand he could not save. He remembered the woman who did not say goodbye when he left the valley. He had not expected that memory to accompany him to the end. He wanted the chance returned to reach her door and admit that he, too, had wanted an easier farewell.
No vision of paradise came. There was Ivara's blurred face and a man asking him to breathe as though he could obey.
Cael kept pressing the cloth. The blood stopped being red where it mixed with dust.
Teren had no revelation to justify the pain. He had an instant in which he could recognise that his companions were still working. He held to that until he could hold nothing.
Cael ordered him to breathe again. Teren wanted to laugh. He had given that order many times, knowing it was not enough.
Neris fitted one piece. Ivara the second. Beran inserted the third and struck with the hammer once.
Nothing closed.
The name still had to be removed from the central anchor. Ordan still clung to it.
Teren looked at the man trying to cover his wound with his hands.
“You can help me,” he said. “But you can't keep me.”
The chancellor heard him breathe once more. Then he had to accept that a dead man's weight was different from a man still fighting to sit up.
30 · The Debt
Neris did not stop reading when she saw Teren die.
It seemed an unforgivable cruelty to keep speaking names of people dead for generations while her friend was still warm. Then she understood that stopping would be another cruelty and no choice would leave her clean.
Ivara, her sight a reddish mist, guided the network's lines towards the outer stones. Beran held the frame that threatened to break. Ordan's will remained at the centre, though for an instant he had forgotten what he was doing.
Maera arrived first from the forge. Other people's blood covered her hands. She saw the body and asked nothing. She knelt beside the anchor to cut the copper filaments.
The first cut burned her fingers.
Serik entered carrying Elyen over his shoulder. He laid the hunter beside Teren and looked at Cael.
“Remove the name.”
The chancellor still held the cleric.
“If I take it out now, I lose him.”
He did not mean only him. Everyone understood. That did not make him easier to hear.
Serik laid a hand on his shoulder.
“You've lost him already.”
The opening widened. On the other side burned a white shape that wanted to be order; a current kept thousands of voices; fire separated them, and a root tried to join them without making them the same. At the boundary, something still left room for refusal.
No gods came to finish the battle. Their forces were the battle; their disagreements made it possible. The mortals' task was to prevent one man using that conflict to own them all.
At the observation post near the Temple, bracelets stopped vibrating for three breaths.
Radan sat beside the captives' shelter when he felt the silence. He had believed the call was a thought of his own. Its absence showed how much room it took. Around him, other people raised their heads together.
Then came a stronger pull.
A healer at the post tried to close the door to keep them from leaving. A man caught her arm. He was not threatening her; he was asking her not to lock them up for their protection again.
She did not know what to do until Radan began speaking names.
His sister. A neighbour with whom he had quarrelled over a wall. A woman who lent him money he never repaid because he took advantage of her not keeping accounts. He did not know why he did it. He remembered Maera speaking to him in the atrium: they were there now; they began with that.
Others followed. Some families called to one another among awnings and stretchers. The returned still felt the order, but present voices surrounded it with a life too large to fit the register.
In Dawnrock, Adela opened the shelter doors. There were escapes, embraces and a man who refused to leave because his family waited outside to force him back into a trade he hated. The governor had to order that refusal respected too. She discovered opening a bolt was the easy part of shelter.
In Bridgebasin, Mara brought readers to the bridges. Neris had left testimony copies and uncorrected lists. They read at once, interrupted one another, asked who a person was and who could confirm it. They did not know whether the task helped the Temple. It might close nothing. It helped pain cease belonging only to the chancellor's archives.
The network felt resistance without being able to turn it into a single order.
In the Chamber of the Eye, Ivara noticed the names separating. They did not vanish. They had edges again.
She told Beran the outer stones could sustain the boundary. He checked the grooves and refused to believe it before seeing where the weight discharged. The central ring was cracked.
“It'll seek another owner,” he warned.
Neris heard while holding the papers. Part of her wished she could give the world the true version and silence those who distorted it once and for all. She had no time for shame. The anchor had just shown what it could use to bind her.
She laid the magistrate's statement beside Madruga's. She did not make them equal. She let one be questioned by the other.
Beran felt his absent hand close around the hammer. Temptation came without a voice or a child's shape. Only a task he could do as before again.
He looked at Ivara, who needed help finding a joint. He held the stone for her instead of reaching towards the anchor.
Serik would have wanted a law that could not be corrupted. Maera, a road where no powerful person decided who had permission to pass. Elyen, a forest that did not need anyone to choose between one family and another.
No voice told them their desires were wrong. There was the chance to impose them on everyone, and the effort of letting it pass.
Neris read Madruga's sentence. Then she read the testimonies contradicting it, the soldier's fears, the supervisor's guilt. She let the Pact remember what its custodians had tried to erase.
Cael raised his head.
He did not see his daughter. He saw six people around a man he had killed and a work that needed to keep killing to sustain itself.
He laid Teren on the floor.
Maera put the knife in his hand, handle first. He cut the inscription naming him. Stone opened his skin. He did not cry out until he finished.
The anchor sought another will. It brushed Neris, Ivara, the engineer who understood sluices so well. None offered to occupy it.
Together they seated the fourth piece.
The opening shrank. Some presences crossed; others withdrew; most never took recognisable form. No one could count them or decide which should do so.
The Eye was closed by a line of light so fine it looked like a crack in a cup.
Ivara did not rise at once.
She could still feel the flow in the conduits. The network had lost the centre that sought to seize it, but the channels remained. They had to check that pressure discharged where it could be received and no name remained trapped in a broken piece.
Beran knelt beside her. He used the hammer to listen to every joint. He did not know what lay on the far side of the opening. He knew sound stone from stone beginning to part.
Neris wanted to go to Teren. Serik held her shoulder when she tried to stand. The paladin looked at the body and did not know what to say. He could not promise a return, surrounded by the ruins of that promise.
Cael laid the knife on the ground.
Maera moved it away with her foot. Then she bound his hands. She did not deliberately hurt him, though she had to loosen the first knot because her burned fingers had lost precision.
Lying against the wall, Elyen asked them to cut his cloak to bind his back. It was the one he had tied with rope after losing the buckle. Neris hesitated. The hunter asked her not to make the garment a farewell to his mother.
She cut it.
Gathering the pieces, she found inside a sheet with the drawing of the boat with legs. She put it somewhere dry without speaking. Not everything they rescued had to serve the cause.
Ivara checked the last groove and rested her forehead on the cold stone.
No five lights blessed the agreement, no voice announced they had done well. The world remained exposed to the mistakes of gods and mortals. What they had built was a limit to one particular form of domination.
It could break if abandoned.
Beran asked them to leave a visible mark for those who came later. Neris wrote the names of those present, including Cael, with different roles. She did not erase him from what happened to make victory cleaner.
Beneath, she added that the four cities must review the seal without a single custodian.
More than an ending, it was an instruction for people who would have to keep working when they no longer could.
Beran put the hammer aside.
“Now we leave,” he said.
He had begun to cry, and he would not leave the body.
31 · Those Who Return by the Road
Their departure was not triumphant.
Elyen could not walk. Teren weighed more than anyone remembered. Cael went with bandaged hands and bound wrists; Maera had tied the knot without agreeing to discuss whether it meant forgiveness. In the forge, Derren waited beside Orel. He had given him water and held one end of the door used as a stretcher. They joined the line. The officer kept his hands away from every weapon.
Ivara turned twice to look at the broken vault. Dust fell from the stone, and cold air smelling of night came through the opening. It did not look like a saved place. It looked like a place allowed to stop working.
The most dangerous stretch was not the one guarded by enemies.
The Forge exit had lost half its steps. The pressure discharge tore away a conduit, and water cooled a wall in so much steam they could not see the walkway. Beran asked to approach alone. Serik accompanied him without arguing. Together they tested the edge with a bar.
Orel still bled beneath the dressing. Derren had kept the beam from killing him without preventing the loss of his leg; Teren could have cut more carefully, Ivara thought, until she remembered Teren lay on the other stretcher. The Blackember healer would have to decide what could be saved of the rest.
Orel asked them to leave him. Serik replied that he had no authority to give orders.
The joke let them advance three steps before the man began screaming at the movement.
Cael walked behind Teren's stretcher. He tried to help lift it. Maera pushed his hand away. She did not forbid it to punish him: she needed his bound wrists to stay where she could see them. She had no strength to pity him and watch him at the same time.
At the narrowest point, the cleric's stretcher brushed the rail. The blanket caught, exposing a foot.
Neris stopped to cover it.
“We have to keep going,” Ivara said.
The gnome looked at her with a fury that did not belong to the argument. The mage crouched beside her, freed the cloth and took the stretcher's end again. She did not insist. Sometimes the only gesture someone could make for the dead was also what kept them able to walk.
Elyen crossed supported between two people. Each step opened his back wound. Ash entered his mouth; he asked for water, then spat it out because he could not swallow without coughing. Maera let him curse. He had no reason to remember his species, profession or history in a noble tongue while his body hurt.
Beran went last. He struck a beam twice and heard a different answer. He did not touch it again.
Reaching the upper corridor, they all sat without agreeing to it. They had reached somewhere the roof remained whole, and that was all the triumph they could bear.
Cael asked how much farther.
Neris wanted to answer with an insult. She found herself too tired even to choose one. Serik pointed to the stairs.
“Far enough that you have to keep walking.”
In the Ash Atrium, Radan waited with six of Dalia's men. He had taken the captives to the observation post and returned with help.
Maera struck his chest with one hand.
“I told you to go on.”
“I can come back for someone too.”
He embraced her carefully, avoiding her burned fingers.
The fighting at the approaches had lasted two days. Ysara refused to cross the border despite provocations from one of Darven's bands. Darven had two looters from his own people hanged and kept three Armada officers alive for exchange. It was no clean alliance or reconciliation. They had avoided one war while fighting over something else, and the dead could not distinguish the precision of the terms.
In Blackember, Dalia ordered the bells rung for everyone. Some protested because they rang for enemy soldiers too. Some covered their ears because they waited for a name no one had been able to bring.
Teren was taken to the bathhouse. The healer who had received him before departure washed his face. Neris waited in the corridor, holding the cup Sura had given her. Iven's letter was already in the hands of the person meant to read it. That delivery, at least, had arrived in time.
Serik watched Cael until Adela sent custodians from the four cities. Once, the chancellor asked whether Teren had returned.
“No,” the paladin replied.
He did not add “yet.”
The cart intended for the valley journey had a broken wheel. Beran asked for tools and let Neris sit nearby. He did not yet know how he would hold the wood.
On the second day, they argued over where to bury him.
Teren had no close family in Blackember. His father was dead, and letters to a distant sister had returned unanswered for years. Oren offered a grave in Lindvale. Dawnrock claimed the body as a member of its hospice. Neris could not bear that word, “claimed,” still reaching him.
The healer intervened before the debate became an accusation.
“He spoke to me of the mill,” she said. “Not a grave.”
Serik proposed taking him to the valley. The road would delay departure because Elyen could not travel yet. They prepared a service chamber where mountain water ran beneath the floor. It was the coldest part of the baths. The woman explained how long they could wait before acting. No one called it a ceremony to draw him back.
Maera sat outside the door. She had watched living people all her life, to protect them and prevent them leaving. She did not know what to do with a dead man who could neither hear a risk nor heed it. She ended by sharpening one knife and putting it away unfinished. The sound seemed an offence.
Darven came to ask whether she wanted an escort sent to the valley. Seeing her face, he stopped speaking of arrangements.
He sat nearby.
For a while they were two people from the same city who had learned too soon to ask for little. Then the leader told her Radan was eating.
Maera nodded. That news did not compensate for the death. It let her pass the next hour.
Neris came with the bandurria splinters and Sura's cup. She wanted to leave something beside the body, but the cup was still useful, and Teren would have resented anyone thirsty being deprived of it. She left it in the corridor and drank.
The gnome did not sing.
On the third day, Beran asked for help with the cart wheel. Neris held a piece. The dwarf tried to work as before, failed and struck the wood with the hammer. She waited without comforting him.
When he asked her to bring her hand closer, she obeyed.
They finished together.
At the fourth dawn, the healer entered with clean water.
Teren sat on the table's edge, naked beneath the blanket, trying to remember where he had left his boots.
She neither shouted nor called the guards. She put down the pitcher, brought him a glass and sat opposite until he could say his own name.
32 · What Remains Open
None knew how to receive him.
Neris began laughing, grew furious with him and went into the courtyard before returning to embrace him. Beran showed him the repaired wheel. Ivara examined his scar, then asked permission to stop. Elyen was asleep; when he woke, he said Teren looked bad. Maera sat beside him and ate an orange without speaking.
Serik was last. He had prepared a question about what existed on the other side. Seeing Teren, he asked whether he wanted soup.
Teren asked them to tell him what happened.
At first they did it carefully, avoiding the blood, the delay and the name of the man who held him. He listened, then asked for the other version. He did not want his return to make everyone pretend they had not had to live through his death.
Neris told him of the cart. Maera, the custody. Serik admitted that one night he hoped the bracelet could keep calling him, and hid it in a pocket before throwing it into the water. Ivara said she would have used the network if she had found a way without subjecting others. She was not sure whether she had renounced it through virtue or inability.
Teren heard them to the end.
He felt no gratitude for having been mourned. He felt a sadness hard to explain: the harm existed even though he stood before them again. He could not undo the days his friends spent caring for a body that seemed no longer to belong to them.
Beran asked whether he remembered the chancellor's hand.
“A little.”
“He held you.”
The cleric nodded.
“He pushed me too.”
The dwarf fell silent. He had worried the first fact would disappear beneath the second. Teren would not use either to erase the other.
The next day he tried to stand too soon. He grew dizzy and had to sit. They discovered no universal law of return in his weakness: he was hungry, had not moved in days, and everyone tending him was exhausted. Another returned woman in the city had walked from the first morning; a third person still failed to recognise the street where he lived. The cases refused to become a simple table.
Teren ate what he could and asked for clothes that did not smell of burial.
The healer gave him a guard's shirt. It was too large. He had spent years wearing the stitching of his profession and now needed borrowed covering from someone who might have obeyed an order against him.
It seemed a fitting way to return to the world.
At the table, a woman who had also returned asked whether he thought himself an Envoy. Teren did not know how to answer.
“I do,” she said. “But I don't know what for yet. Perhaps that's something we have to decide ourselves.”
They shared bread without settling it. No master waited to assign them a single task, no voice forbade them to go on living in the same city.
The spark beneath the scar shone as the cleric raised his glass. The woman saw it and did not kneel.
She asked him to pass the salt.
The cleric remembered fragments: a door without a wall, the possibility of not advancing, a light that had called him by no title. He did not know how much was memory and how much he had built on waking. In his skin, beneath the scar, a spark sometimes appeared and went out before he could point to it.
He was not the only one. News came of people returned where no Ordan seals or priests were present. A northern warrior, a baker, a woman who had been a thief and did not promise to stop. Some said they were Envoys. Others wanted no name. None received a throne for it.
The chancellor's trial began six weeks later in Bridgebasin.
The first hearing was not about the gods.
A woman claimed her husband's wages. He had worked in the depots eight months and vanished when the works closed. The administrator argued that the books did not prove full attendance. The woman presented a shirt with cuffs worn from carrying sacks.
No one thought the shirt enough. Teren felt the trial failing before it began.
Mara ordered his shift companions found. Three testified. The fourth lied to favour the administrator because he still depended on him for work. Hulda recognised him through a story too like her own. She called him by name and asked him to repeat the exact hour he saw the missing man.
The man broke before finishing.
There was water served during a pause, unbearable shame and a question someone chose to repeat without humiliating him. That slowness was not necessarily weakness. It might be how justice avoided resembling an order.
Then Esren Toll's sister arrived.
Her name was Vesa. She recognised the man from the mines by an old collarbone fracture. She did not say he was innocent. He had deserted after setting fire to a farm during a raid. He came home with fever and nightmares; she helped him hide. The death sentence came later.
“I'm not here to say he had nothing to answer for,” she testified. “I'm here to say he wasn't a thing of yours.”
Cael bowed his head. His defender wanted to ask whether the sister knew the sentence was lawful. The judges allowed the question. Vesa answered that she knew the law and it did not explain the ropes, numbers or observation book.
The hearing was suspended to seek original records.
Teren went out to breathe beside the canal. He had wanted a quick, visible, sufficient sentence. Now he worried time would erase the will to keep asking. On the rail, Sura had left two cups from her workshop for waiting witnesses.
The cleric drank from one. It burned less than he remembered.
Sura sat beside him.
“You aren't doing this only for Iven,” she said.
“No.”
“Good. He wouldn't have known what to do with so much importance.”
Teren handed back the cup and accepted her making him laugh. It was no disrespect to the dead. It was a conversation he could still have with someone alive. The trial did not end with the first confession. Books were missing, officers blamed dead subordinates, families defended Cael because he fed them when no one else would. Teren testified about Esren Toll and Adria. He did not use one death to erase the other.
Cael admitted directing the network and denying the returned their freedom. He did not accept that the world was better without his work. The sentence stripped him of every office, ordered reparations from his property and kept him in custody while the death cases continued. It gave no children back to families and rebuilt no bridge.
The living would have to do that.
Dawnrock opened the shelter and kept the kitchens. Bridgebasin divided control of the sluices among neighbourhoods still disputing the watermarks. Blackember recovered some of its lent grain and forgave another part in exchange for help with its gardens. Lindvale was milling again by the season's end.
Teren attended the wheel's first turn. Lina had flour on her eyebrow and the same habit of counting on her fingers.
“How many?” he asked.
“Bell strokes. What happened didn't cure me.”
Oren came with fresh bread. He gave the cleric a loaf and stood watching the water.
“One family wouldn't come back,” he said. “They sold the house. They say they'll never sleep here again.”
Teren nodded. The valley had recovered without recovering all its inhabitants. No celebration should hide that difference.
On the road, the travellers parted.
Elyen had to testify at the trial of the paths. Beran would return to the mines to teach others to inspect the reliefs. Ivara and Neris would carry the archives to all four cities, copies of their errors included. Maera had family in the south and an unfinished argument with Darven. Serik reapplied for his Armada post under conditions Ysara considered insolent and eventually accepted.
Teren stayed another week at the mill.
One morning an unknown woman came in with mud to her knees. She had awakened on a riverbank and could not find the road. In her hand she held a brief gleam, like the light beneath the cleric's scar.
Teren did not ask who had chosen her.
He set a cup before her and drew up a chair.
“First tell me your name.”
Epilogue · The Account Continues
A year later, Neris came to the mill with a new bandurria and a letter that smelled of the sea.
Arel had written from a port in the Emerald Jungle. In the Elven Sanctuary, the Sanctuary Roots were growing through an ancient defence, and the custodians could not agree whether to cut them. Farther south, Scarlet's fishermen had heard blows in the Caldera Chamber. On the Castaways' Coast, two families disputed the right to search the Smuggler's Grotto. The Drowned Lighthouse still lit a light no one had learned to extinguish.
The world had not run out of stories after theirs.
Ivara sent a copy of the first testimony book. Her name on the cover was no larger than the copyists'. Inside was a blank page for those forgotten. Neris protested: one page would not be enough. The mage answered at the foot that they could bind in more.
Beran had sent a drawing of his new tool: a leather support that let him hold nails without asking an apprentice to risk their fingers. Beneath, he wrote that the mines were not safe. They were watched. No one should confuse the two.
Serik did not write. He arrived a week later, limping, with an escort and an order to pursue looters hiding in the northern passes. One carried an old safe-conduct from Darven. Maera accompanied him with one of her own and a different opinion on how to reach them.
They argued over supper without the roof falling in.
Teren served wine and let them hear one another.
The woman who had arrived without a road a year earlier returned that afternoon.
Her name was Rula. Teren took time to recognise her because she no longer wore the travelling coat they lent her or the expression of someone expecting a mistake in everything she touched. She had a new bow and a scar beside her eyebrow. She came into the mill asking for Lina.
They had corresponded over a flour debt. Rula helped lead a convoy to a northern community; they paid late, but they had paid. She brought the coins wrapped in blue cloth the miller recognised before counting.
Teren offered her a seat.
She asked whether everyone had returned for the gathering. He said some were only passing through. Rula watched Serik and Maera arguing over routes, Beran pointing out a fault in a wheel support and Ivara protecting her papers from flour dust.
“In songs, you always seem to agree.”
Neris raised her head.
“You heard the worst ones.”
Rula laughed. She wanted to tell them something she had seen in the north: a boy returned from death who could not remember why he hated the family next door. His brothers tried to give him back the hatred as though it were a misplaced tool. He kept crossing the yard to play with the children.
No one knew whether that forgetting was a gift.
“I didn't come to ask what to do,” she clarified. “I thought you should know.”
Teren was relieved that no one consulted him as custodian of every answer. A shared history did not make them owners of the ones to come.
Rula had met two people with sparks different from hers. One had not returned from any death they could remember. The other did not want to speak of gods. The three travelled together a week and parted over an argument about paying a toll. The spark had given them no common judgement.
Maera asked about the route. Rula corrected part of the map the dark elf wore at her belt. The stream crossing had been unsafe since the last storm; carters had opened another beside the forest. Serik made a copy and asked permission to pass it to his patrols.
The woman nodded.
“If they put up a post, don't let them close the road to people without papers.”
The paladin did not promise it would never happen. He recorded the community's name and that of the area's commander. He would have to argue it, and then argue it again.
At nightfall, they set tables before the mill. Neighbours who had never descended a mine told how the valley held together while the travellers were away. Children interrupted to ask for more bread. A man grew angry with another over an old debt, and Lina sent them to fight on the side without jugs.
It was no universal peace. It was a supper that could continue.
Ivara opened the testimony book at the world's page. The heading read “Tierras Antiguas.” Beneath, in the navigators' tongue, they had written “The Elder Lands.” Neither expression claimed to prove who arrived first or to whom the land belonged. They were a way to name the shared expanse without pretending they had finished knowing it.
Rula left a correction beside the northern map.
Someone would have to check it before changing the archive copy. No one rejected it for coming from an unknown woman who had not yet done anything worthy of a song.
Oren had died at the start of winter. He did not return. Lina stood for the council and lost by four votes to a woman who knew much more about harvests. Afterwards she accepted responsibility for the mill and discovered she could make herself heard from there too.
In the cemetery, the great oak's roots had begun lifting a stone. Teren wanted to straighten it, but the gravedigger told him to wait until summer: moving it in soft earth would damage the neighbouring grave. He thought it an instruction worthy of carving beside the most solemn treaties.
That night, Neris sang Madruga's story again.
This time Hara was a dwarven woman. The bridge sank the right way. The girl was not asleep until the end. When she reached the desk knife, a traveller interrupted: in his grandfather's version it had been a metal pen.
Neris invited him to sit close.
“Tell me afterwards,” she said. “First I'll finish this one.”
Teren went into the courtyard for a moment. The frogs had returned to the channels. Each sang from its invisible portion of water, and none seemed to wait for the others' permission.
Two figures were coming along the road. One carried a sword; the other a bundle that could have been an instrument or a child. He could not distinguish them. There was still snow on the peaks. Clouds gathered in the west. Beyond the fields, the forests hid animals, ruins and grievances that had not vanished because four cities signed a paper.
Teren left the door ajar. There were visitors, and there was still bread.
EPUB/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Prologue 路 The Last Account

		1 路 A Man Without a Bell

		2 路 The Generous Hand

		3 路 The Back of the Letter

		4 路 The Price of Wheat

		5 路 The City That Measures Water

		6 路 Madruga's Frogs

		7 路 The Archive Beneath Their Feet

		8 路 A Way Out Through Customs

		9 路 The Man of the Dyke

		10 路 Snow and Marks

		11 路 The Foundry That Listens

		12 路 The Bridges of the Void

		13 路 Where a Hand Is Missing

		14 路 The Valley of Wet Ash

		15 路 Blackember's Bread

		16 路 A Song's Accounts

		17 路 The Terraces of Shelter

		18 路 The Father of the City

		19 路 The Order and the Wound

		20 路 Beneath the Weight of Roots

		21 路 Those Who Said Otherwise

		22 路 The Five Limits

		23 路 The Hollow Oak

		Interlude 路 The Drowned Lighthouse

		24 路 A River Made of Voices

		25 路 The City That Was Not Supposed to Feed Anyone

		26 路 The Wind That Brings Fire

		27 路 The Gallery of Names

		28 路 The Eclipse Forge

		29 路 What No One Can Take Away

		30 路 The Debt

		31 路 Those Who Return by the Road

		32 路 What Remains Open

		Epilogue 路 The Account Continues





