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      Evelyn stared at the ceiling, trying to remember where she was and how she’d gotten there. The wood above her was smooth, with a light silvery finish that was very different from the rich golden glow of her father’s riverboats. The steady rocking proved she was on the sea and most definitely not on a river. But that made no sense. It had been quiet in town, and she’d fallen asleep in her own bed last night after having dinner with her family. Her mother was chancellor; even if something had happened far from their home, they would have known about it.

      She knew she had slept through the night without interruption—she even remembered her dreams. And yet here she was, on a strange ship on the sea, with no memory to account for it.

      She looked around the room, searching for some clue about what had happened. She was on a typical ship’s bed. It was flat and hard and directly across from a closed door. Beside her was a bedside table with a single dimmed lantern resting in its center, and on the other side of that was another bed and a figure.

      She sat up slowly, jumping as a thick book slid down off her chest and landed in her lap. She held it lightly as she stared at the figure on the other bed. It was a woman, if the swell of breasts beneath the covers was any indication. But she was unlike any woman Evelyn had ever seen. Short yellow hair fuzzed around her head, and she had a body shape that looked as human as any, but with iridescent blue scaling along her cheeks, along the sides of her neck, and even along the top of the shoulder that was facing her, vanishing with the arm below the covers.

      The strange woman had been through some sort of incredible trauma. Angry storms of black and purple covered her body, swelling her face and leaving discolored knots so large they were clearly visible in several places on her skull, even beneath that halo of blond hair. One shoulder was held together with a twisting path of neat stitches, showing someone’s skill with a needle. But the stitches had been done with some thick cording never intended for such a purpose. Evelyn shuddered to think what had happened to the woman to cause such injuries. She looked down at her own body, but she was unmarked and felt no pain anywhere. Whatever had happened to the woman, it had happened to her alone.

      She had never seen or heard of anything like that figure before, but her mind went immediately to the stories of Dreggs she’d heard as a child. The island of the warlocks, where magic and monsters roamed as openly as she did on a market day in Meuse. The stories were so fantastical no one beyond seven years of age believed them. But there was no denying what was right in front of her. Human-shaped, but scaled like a snake. She wondered if perhaps the woman had some disease that caused the scaling, but it was too perfect, too beautiful to be a deformity or disease.

      Evelyn didn’t know whether to feel sorry for her or terrified of her. The people of Meuse feared and hated Dreggs. They spoke of it in the quiet tones reserved for the most feared of things. She’d stopped believing those stories long ago, and she felt the attitude towards magic in Meuse and Brielle was unfounded, but she couldn’t stop feeling deeply disturbed by the closeness of that strange figure. She was unrestrained, suggesting that whoever had put her there didn’t fear her. Evelyn studied her closely, watching the figure’s chest rise and fall with the deep, regular breaths of sleep. Whatever she might be, she was currently no threat to Evelyn, so she turned her attention to the book resting in her lap.

      It was a deep brown with a swirling pattern on the cover in the shape of a left hand. It had no title, no writing at all on the outside. Evelyn lifted her hand to the cover and was surprised to see the imprint on the book matched the size and shape of her own hand perfectly. She shifted her hand palm up and studied the swirling patterns of the lines on her palm and fingers. With a shock, she realized the figure on the cover of the book matched her own hand in every way. A chill raised all the small hairs on her arms and the back of her neck. She pressed her hand to the cover briefly, half convinced something spectacular would happen when she touched it, but nothing happened at all.

      She flipped open the cover to find her own tight script filling the pages, and as she read, her surprise deepened to incredulity, to disbelief, to fear, and then to something not so easy to describe. Terror, yes. There was so much terror. But anger too. Her mother had tried to kill her while everyone she knew stood by and watched. A boatsmyn had raped her, and later she’d watched that same man die, had pushed her hands into his still warm and pulsing guts and reveled in the pain it caused him. She’d been beaten, kidnapped, tortured. She’d almost gotten her friends killed, and perhaps did get Alyssum killed. And she’d endured all of it for nothing. She’d not found Grag. She’d not found a way to break the curse and wake Evelyn. All she’d managed to do was strand herself on a boat with a bunch of people she barely knew and get herself tangled up in some war to gain control over the last bit of magic that existed in the world. Worse, her rapist’s mother and sister, Celene and Amalya, were on board, thanks to Dreskin and his misplaced sense of honor.

      She’d confronted him about it more than once, according to the grimoire. He insisted he had done the right thing bringing Celene and her daughter Amalya along, and had refused to see things from Ling’s perspective. Their arguing had served to isolate her even more from Dreskin and had made her dislike of Celene and Amalya even more intense.

      I wish Witch had let me die that day, read the last line on the last written page of the grimoire.

      The next page was filled with a sketch of the woman in the bed next to her—Fern, she now knew—struggling against seething water. Creatures with plate-sized eyes and mouths filled with razor teeth lurked in the water around them, taking chunks of her flesh as they swam by.

      Another drawing showed Fern being pulled into a narrow boat after Dreskin and the others had found them, limp, blood streaming from gaps in her flesh, darkening the pink seawater below to an angry red.

      Before they had been found by the crew, she had spent ten long days floating with Fern in the Darkling Sea. Alone, at first. But the sirené had found them eventually. They might have been Mari once, but whatever bit of empathy for others of their kind had existed in them before had long since vanished, and that forgotten kinship had not stopped them from trying to rip Fern apart. Ling had been bitten too, gnawed and yanked and buffeted by their smooth-skinned bodies. But she had no meat to offer sustenance, and they’d eventually focused their attention on Fern. Ling had tried to keep them off her. But there were too many of them and they moved too fast. Now, Fern lay on that bed on the verge of death, broken, bloodied, sewn together with fish gut and twine.

      Ling curled over onto her side and read the book again. She couldn’t decide how she felt about that last line. She’d obviously been sad when she’d written those words, but right now she was just angry. So many people had wronged her. Those she had loved the most had betrayed her in ways that were just gut wrenching, when she had needed their support most. She wanted to punish them. All of them.

      She regretted not having done it already, but she still could. She could go back even now, leave this crazy quest behind, and spend the rest of her days taking revenge on everyone that had been so cruel. Everyone who had hurt her. Seeking revenge would be far more satisfying than drifting in this eternal dark, waiting for Fern to wake up, waiting for some hint, some indication of where they should go next or what they should do.

      She scribbled in the grimoire, hard lines of thick black as she drew Laera, Evelyn’s mother, imagining her clamped in the same chair she’d tied Ling to so many months ago. In this drawing it was Ling who twisted the schor cloth around Laera’s chest, cutting off her breath, breaking her ribs, standing mute and blank in the face of Laera’s pleading. They had feared her, though she’d given them no cause for it. Now she wanted to go back and give them every reason for it.

      Ling slammed the book closed and tossed it to the bed next to her before moving across the room and staring down at the woman lying there. Ling could remember nothing of her, of what they’d been through together, of ever having met her. But there were pages and pages of writing in the grimoire detailing all of it. There was more of Fern in those pages than anyone else. They had become allies and friends as they’d made their way through the vagaries of this never-ending war. Ling marveled at that even now. She’d been so certain she’d never have such a relationship again, but the abuse she’d experienced because of what she was had stopped at the borders of Brielle. Even Fariss didn’t hate her for what she was, though his desire to destroy her was no less.

      Ling ran a finger lightly along Fern’s blue-scaled cheek. Warm, dry, a hint of roughness beneath her finger. She needed to talk to someone about what she’d read, what she’d been through, the hate and anger she was feeling. She wished fiercely that Rudy were here with her. Or, more accurately, that he had stuck by her side as she would have done for him. But he’d said nothing and done nothing as Laera had tried to kill her. His face had been twisted with anguish, but what good did that do her? He’d done nothing, lifted not even a finger to help her. She wanted to punish him too.

      Perhaps Fern was the only friend she had anymore, but she didn’t feel like a friend. Ling dropped to her knees and rested her head beside Fern’s ravaged shoulder. She tried to dredge up something, some memory of their time together, some feeling for the woman lying on the bed in front of her, but there was nothing.

      Of the others, she barely knew Dreskin, and even if that hadn’t been true, he’d brought Celene aboard this ship. Celene, the mother of the man who’d raped her. Her daughter Amalya too, a girl who was physically close to Ling’s own age, but mentally still a child.

      Dreskin had been there; he had yanked Fraser off her and had dragged him up to see the captain. He knew what sort of man Fraser was, and had brought that woman aboard anyway. He was no friend of hers.

      Captain Drake had helped her, and continued to help her, but she’d also allowed Ling to walk out into Marique with Fariss. Drake had known what Fariss was capable of, but had said nothing to stop Ling from leaving with him. Ally she might be, but she was hardly reliable.

      And not one of them understood what it was like to be cut so perfectly adrift from everything you knew and from everything you were. Only Fern knew what it was like to be so different, so hated for that difference, and so completely alone. Ling was the only changeling in the world who thought and felt and looked so completely human. Fern was one of the last two Mari in the world, and may actually be the last if Alyssum had succumbed to her injuries. She and Fern were the only ones in all the world that completely alone.

      Ling reached out and wrapped her fingers around Fern’s hand. She didn’t remember anything about this woman, but she did feel a kinship with her nevertheless. An odd sort of one, based entirely on words she didn’t remember writing in a book she never remembered seeing before, but it was there.

      A sudden pounding on the door jerked her upright and started her heart thumping. She had no desire to leave the cabin. The endless black of the Darkling Sea sounded terrifying, and she had as much terror as she could deal with right now just from what she’d read between the covers of the grimoire. Besides, she wasn’t at all certain she could stop herself from choking Celene to death should she see her.
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      “Ling, Drake’s looking for you.” It was a man’s voice. She didn’t recognize the voice from memory, but she knew it was Dreskin. He’d come looking for her just about every morning since she and Fern had been hauled on board. He always led her to Drake’s cabin, where they would ask her to tell them everything she could remember from before, then ask her to regurgitate everything she’d read in the grimoire that had happened since.

      She understood why they did it. Memory was a fickle thing, and they thought perhaps telling and retelling all that she remembered from before, when she was still Evelyn, might shake something loose, some detail she’d not considered before. It was always in the morning, fresh from her daily ritual of reading through the grimoire. They didn’t dare ask to read the grimoire directly, but she knew they hoped for some new detail from her most recent reading.

      They meant well, but it grated on her nerves. Learning she lived a life she didn’t remember anything about was hard enough. Knowing she would be quizzed over and over again on every piece of it only made it worse. Perhaps they thought the distance of the book, the lack of any direct memory of what she’d been through, made it easier for her. If so, they were wrong.

      It was terrifying, only being able to experience your life from a book. It felt so much more dangerous that way, out of control. Like she was speeding down a mountain on a wheeled hobby horse with no way to steer, no way to leap off, no way to stop. She worried, constantly, about what hadn’t made it into the book. Were there things even more terrible that she’d decided to leave out?

      She wanted to spend as little time contemplating her life as she could. But Dreskin and Drake would not allow it. They made her live it and relive it and live it again, and she hated them for it. It didn’t matter why they did it, only that they did.

      Ling’s hands began to tremble, and she shook them hard as she crossed the small room to the bed and lay back down facing the door. She hoped if she ignored him long enough he’d go away, though if today were anything like yesterday and the day before, she hoped in vain.

      “I’m not leaving until you come with me.”

      She rolled her eyes and shifted onto her back. She knew he would do exactly that. They’d played this game many times according to the grimoire. Aside from that, she knew she couldn’t stay in the room forever no matter how much she wanted to. She dropped her feet to the floor one by one, pulled on a pair of boots, and swung open the door to the cabin.

      She immediately recognized Dreskin from the description in the book. His hazel eyes and curling hair were lit from below by the flame of a tiny candle, but behind him was a wall of overwhelming blackness. A black so thick it felt like a physical weight, suffocating and heavy. A normal nighttime, softened by the light of the moon and a thousand thousand stars, was more like daylight than the dark of this place. It was so much darker than she ever could have imagined. Much like her life was turning out to be.

      Dreskin smiled at her and stepped back, giving her room to move out the door. “How is she?” He asked, leaning his head around the corner to look in at Fern. Ling shouldered past him without looking at him.

      “Same,” she muttered.

      Ling immediately wished she’d let Dreskin go first. The candle he held was small, but it was the only light to see by. She’d drawn herself a map of the ship in the grimoire, but wandering around it in pitch blackness with only an artist’s rendering to go by wasn’t easy. Dreskin handed the candle up to her without a word. She took it without so much as a thank you.

      She’d written in the grimoire that they turned the biolumesce on only briefly each day. They had no idea if the warlocks had followed them into the Darkling Sea. They could be out there, even now, searching for them, and a brightly lit ship in the middle of this place would be visible for miles in every direction. The crew lit the biolumesce as infrequently as they dared to keep the sirené at bay. Otherwise they kept the ship dark and silent.

      “Drake won’t be happy to hear that,” Dreskin said softly behind her. “We can’t leave this blasted darkness behind until she wakes up.”

      Ling knew all of this already. She’d written it in the book yesterday and the day before that. She’d read it this morning just as she had yesterday morning and the morning before that. Always the same, day after day. Until Fern healed enough to wake, they couldn’t risk moving any farther away from the magic of Marique. The farther they went, the weaker she’d get, something they could not risk in her already weakened state. But the longer they lingered here, the more Ling would have to rehash her life to an audience of two. On bad days, an audience of four. The days Celene and Amalya were there were always much, much worse.

      “Doesn’t matter. We still have no plan. Not even an idea of a plan.” It was a jab. Dreskin was all about plans. He spoke about them constantly according to what she’d written in the grimoire. His frustration at not having one grew daily. She was angling for a fight, but he didn’t take the bait.

      “You did an amazing job keeping those things away from her, Ling. She’ll be fine, just like Alyssum will be. It’ll just take time. You know, in a way those damn things saved you. There were so many of them we could hear them squealing for miles. We just followed the noise.”

      She suppressed the urge to tell him to shut up. He’d said more or less the same thing yesterday. And the day before that, too.

      Drake was hunched over the table when Ling pushed open the door and walked in. A map sprawled across the wide and flat surface in front of her, pinned down at the corners by plates holding half-eaten sandwiches and cups with the blackened remains of coffee at their bottoms. The table took up most of the room, the shelves behind it loaded with additional maps and other scrolls and books. A small bed with a pile of tangled sheets heaped on it was pushed against one wall, a narrow sink—a luxury on a ship like this—took up the other, all of it made of the same silvered wood of the cabin she’d woke up in hours before.

      A tray sat forgotten on the mussed bed, but steam rising from the pot and a full bowl of honey was evidence of recent delivery. Ling moved across the room and poured herself a cup of coffee before collapsing into a chair near the table. She slurped noisily at the black liquid, irritated at being there and wanting everyone to know it.

      Drake’s face was blotchy red. She’d been crying again, though she was perfectly composed now. For the thousandth time Ling wondered if part of the reason for their lingering so close to Marique was due less to Fern’s injuries and more to Drake’s hope Alyssum would come to them. Drake worked hard to hide it, but it was obvious she feared deeply for Alyssum’s safety and would almost certainly prefer be at her lover’s side. What it must cost her to stay here, to remain committed to the task before them despite its uncertain outcome, Ling could hardly fathom. But Drake would not forsake her role in this. Not even for Alyssum.

      As strange as it seemed to Ling, Drake fought for something else altogether: for magic, for the survival of the Mari, maybe for the survival of everything. Drake did what she did for the wellbeing of people she may never know, and that motivation was incomprehensible to Ling.

      “Walk me through it again,” Drake ordered.

      Ling sighed, not bothering to hide her exasperation. “I’ve already told you everything.”

      “Then tell me again.”

      Ling took a deep, calming breath. She’d written in the grimoire that she’d liked Drake from the first time she’d seen her, but right now Ling wanted to choke her. “There is nothing more to tell. He wasn’t there. I felt my way along every inch of every wall in that place. I looked beneath everything that could be lifted, behind every tapestry. There was nothing. He was gone and he left nothing behind.”

      “Not that. Tell me about Meuse.”

      Drake had tried this line of questioning before too. “About Grag, you mean. I’ve already told you everything I know about him, everything I’ve heard.”

      Drake remained hunched over the map, but lifted her eyes to stare at Ling. “Look, we can’t leave here until we know where to go. We are safe for now, but believe me when I say that won’t last forever, even in this blasted place. And once we leave the Darkling Sea, we can’t just drift around out there while we try to figure it out. We need a plan, and to devise a plan I need to know what we’re doing out here, and that has to be buried somewhere in your damned memory, either directly or indirectly through that book. So I don’t care how irritated you are, how bored you are, or how sad you are. Tell me the fucking story again!” Drake’s voice had risen as she’d spoken, and she slammed her palm down on the tabletop hard enough to rattle the dishes.

      Ling felt her own anger flash in kind. “I don’t know! Alyssum is the one who wants to seal the breach. Alyssum is the one that was there when the damned thing started; she’s the one that studied it. If you want to know ask her!”

      Drake’s red face paled and she deflated where she stood. It reminded Ling of how her father had slumped the last time she’d seen him, as if the last bone holding his body upright had vanished, leaving just a fleshy suit behind. The room was silent for a long while.

      “I’m sorry,” Ling finally said, angry that she even felt the need to apologize despite knowing she’d crossed a line. “It’s hard…remembering everything, talking about it. I just…I don’t know what part I play in all of this. I can store power somehow. I think. And all I know about my creation is that it took the lives of two innocent kids and the consciousness of Evelyn to make it happen. All for a curse upon my family for refusing to take some amulet.”

      “What sort of amulet?” Dreskin took over the questioning. Drake stared down at the map, body locked in place with tension.

      Dreskin stood beside Drake, arms crossed on his chest, legs wide. He studied Ling with an even gaze. She felt the flames inside of her flare up under its touch. Her father used to look at her that way when she’d done something stupid or terrible. It had always made her immediately regret whatever she had done to cause it, but Dreskin’s use of it now just infuriated her. He was the one who should feel ashamed, he and Drake, for putting her through this once again, for bringing that woman on board this ship, for practically gifting her to Fariss.

      She shoved the anger down deep, as deep as she could get it. She felt exposed, like a bug, legs and wings pinned sprawled out on the table, while everyone inspected every painful moment of her life. Every private agony lay naked for everyone to see and to question. She clenched her teeth so tightly they ached.

      “A purple one. An amethyst.”

      “An amethyst. Tovenveran,” Dreskin said, as he or Drake had said over and over again over the last endless number of days.

      Ling stared into her coffee, watching the dark liquid swirl as she moved the cup in tight circles. No one knew anything; no one had any idea where to go next, how to stay safe. The only thing they knew was that they’d never survive a direct conflict with the warlocks. Avoiding them was their only option, but no one was certain how to do that either.

      “Why do you think it was a curse?”

      Drake’s voice was subdued now, withdrawn, but Ling straightened in surprise. That was a new question. And a shocking one. How could it possibly be anything but a curse? Ling stared at Drake with her mouth hanging open, unable to even muster a response.

      “Look, I know you’ve endured some terrible things, Ling, and I know it’s hard for you to learn about them every morning when you read the grimoire, and then relive them when we ask you about them. But we need your help in this. Please…how do you know it was a curse? What if it was something else?”

      “You don’t know what you’re asking, Drake. You’ve no idea…” Ling swallowed the words she’d been about to say. Instead she focused on her mother, on Fariss, and directed her anger toward them instead of Drake and Dreskin. When she felt her emotions stabilize she began again. “Because everyone knows—”

      “Everyone knows what?” Dreskin leaned forward, planting both hands on the map. “What do they know? No offense, but your people don’t know much when it comes to magic. Of course they would believe it a curse. But would Grag?”

      Ling wanted to send a barbed retort back at him, but he had a point. She’d grown up in the one place in the entire world without magic. Her people knew nothing of it, and because of that they feared and hated it. How could they possibly see her creation as anything other than a curse? But that didn’t mean Grag would have seen it that way.

      “He tried to give the amulet away. Witch said he’d tried to give it to everyone, anyone who walked by or that he encountered. He didn’t care who he gave it to, he just didn’t want it. No one knew why. When everyone refused him, he created me as punishment for their refusal, and fled Meuse for destinations unknown.”

      “What if it wasn’t punishment at all? What if he were trying to hide something?” Dreskin said.

      “Or perhaps it was self-preservation,” said Drake.

      “What do you mean?” Ling forgot her anger, forgot all her frustration. She’d never considered she might be something other than a curse. She was a product of the world she’d grown up in, that Evelyn had grown up in. With a flash she realized how limited she’d been in her thinking all this time. She was physically far away from Brielle, from Meuse, from their backwards ways. But those backwards ways were still right there inside of her.

      “Ling,” Drake straightened from her hunched study of the map and knelt in front of her. “You said you think you can store magic. Why do you think that?”

      “I existed for five years in Meuse before Witch gave me this book. For five years, I woke up every day thinking it was the first day of summer. Believing I was Evelyn, that my parents loved me, that my friends were still my friends, and that my life was still my life. In all that time this curse—or whatever it is—never faded, never weakened. There’s no magic in Meuse for it to draw from.” Not like here where it floats on the air like schor pollen in spring. “For it to last that long it had to somehow replenish itself.”

      All the blood drained from Drake’s face. “Like their stones.” She stood up and paced around the room, both hands resting on her hips, her bare feet silent on the smooth wood floor.

      “I don’t understand,” Ling said. “What do you mean, self-preservation? That makes no sense. And what stones?”

      “Those stones you see the warlocks with. They are called navire.” Dreskin dropped his arms from where they’d been crossed on his chest and moved to the bed and the fresh food that rested there. He scooped honey onto a piece of thick black bread and moved back to the map. “They are a special sort of stone. Always small, like what you see the warlocks wearing in their ears or chins. They can hold a store of magic that the user can call on to augment what they have around them. To sort of boost whatever it is they’re trying to do. Or to carry magic with them when they visit Brielle.”

      “They are always small, like jewelry,” Drake repeated, looking up at Ling.

      “But the amulet Grag had was not small,” Ling said. “Witch said it was larger than a man’s fist.”

      “And it also probably didn’t contain a small amount of magic either. Magic comes at a cost,” Drake said. “Wielding something that powerful would have required Grag to pay dearly every time he used it.”

      Silence settled on the room. Ling could hardly believe what she was hearing.

      “He didn’t want it because the price was too steep for him to pay. When he couldn’t give it away, he must have drained it. That would have been his only option.” Dreskin took another bite of his bread, still studying the map.

      “Leaving it just an empty stone, an amethyst just like any other,” said Drake.

      “Not like any other,” Dreskin said, glancing up at the two of them. “We need to close that breach. It’s the only thing that matters in all of this. All our efforts have failed so far. But with the ability to store magic like that…”

      He didn’t need to finish his sentence; the flash in Drake’s eyes showed she’d followed his train of thought easily. “If we can get enough magic together in one place, maybe it will be enough to close it,” Drake finished.

      Dreskin leaned close to the map before plunking his finger on a specific spot on the page.

      Drake and Ling moved to the map and leaned close. He pointed to an area Ling had heard of but never visited. A place she’d always longed to see but never thought she would. The White Mountains of Vosh.
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      Ling stared at Dreskin and Drake, her head spinning as all the facts of her life settled back into a new shape once again. She placed a hand on the tabletop, steadying herself against it. She studied Dreskin’s finger, still resting on Vosh, and willed the world to stop spinning around her.

      It had never been about her or her parents at all. She had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. It hadn’t been a curse, just the desperate act of a desperate man trying to ease the weight of his own burdens. Ling wasn’t sure if this new reality was better or worse. She could at least hate someone for it before. Now it all felt so…random.

      Grag had still stolen Evelyn’s life away and killed River and Dom. It was his fault she existed and Evelyn was frozen in an eternal sleep, his fault she was here on this boat with these people instead of snug in her own bed about to wake up to her normal life as Evelyn. But she found it much harder to hate him when she imagined her creation as an act of desperation rather than a deliberate curse. Particularly if, in doing so, he’d revealed the key to closing the breach that was allowing all the magic to leach out of the world. He’d killed two children, stolen Evelyn’s life away, destroyed her parents, and sent her life spiraling out of control, but he may have inadvertently saved them all.

      And, Ling couldn’t help thinking, he may have provided the means for her end as well. They had to get magic back into the navire for this to work. And it just so happened she had an enormous store of it.

      “But…but they’ve tried that before, right? The warlocks and the Mari tried pooling all of their magic together and dumping it into the breach,” Ling said. She knew precious little about the breach, but she did know this. In the beginning, shortly after Fariss had first created it, they’d all worked together to seal it. That twisting shaft of darkness that encased Shadowhold had come out of that effort, but it had ultimately failed. They’d slowed the loss of magic, but hadn’t stopped it. It was that failure that precipitated the war the Mari and warlocks had been fighting ever since.

      “They did. But they couldn’t close it. The most they could do was scar it over, slow it down. But if we had a large enough input of magic, if we could get one or two or ten of the navire like the one you say Grag had, that would be enough. I never imagined stones like that existed.” Drake’s cheeks were flushed red as she spoke, eyes sparkling with excitement.

      “I don’t think anyone did, Drake. Alyssum certainly never mentioned them,” Dreskin was pacing the length of the cabin, mussing his hair as he spoke. “Fariss still thinks you’re the key to beating the Mari, Ling. He is relentless; he’ll not give up on the search. We need to get to the White Mountains, fast, but we need to keep you safe. Fern too.”

      “We have to assume Fariss knows Ling’s from Brielle,” Drake picked up the thread. “That is the quickest route from here to Vosh, but we’ve got to assume they’ll be watching that coastline,” Drake said. “Everything from Lille up to through the Vosh coast.”

      “He does know,” Ling said, her heart sinking in her chest. “I told him.” She’d told him far more than she should have, but at the time she’d not known what sort of man he was. She’d needed help, and he seemed to give it freely. She knew now just how steep a cost it really had been.

      “That makes our window of opportunity even narrower,” Dreskin said. “We need to move quickly. If they don’t know about the amethyst already they will soon. Fariss will put those pieces together eventually. We need to get to Vosh before he does.”

      Ling felt lightheaded and fuzzy, as if someone had scooped out her brains and pushed cotton into her head instead.

      “He’ll go to Meuse, either in the hope that she’ll go home, or to find out what he can about her,” Drake said.

      And the townsfolk will tell him everything when he does, Ling thought. Everyone in Meuse knew her story, and now that she was gone and they had nothing to fear in the telling, tell they would. The thought of Fariss poking about Meuse, questioning her friends, her parents, filled her with an odd mix of dread and excitement. The thought he might find Evelyn was the cause of the dread. Would he realize, then, what she really was? What would he do to her? A shudder shook her body from the outside in, leaving her feeling weak and anxious.

      But, what would he do to her mother, to all those that had so hated her, and would hate him just as much? Would he find cause to harm them in some way? In an odd twist she wondered if Fariss would be the vengeance she wanted so badly to deliver to the people of Meuse.

      She backed away from that thought immediately. As poisoned as she was against her mother and the people of Meuse for what they’d done to her, she couldn’t bring herself to wish Fariss upon them. She wanted them to regret what they had done to her, to realize what monsters they had become, but Fariss…the things he could do would go so far beyond that. Besides, if Fariss put the pieces together, Ling and the others would lose the slim advantage they currently had. The tiniest chance of success they’d managed to cobble together would vanish, and with it, any chance Fern had of living a full life. She would die when magic did.

      “That means we go south,” Drake said. “Around the Brisian Rock to Nantes. From there we can make our way overland to the White Mountains.”

      “Nantes.” Dreskin shook his head. “There’s no overland route to Vosh from there without crossing the Woedenwoud. Besides, the Brisians are too dangerous.”

      “It’s risky, I admit. But we’ve got as many allies among them as we do enemies. It’s a lot of coastline for them to watch, but with as much as Fariss wants to stop us and just plain wants Ling, he’ll be pouring all of his resources into making sure we don’t make it to land. Our best chance is to hope he doesn’t expect us to travel so far to the south.”

      “That’s true, but Drake, the enemies we have among them are more of a risk to us than any other. They could have a bird in the air with a message for Fariss within seconds of seeing us. There’s no question they’ll have descriptions of us from Fariss through the same. The Tovendieren are too dangerous.”

      “Then we remain below the radar. If they never see us at all they can’t report our location to Fariss,” Drake responded.

      Ling had told Fariss she was going to kill him. She’d written about it extensively in the grimoire. He’d laughed at her then, believing himself safe with his magic and his warlock army. She’d barely escaped him, twice. She should have stayed and found a way to kill him instead. Her lack of action meant that now he’d find Evelyn and kill her instead. Somewhere deep inside she felt a clock she’d not known was there start to tick.

      “Look here.” Drake settled her finger at Nantes, sliding it across the protrusion of the horn to the far coast. “We land at Nantes, pick up some supplies and horses from the chevalmyn, and ride across to Caen. There is a tiny port there. They run quick trips up and down the coast, shipping goods and passengers between Lille in Brielle and Caen in Brisia. From Lille we can head inland through Brielle into Bremen, and follow the inland mountains to Vosh. We’ll travel along the border of the Woedenwoud, but on the Brielle side. Ling and I will stay out of sight at all times; we’ll bypass towns where we can.”

      “Even if we manage to stay ahead of them and out of sight, that’s months of travel, Drake. We don’t have that kind of time.”

      “Months? It can’t be months. We need a faster route,” Ling said.

      As a child, Evelyn had endured a recurring nightmare about a strange man who’d broken into her house and killed her parents. She’d searched the house, running desperately from room to room as her parents screamed and begged him to stop, but she could never find them. She’d smashed door after door open only to step into an empty room.

      Until the bathroom. The lights of that room would flash on as she rushed through the door, revealing blood dripping down every wall, a bathtub filled with the thick reddish brown of semi-congealed blood and the dismembered bodies of her parents and everyone she knew: Legs jutting out at unnatural angles, hands poking up out of the opaque depths as if reaching for aid or redemption—far too many for just two people. And worst of all, bobbing heads with open, staring eyes.

      She’d always wake up then, tangled in sweat-soaked sheets and screaming. She’d hear her parents’ footsteps thumping down the hallway to her room, where they would wash her face with a cool washcloth and rub her back until she calmed.

      Her dream was becoming a reality, and this time there was no sweat-soaked bed, no soothing back rubs. This time it was all real, and now she knew who the man was. Fariss.

      “Can you think of another way? Brielle and Vosh are too obvious, and their coasts are too smooth for us to sneak into. Brisia is perfect. There are a thousand islands between here and there, reefs everywhere, plenty of places to hide and keep hidden,” Drake said.

      Ling opened her mouth to object further, but before she made a sound, the door to the cabin slammed open.

      Fern stood in the doorway, so emaciated and pale she looked like a ghost. The fine blue scaling along her cheeks sparkled brightly against the livid scars and rough red scabs of her healing flesh. Her blonde hair wafted wildly around her head like a wind-torn sail.

      Ling’s objection condensed into a single word. “Fern!” She jumped to her feet, relieved Fern was awake at last. Relieved to finally have someone to talk to who would understand. She put an arm around her friend and pulled her into the room. “I’m so glad you’re awake; I was so worried.”

      Drake and Dreskin sprung into motion as well. Drake straightened the sheets on the bed and propped up the pillow, while Dreskin poured a cup of coffee for her. But Fern pulled herself away from Ling, her hollowed eyes staring wide at all of them. “I know what we have to do,” she said. She pushed Dreskin’s offered cup away and crossed her arms over her too narrow chest.

      Fern’s eyes darted between the three of them, never settling for more than a moment. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, arms crossing and uncrossing, hands rubbing against one another, restless. “We never should have left her. You never should have left her.” Those last words were directed at Drake.

      The smile that had lit Drake’s face when Fern had walked in drained all at once.

      “Of all people, you, Drake. How could you leave her like that?”

      “Fern—” Drake began, but Fern interrupted her.

      “We’re going back. I’ve told them already, the crew. They won’t set a course until you give the command, Drake. We’ve been drifting, for weeks, circling and circling, wasting so much time.”

      Drake stood where she was, mouth open wide in shock.

      “We’re not going back, Fern. You know as well as I do what we need to do. Alyssum knew it too. We’ve solved the puzzle!” Dreskin approached Fern slowly, hands out, palms up in an offering of peace. “You’re tired—”

      “I’m not tired. I’m not sick, not anymore. I see clearly now that we never should have left her there. Never. She was not in her right mind when she asked it.”

      Dreskin dropped his hands to his sides. He took a deep breath, the muscles of his chest bunching and releasing beneath his shirt. “We’re not going back. We’re going to Nantes. From there we’ll make our way north to Vosh, where we will learn everything we can about the navire. They are the key, Fern. We need the people of Vosh to show us the way.”

      Fern went still as Dreskin spoke, her eyes pinned to the floor. Ling crept close, reaching to place a hand on Fern’s shoulder. Fern spun and shoved. Ling tried to catch herself, stumbling several times before she crashed to the floor, her head cracking against the edge of the bed.

      “This is your fault,” Fern said, pointing at Ling. “She’d never have been caught if not for you.” She turned her gaze away from Ling to stare at all of them in turn. “What is wrong with you?” Fern screamed at them, face flushing to a shocking red given her general paleness. She turned her eyes on Drake. “She loves you, and you just walk away from her and let her die alone?” She shifted her gaze, pinning Dreskin. “And you. She took you in when no one else would. She gave you a home, gave you a family. What is the matter with you? You’re not even talking about going after Fariss after what he’s done? He’s killed her!”

      “She’s not dead, Fern! She is not going to die. Please, just listen to me. Think back, she’s been in much worse condition before and come out of it just fine; you know that! Besides, she made it very clear—” Dreskin tried again to reach out but Fern slapped his hand aside.

      “You didn’t see her!” Fern screamed in Dreskin’s face. “You didn’t carry her body out of that place. I did!” Fern stepped back away from them and hunched downward. “If you won’t do what’s right, I’ll do it alone.” A thin light shimmered around her before fading suddenly away.

      Ling recognized it; she’d read about it in the grimoire. Fern was trying to change, to take on her dragonfly shape and fly back to Alyssum. To fly away from her, from what they had set out to do, what she’d convinced Ling they had to do.

      Fern screamed wordlessly, hands clenched into fists at her sides. With tears sliding down her cheeks she spun away, vanishing into the darkness.

      In the silence Ling could hear Drake’s choked breathing and Dreskin’s exasperated sigh.

      “Alyssum is going to be fine,” Dreskin repeated. “She has been grievously injured before. The magic has always healed her and it will heal her this time too. Fern knows this, but it’s hard on her, being away. She is lashing out, but she will come around.” He sighed again before moving across the room to the door. He turned back to them. “Don’t take it personally. People say things they don’t mean when they are upset. I’ll go after her; I’ll talk to her. She’ll be okay. This is a good plan. We need to stay the course.” He waited until he saw her faintly nod agreement before closing the door tightly behind him.

      Ling stared at the door for several minutes. She had never seen Fern so upset, so rattled. From her writings in the grimoire Fern was always steadfast and calm, focused on the end goal of sealing the breach, and lustful for life. Fern had taught her to laugh again, had convinced her she could be a part of something bigger than any of them individually, but now all she could do was look back and had convinced herself of the worst possible outcome for Alyssum. She’d never realized Fern had such capacity to hurt others with her words that way. Her aggression was unnerving.

      Ling turned to look at Drake. Drake’s eyes were red, streaming, and even from where she sprawled on the floor, Ling could see the tremors rocking the captain. “Sh…she didn’t mean it,” Ling said, climbing to her feet. “Dreskin is right. She’s scared; she didn’t mean what she said.” Ling said the words to Drake, but she was saying them for her own benefit as much as for Drake’s. She needed to believe Fern didn’t blame her for all of this, that she was still a part of something bigger.

      Drake settled herself into a chair, running fingers through her short hair. “Yes she did. She meant every word of it. And she’s not completely wrong. We left her there, Ling.”

      “Dreskin says—”

      “I know what he says, but even if he’s right, it doesn’t change what we did.”

      It was true. Ling had felt the agony of that choice as much as the rest of them had, in her own way. Her only memories of Alyssum were from the book; she’d seen Alyssum on the Courser in the very beginning. They’d never actually met, but Ling knew how important she was to the others and to the task before them.

      “Desperate people do desperate things,” Ling said, thinking back to the words she’d exchanged with the old man in the harbor of Malach. Only a few hours ago, she had read about how he had seen something in her and had turned away, out of fear or disgust or something else altogether she could not say. The words felt even truer now than they had then. As bad as she’d thought things were at that point, they’d only gotten worse. How much further down the rabbit hole would they go before this was all over? She found she really did not want to know the answer to that question.
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      “You are right about that, and Fern is desperate. She has friends in all of us, but if Alyssum dies, she will be alone in a way none of us can even imagine. The last Mari.” Drake sighed and leaned forward, placing her elbows on the table and resting her forehead in her palms. “What a terrible burden to carry.”

      Ling pulled herself up from the floor and settled onto the bed. She rubbed her head where she’d cracked it against the bed frame. There wasn’t even a sore spot. Not being mortal did have some benefits. She looked up to find Drake’s eyes on her.

      “That’s a burden you both carry, I suppose. I’d never considered what it must be like for you, being the only one.” She leaned back in her chair, her gaze steady. “How is it you came to be here, Ling? It’s well known the people of your country hate and fear magic, and you said yourself they considered you a curse, so they must have known you weren’t human. I can’t imagine what they must have done to you. How did you manage to leave there?”

      Ling dropped her gaze to her lap. She didn’t want to talk about any of that. But her mouth opened anyway.

      “I had a friend there, a Bremen. She’d been in Meuse as long as I can remember, and she was like a grandmother to me. I called her Witch because everyone else did—an outsider even after all those years of living there. She never told me not to, but she should have. I’m ashamed I called her that now. She risked her life for me—maybe even died for me—and I don’t even know her real name. Can you believe that?”

      “When spoken in the tone of love and affection, even the ugliest words can become beautiful,” Drake said. “It’s not the word that matters, it’s the emotion behind it.”

      “Maybe.” Ling shrugged. “But I’ll never know her real name now. She’s very likely dead, and even if she isn’t, I’ll never go back there.”

      Drake leaned back and placed her palms flat on the table in front of her. She tilted her head back and looked up at the ceiling as she spoke. “Fern’s words were true, but they painted an incomplete picture. We did leave Alyssum behind, but she would have wanted us to do exactly that. She asked Fern to search you out, to help us find a way to seal the breach. She’d warned me this day might come, and asked me to mourn her, but to honor her life by doing whatever I could to stop Fariss and seal that damned breach. Whether she is alive or dead, we owe it to her to do whatever we can to bring her greatest wish to life.”

      She tilted her head downward until her eyes met Ling’s once again. “Dangerous people become even more dangerous when they are backed into a corner. Fariss took Alyssum because he thought she’d gained a powerful weapon in you, but his actions are his own. You have no part in them.”

      “If I didn’t exist, if I’d never come to this place…”

      “If it wasn’t you it would have been something else. It was inevitable that something would push him to act. We are fortunate it was you—you have showed us how to achieve the very thing we most desperately need. Because of you, we know how to close that breach, or at least we’ve got a good shot at it anyway. Because of you, we may be able to stop this war. Fariss has neither you nor Alyssum, and that’s because of you too. All life comes with good and bad, Ling. It’s foolish to focus overly much on one over the other.”

      Ling climbed to her feet and moved to the door of the cabin. “You may be right,” she said as she pulled it open. “But Fern looked at me much the same as my mother did when she tried to torture the changeling out of me. It’s not so easy to get such a thing out of your mind. Even a mind so littered with holes as mine.” Their eyes met for several seconds, but before Drake could say anything more Ling walked out and closed the door firmly behind her.

      Ling knew she started every morning reading the story of her mother’s attempt to murder her. It had hurt at the time, the despair in her writing made that very clear. But, maybe as a result of distance and time, her mother’s actions made a strange sort of sense when you considered that she’d grown up in a world that feared and despised magic.

      But Fern’s anger was not the ignorant result of the culture she’d grown up in—it had cause behind it. Regardless of what Drake said, Fariss did what he did because he believed Ling tipped the scales of war in favor of the Mari. Whatever good came out of her being here, it didn’t change the fact that she was at least partly responsible for Alyssum’s fate.

      Ling thought she could bear that truth when taken on the whole, the good and bad. She had friends here who accepted her for who she was, who didn’t care whether she had magic or blood running through her veins. She was a part of something bigger than herself, and as Drake had just said, they had an idea now of how to close the breach because of her. She couldn’t regret any of that and all the lives that might save. But Fern’s rage tipped the balance. She couldn’t deal with all the horror she brought to people she cared about and the loss of Fern as a friend.

      Drake was right: Fern understood what it was to be alone. Not just away from people, but truly, completely alone. Knowing someone else knew what that felt like and sharing the burden had made it so much lighter to carry. Maybe if she’d never met Fern she could still carry it. But Fern’s blame was too heavy, too bitter, too hollowing. It ate at her like acid and left her weak and grasping. Fern, it seemed, couldn’t imagine going on without Alyssum. But Ling couldn’t imagine going on without Fern.

      Ling made her way to the cabin she had been sharing with Fern and stopped at the door. She put her palms flat against the sea-roughened wood and leaned an ear against it. She could hear muffled voices, but couldn’t make out any words. She moved around to the side of the cabin where one small window punctured the wooden wall. She sat beneath it in the dark and listened.

      “…as I can. I’m not going to just sit here and let her die alone. And I’ll tell you another thing,” Fern said. “There is no way to close that breach. Alyssum knew it, and you know it too, whether you choose to admit it or not.”

      “If you believe that you are lying to yourself as much as you are lying to me. Alyssum sent you after Ling for a reason, Fern. She wanted you here, wanted you involved in this. She believes in what we are doing, always has, and I don’t care how badly injured she is, nothing would change how she feels about this. You are deluding yourself if you think—”

      “I’m done talking to you, Dreskin. After all we’ve been through…I never figured you for a coward.”

      Ling tilted her head up. She could hear Dreskin breathing long, steady breaths, and she could imagine him red-faced, trying to rein in his temper.

      “Fern, I understand you are upset. But we have never been closer to ending this thing than we are right now. Ling is the key. She had the information we’ve been missing all this time. There are navire with the ability to contain more power than we ever imagined was possible. Alyssum has always felt certain a large enough influx of power would close it, but they’ve never been able to muster enough of it, not since the tear. But now we can. We know it, and we know where to find it. Just imagine, everything Alyssum has worked toward, everything you’ve fought for, all right there for the taking.”

      “The only thing I’m interested in taking is revenge. I’m going to kill that bastard, and then I’m going to figure out how to unmake Ling. I don’t want to see her face—I don’t want to hear her voice—ever again. Not after what she’s caused.” Fern’s voice hitched as she spoke, but the venom never lessened. “It’s what she wants anyway. Death. I felt sorry for her about that before. Now I just want to give her what she’s looking for. If I could do it now, I would.”

      Ling’s breath caught in her throat. The darkness of the Darkling Sea was like the light of midday compared to the black wall of emotion that washed over her with Fern’s words.

      “Do you realize how crazy you sound right now, Fern? I know you don’t mean that. It doesn’t even make any sense!”

      “You don’t know anything, Dreskin. You and your stupid schoolboy belief in happy endings. Guess what? There aren’t any! The happiest we’ll get is the moment Fariss takes his last breath. You go on your stupid quest to find the navire, but I’m not wasting any more of my time with that. I’m going after Fariss. As soon as I can change, I’m out of here.”

      Ling could hardly believe it was Fern saying such things. She had always been so focused and strong.

      “You’ll die trying. There’s no way you’ll even get close to him, let alone have a chance to kill him.”

      “I’ve been close enough to do it twice already. I’ll find another opportunity, and this time I won’t waste any time thinking about it. Now get out. I’m done talking to you.”

      “Fern, please—”

      “Get out!” Fern screamed the words so loudly Ling felt them like a physical slap. She lay down on her side below the window and wrapped her arms around her knees. She listened as Dreskin took a breath as if to speak and then expelled it without saying anything. After a moment, she heard steps, followed by the door opening and closing once again. She could hear Dreskin’s steps receding in the darkness. The bed squeaked as Fern lay down upon it, and the cabin fell silent.

      In the distance Ling heard Drake shouting at the crew. She felt the ship pick up speed and  pull to the side as they turned toward Nantes. She wondered if the crew was as relieved as she was to stop their endless drifting and begin moving with purpose once again.

      From out of the darkness Ling heard what must be Amalya. She’d written about the girl’s habitual wordless babbling, the noise a constant grate on her nerves. Celene was with her—Ling could hear the woman laughing and talking to her daughter as if the girl could understand anything she said. They were walking toward her, much to Ling’s dismay.

      “It’s scary in the dark, I know, but don’t worry, my darling. I’ll keep you safe. You are my last, and most treasured.”

      Ling rolled her eyes. Amalya likely didn’t even realize it was dark. As their steps pulled just in front of her, Ling heard Celene speak once again. “I failed your brother; I won’t fail you, Amalya.”

      All the anger that Ling had bottled up inside ignited at Celene’s mention of Fraser the rapist. Everything she’d been feeling since she’d flipped the cover of the grimoire closed this morning came rushing out in a gush of fury. Without thinking, she thrust her foot out, hoping it was directly in their path. She couldn’t see them, but her aim was true even in the pitch black. She felt a foot kick her leg and heard a crash as someone fell to the deck.

      Amalya immediately began screaming as she did any time something unexpected happened. Celene dropped to her side, murmuring softly as she tried to comfort her daughter. Before Amalya could quiet down Ling reached out a hand, fumbling in the darkness, until she felt soft flesh, and she squeezed it. She hoped it was Amalya, thought it was Amalya just based on the location of her crying, and it was. The girl exploded into angry wails of frustration.

      Ling yanked her hand away, shocked at what she had done. She moved away, hiding the soft sounds of her movement in the bellowing screams of the girl. For a moment Ling felt guilty, but then she hardened her heart. Celene deserved it, Ling thought. Celene had raised a boy to be a rapist, to be a man who felt entitled to the body of any women he happened upon. She grieved her son even now, though he was a man that had felt no compunction about stabbing an unconscious and wounded person to death, apparently uncaring that his own life blood spilled out onto the sand around him. Celene loved a son who had died without sparing a thought for the mother and sister he would leave behind when he died.

      In that moment, Ling wanted to stick a knife in Celene as much as Fraser had wanted to stick a knife in Dreskin that night. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. So she would take her small vengeances where she could find them. She moved off through the darkness with a grim smile on her face. Fern, her parents, Witch. The weight of her losses was heavy on her shoulders, but she would bear it. She had no choice but to bear it until she found a way to release herself from it.
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      It was after lunch by the time Ling extricated herself from the pile of crates she’d awoken in. She’d hidden herself away there the night before according to the book. She had nowhere else to go. Fern’s fury made the cabin they’d shared off limits, and she wasn’t comfortable sleeping in the berth with the boatsmyn. Even if she had been, Celene and Amalya were down there. She still didn’t understand what happened to her at night, how her memory was reset, and she had no desire to discover her life through the grimoire under the watchful gaze of a nosy set of crew and passengers, not even the boatsmyn who shipped with Drake.

      So she had hidden herself away in a narrow crack she’d found in the crates stacked neatly on the deck, a small lantern at her side, and spent the morning in a terrified knot as she flipped through page after page of her life.

      That terror shifted slowly to anger, so much anger it felt like her small body could not contain it. It was a strange feeling, having no first-hand memory of all that had happened but knowing all of it was real. It was like reading a book. She’d find herself getting caught up in the story only to suddenly realize this was her life; this stuff had happened and was continuing to happen to her. Then she would feel her soul shrink up like a desiccated grape turning to a raisin in the furnace of her fury. And guilt.

      She slipped out of her hiding spot, leaving the book and lantern behind. She didn’t want to be seen, so she couldn’t risk the light from the lantern. She skittered lightly along the deck, feeling her way, picturing in her mind the detailed drawing she’d made of the ship, and listening intently for any indication of people nearby. She turned aside from any sound of movement or breath and successfully avoided contact with anyone along the way.

      She slipped into the kitchen, swiped a small knife from the narrow counter, and slipped out again without anyone the wiser. She hesitated at the rich bowls of stew and black bread that had been set out for any hungry boatsmyn or passengers, but she left them behind. She had no need to eat, and while she had read that it was often a comfort for her to do so anyway, she had other things on her mind today.

      She ducked back into her hiding place and lit the lamp, tenting the book around it to try to dim the light even further. She didn’t want anyone to know where she was, but she needed to be able to see for what she had in mind.

      The grimoire said she couldn’t be injured. She would feel the pain, would feel bones breaking, muscles straining, but the injuries never actually happened. As soon as the source of the injury was removed, she was instantly whole again. She turned one hand palm up and studied the lines there, the intricate pattern that identified her and her alone, the pattern the grimoire responded to when she touched it. She wondered, briefly, if it would open for Evelyn when this was all over, and she thought it likely would.

      She ran the knife along her thumb and hissed as it sliced her flesh. Pain exploded as the knife slid through, but just as the book had said it would, it left no mark behind. No blood, no scab, no scrape marring her smooth skin whatsoever. Her flesh closed immediately behind the blade. It was almost like drawing a knife through a bucket of the thick, sucking mud that surrounded Meuse. She could feel the pain of the cut, but even that faded quickly. Fascinated, she did it again, and then again after that. She brightened the lantern, watching closely as she cut, trying to determine how her body worked, how she could feel the physical pain of it but not experience the physical wound. She moved to larger cuts, slicing along the entire length of her forearm, poking at her shin, but every time was the same. Pain, but no blood, and no lasting injury.

      The pain, she discovered, was a release of sorts. She had so much hurt built up inside, so much anger, and no real outlet for any of it. Much of it was directed at others—the feelings of abandonment from Fern’s comments, the rage at Celene and Amalya—but there was also a self-hatred that had bloomed inside of her like black mold in a wet washroom. It had been there from the moment she’d realized what she was that morning back in Meuse. It had been planted there by the actions of her mother and the look on Sera’s face, watered by the angry shouts of the townspeople she’d known all her life. She’d spent her entire life learning it, learning that magic was vile, and those that practiced it rotten. It was remarkably easy once she realized what she was for that black feeling to overtake her.

      It had grown to an unmanageable size with the words she’d heard Fern say, and she realized suddenly that the cutting helped. It was like each slice of her own flesh sliced a bit of meat off the monster of self-loathing raging inside of her.

      “Sit here, darling. Why don’t you draw for a bit?”

      Ling looked up sharply and snuffed the dim light of the lantern. She didn’t recognize Celene’s voice from memory, but she knew immediately it must be her because shortly after a soft rump plopped onto the deck, the rhythmic scratching of wood on wood reached her ears, and the meaningless babbling began. The release she’d been feeling from the cutting vanished in a haze of red. She tried to find a way to get away from the two women, but the only way she could get out without making a racket was through the crack that Amalya was now blocking.

      Ling rolled her eyes and scooted back until she could lean against the wall behind her. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared toward the opening. She sat that way far longer than she would have thought she could, feeling more and more furious by the minute. The girl rocked, forward and back, forward and back, rubbing the blackened tip of a piece of wood on the deck. She’d left these black smudges all over the deck, and Ling took it as a sign of Celene’s incompetence that the woman allowed her daughter to do it.

      Lazy, she thought. Oblivious to how she and her daughter affect other people. Not to mention her son, the rapist. Ling scooted forward slowly, quietly, and leaned out toward the opening, stretching an arm through the narrow crack. She placed her palm flat against Amalya’s back and pressed firmly. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but Amalya hated being touched by anyone or anything. As the girl felt that first touch, she let out an ear-splitting roar and began rocking furiously.

      “Oh! Baby girl, what is it?” Celene was at her side in an instant; Ling heard the rustle of clothing as Celene tried to comfort her daughter. Twice the girl began to quiet down, and twice more Ling reached out and pressed a hand against her. Boatsmyn began wandering by, asking if everything was okay before they moved on, annoyance at the constant wailing clear in their voices. Dreskin found his way to them as well, asking if he could do anything to help.

      “I just don’t know what’s gotten into her,” Celene said. Dreskin had brought a small lamp, and in the dim light Ling could see her brushing a hand along Amalya’s forehead, pushing Amalya’s lank hair back from her eyes. “Something is setting her off; I just don’t know what.”

      “Maybe you should bring her below; her cries are muffled down there. If the warlocks are out there—”

      “You’re right, you’re right,” Celene interrupted him, her frustration clear in her voice. “I was hoping for some fresh air, for her and for me. But you’re right, we can’t risk it.”

      Ling smiled, watching as Celene got Amalya to her feet and they began to walk away.

      “I just wish I knew what was bothering her. She’s not usually like this,” Celene continued.

      “Maybe it’s the dark. Or the constant presence of the sirené.” Dreskin said as he walked along beside her. “It’s getting to all of us. Just an hour ago Cook insisted one of his knives had gone missing. It couldn’t have, of course. Who would take it? But he swore he’d been using it earlier, and when he’d gotten back from a walk on the deck it had vanished. We’re getting paranoid out here, all of us…”

      Dreskin’s voice faded away, and Ling looked down at the knife clasped in her own hand and had to cover her mouth to stop from laughing out loud. Without knowing it, without intending to, she’d become a ghost aboard the Courser.

      She spent the remainder of that day in her cubbyhole, in turns rereading the grimoire, imagining how she’d extricate herself from the others when they finally hit land in Caern, and cutting herself. As the ship quieted down and everyone went to their berths, she ventured out for another trip to the kitchen to take another knife, a much bigger one. She wanted to see how far she could go and still not experience an injury, and how long she could lose herself in the pain of it.

      She avoided thinking about Fern or Alyssum, or what would happen when they left the relative safety of the Darkling Sea, or how Fariss could be arriving in Meuse at any time, hunting for any information he could find about her. She didn’t want to listen to that small clock that was ticking in the back of her mind that told her they had to close the breach before he got to Meuse, before he could find Evelyn’s body. She didn’t want to think about how Witch should never have given her the grimoire, should never have helped her leave, and that the world would be a better place if she were still strapped to that chair, hidden away in some invisible corner of Meuse.
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      Amalya was screaming again, though this time it had nothing to do with anything Ling had done. A boatsmyn, in a rush to do some task, had tripped over her in the dark. Ling pulled up one of her pant legs and laid knife to it, feeling the explosion of pain as the sharp blade parted flesh that wasn’t flesh. She couldn’t see it in the dark—she dared not light a lantern with all the action on deck this morning—but it didn’t matter. Only the pain mattered.

      Neither the endless tormenting of Amalya nor the arc of a blade across her skin changed anything; she knew that. But they broke through the endless tornado of her thoughts and emotions. They brought an agony of a different kind, a normal sort of pain and irritation that were manageable, grounding her in a world that had become decidedly unmanageable. They were the only things she felt any control over whatsoever.

      Celene struggled to comfort her daughter and to remind the boatsmyn to tread more carefully in the dark. Ling could hear the frustration in Celene’s voice, and it made her smile.

      When she wasn’t cutting or delighting in anything that caused Celene aggravation, she played a game of seeing how closely she could creep past someone without them knowing, how many knives she could steal and return or move about the kitchen undetected, and seeing how many days she could go without speaking to anyone else aboard. She’d gotten very good at it, too. She often heard Dreskin asking about her, looking for her, telling others to send her to Drake’s cabin should they see her. But they never saw her, she had gotten very good at avoiding people.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Shut the girl up.” The rough voice of a boatsmyn battered through the darkness. “They are out there, you know. The sirené and the warlocks, much closer than you think. Probably following us thanks to your git and her wailing.”

      Celene said nothing back to him, and after a moment Ling heard his steps move off into the darkness. Between Amalya’s wailing sobs Ling could hear Celene’s own hitching breath.

      “They are just afraid is all,” Celene said. “The constant darkness and the lurking sirené, it has all of us on edge. Dreskin said it himself.” Ling heard movement, and she thought Celene might have wrapped Amalya in her arms. Amalya’s cries were slightly dampened, but undiminished in their energy. “It will all be ok, you’ll see. Once we get out of this place. Once the sun comes back. It will all be ok.”

      Ling wanted to laugh out loud at the woman. She was certain none of them would ever be ok again. She’d tried to be. She’d gone to see Fern three times, and three times she’d been chased out of the cabin. Twice she’d fled, cowering from the force of Fern’s words, each landing like an arrow to the heart. Once she had been physically shoved out of the room, ducking her head away from Fern’s blows.

      “They don’t know you the way I know you, Amalya. If they did, they would love you just as much as I do, my darling. They would know how special you are, how you help people. Just like Fraser did. You remember your brother, Amalya?”

      Ling felt the flash of anger; she always did any time she heard Celene mention Fraser. She missed her son, grieved his death even still, after all this time and after all that had happened.

      “For all his faults, he loved you, darling. And me too. You help all of us, though many people will never see it.”

      Ling rolled her eyes, wondering if Celene would still feel that way if she’d seen how little Fraser seemed to care about them as he was dying. His last thought had been of killing Dreskin, nothing more. He’d loved himself plenty, but most definitely hadn’t cared one wit for them.

      Ling climbed to her feet. She didn’t want to listen to this garbage.

      “He had a rotten bit to him. Too much of his father in him, and that was my fault. I should have taken him away sooner. I knew it then as well as I know it now. I failed him, Amalya.” Celene’s voice was choked with emotion; Ling could hear tears wavering in it. “But I won’t fail you, and I won’t fail Drake. Or Fern, or Ling.”

      Ling hesitated for a moment, wondering at Celene’s words, surprised at the heavy guilt she seemed to carry. Fraser had failed his mother. She was surprised to learn Celene thought it was the other way around. Ling shook her head and moved away in search of another place to hide.

      Guilt was something she already had too much of without listening to any more of Celene’s. Fern blamed Ling for everything that had happened to them, including Alyssum’s death and abandonment. It wasn’t lost on Ling that Fern’s words had shifted from Alyssum’s injury to her death. She had given Alyssum up as dead.

      Fern didn’t want her, and though Dreskin and Drake constantly sought her, she didn’t want them. They would try to convince her that Fern would come around eventually, that Alyssum was fine, that they’d make it to Vosh and find the navire and that everything would turn out just fine. But Ling didn’t believe any of it, and she suspected Drake and Dreskin didn’t either.

      Even the boatsmyn were struggling. Drake’s crew was accustomed to strange clientele and even stranger cargo, but even they were not immune to boatsmyn superstition. The relentless dark, the looming white faces and dinner-plate-sized eyes of the sirené every time the biolumesce came on, Amalya’s screaming, and Ling’s lurking wore on all of them. She heard them increasingly gossiping about curses and other dark magics, and some of them were half convinced the warlocks were secretly aboard the ship already, though such a thing was impossible, as any rational person would know. They told stories of movement in the corner of their eyes, shadows flitting about during the brief periods the biolumesce was lit, and—to Ling’s eternal entertainment—they gossiped about strange things being found, ropes left uncoiled, cargo shifted and moved about, and, of course, the vanishing of knives from the kitchen.

      The knives were her doing. She liked varying her cutting with a wide selection of blades. But the rest of it grew out of the idle chat of an increasingly unnerved crew. Their anxiety, too, became a balm to Ling’s own. In this, at least, she was no longer alone.
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      “Ling.” Dreskin was standing right outside the crack she’d settled in only an hour before. She couldn’t hide her surprise that he’d found her. She’d not spoken to anyone for weeks, and was certain she’d not been seen by anyone recently either. Though she could never truly be certain, of course—not with a memory as susceptible to failure as hers was.

      “I know you’re in there. I’ve checked literally every other possible hiding place on this ship. It’s taken me weeks to catalogue them all. Why are you hiding like this?”

      “Go away.”

      “We need to talk, Ling.”

      “No we don’t.”

      “Yes we do. We are almost through the Darkling Sea, and we’ve got an army of people who will be expending a lot of energy to find us once we leave it. We need to be together on this, Ling. We’ll never be successful if we can’t even speak with one another.” He sounded exasperated and more than a little tired. “The crew is on edge. Fern is still clamoring about going back to Marique. Drake and I are barely holding this ship together, and we need you engaged on this. Half the crew is terrified you’ve turned into some ghost, with all your lurking about!”

      So he’d still not convinced Fern they were doing the right thing. He’d been spending time with her, cloistered together in the cabin, speaking in low voices punctuated by an occasional outburst from Fern. Ling knew he’d done his best to reason with her, to help her see she’d let her fear run away with her, that she had every reason to believe Alyssum was fine and none to believe she wasn’t. All to no avail, it seemed. Ling wondered if he’d convinced her of anything else, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of asking.

      “You know what he did to me, Dreskin.”

      Dreskin was quiet for a moment. She could hear him breathing in the darkness. “What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t leave her in Middelhaern.”

      “Yes you could have, and that’s exactly what you should have done.”

      “She and Amalya would have starved,” Dreskin said. “There was nothing for them back there. Not without someone to help look after them.”

      “They would have been fine. Besides, they are not your responsibility, Dreskin.”

      “You know as well as I do they would not have been fine. And it’s a good thing I didn’t think that way when I saw you fleeing your mother in Middelhaern. Or when I sent you to the Courser.”

      Anger flooded through her at his words. He wasn’t wrong about that. She’d never have made it to Marique without his help, and he’d had no reason to give it that day he’d helped her aboard the Scarlet Float.

      “They would have found a way, just as I would have,” Ling said. “You should never have brought her here.”

      “You know what fate awaited them. You would have me leave a woman and her touched daughter to that?”

      “He tried to kill you, you know, while you were lying unconscious with blood seeping out of a crack in your skull. He tried to poke a knife into you. You’d be dead at his hand now if I’d not stopped him.”

      That caught him off guard. He was quiet for a moment before continuing. “That changes nothing.”

      “Yeah? Well it should.”

      Dreskin paused for the space of several breaths before continuing. “Celene is not Fraser, Ling. You cannot hold a mother accountable for the actions of her grown son!”

      “She raised him to be what he became!”

      Dreskin sighed deeply and was quiet for several minutes before continuing. “When we first met, you asked me why I helped you. Do you remember what I said?” Dreskin fell quiet, waiting for her response.

      She didn’t remember, but she knew nevertheless. She’d written it in the grimoire. It had meant so much to her then, to hear those words. He’d said a person should be judged for who they were, their actions, not what they were or where they came from. But that was an entirely different situation from this. She hadn’t deliberately hurt anyone. Fraser had.

      Dreskin continued. “I will not sentence a woman and her daughter to death, or worse, because of the actions of her grown son. You of all people should understand that, Ling. Hate me for it if you wish, but I’ll not set her out for you, or for anyone.”

      He fell silent once again and waited, but she said nothing, just listened as he breathed.

      “We will leave the Darkling Sea in a few days. If we don’t pull this crew together before then, we may as well give this whole thing up. I doubt we’ll make it more than two days in the state we’re in. Think about it, Ling. Is your anger worth letting the entire world die?” He stood there for several minutes more before moving away, his steps slow and heavy on the deck.

      Ling looked up into the sky, or at least where the sky would be if there had been stars or a moon to break up the inky black. She knew he was right, as much as it angered her to admit. If they failed, the last of the magic would drain out of the world. But maybe that wasn’t such a terrible thing. If all the Mari and warlocks died off perhaps the world would be a much better place.

      She tapped her head against the crate behind her. She wanted that to be true, but it wasn’t. She couldn’t sit back and let Fern die any more than she could let Fariss kill the people of Meuse, no matter how much the throbbing knot at the center of her being wanted her to. She knew that voice was the voice of her own hurt, not that of her true conscience. Besides, the death of magic wouldn’t only affect Fern; it would affect everyone she had ever known. Everyone she ever might know in the future. It was so abstract as to be almost meaningless, all those nameless faces, indistinct shapes she imagined out in the world.

      Ling waited until she was certain he was gone and then climbed to her feet. She crept out of her hole to find the ship lit from tip to tail with the blue glow of the biolumesce. Ling grimaced at the brightness, but couldn’t help smiling at the sight. Fariss wanted them all dead, yet it was his magic that kept them all alive now.

      As she moved toward the wheelhouse, she saw Amalya sitting next to the railing. The girl sat with her legs crossed in front of her, her entire body rocking as she colored over a single line on the deck with a charred bit of a stick. She had snot running between her nose and upper lip. She spoke as she rocked, an endless stream of words that never made much sense to Ling. She wondered if even Celene knew what the girl was saying.

      Celene was sitting next to her daughter, one arm stretched out on the railing as she stared out to sea. Celene turned as Ling approached and smiled in greeting.  The woman had no idea that she’d been behind the girl’s unrest these last weeks. Ling glared at her, wanting to smack that smile off her face. Suddenly she wanted Celene to know just how much she hated her. As she moved past them she paused long enough to reach down and squeeze Amalya’s shoulder firmly.

      Celene’s smile faltered and her face collapsed in on itself as she stared up at Ling in shock. Ling met her eyes before continuing on her way, Amalya screaming in a rage behind her.

      Ling continued toward the wheelhouse, and, as she climbed, she allowed a tight smile to curve her lips. Drake stood atop the wheelhouse as she always did, leaning against the wood railing, one bare foot lifted to the second rung, steaming coffee beside her as always. Ling sat down across from Drake, arms tightly crossed against her chest.

      Drake’s mouth was pressed into a frown, her eyes glittering dangerously in the low light of the biolumesce. Ling gazed at her, eyes steady. Drake had seen what she had done, that much was clear, but Ling didn’t care. She squared her shoulders, ready for a fight.

      “Not everything, or everyone, is what they at first appear to be,” she said. “Take Dreskin, as an example. He’s Alyssum’s son, you know.” Drake’s voice was soft; her anger didn’t carry into her voice, but she made no attempt to hide it in her eyes.

      Ling ignored Drake’s words and poured herself some coffee. She lifted the cup to her lips and took a deep draught.

      “Not by blood, of course. His parents were killed when he was three. They were close to Alyssum, and she’d been like a grandmother to him since he’d been born, so she took him in.” Ling stared into her cup, refusing to acknowledge Drake’s words.

      “They gave their lives protecting Alyssum and Fern, and Dreskin will do the same with his. He’s not a boatsmyn, not really. He sails, but he also listens. He reports what he’s heard back to Alyssum. He’s one of us, been in the fight longer than I have been.”

      Ling had always wondered why he was here, why he’d sent her to Drake and the Courser. Now she had her answer.

      “He’s a good man, Ling, and he’s done the right thing by Celene and Amalya.”

      Ling slammed the mug down and glared at Drake. “You don’t know what—”

      “I can guess well enough.”

      “Then you know why I want her gone.”

      “I understand your anger. But you’re wrong to judge Celene for what her son did. They will stay onboard this ship for as long as they wish it, for as long as they offer their aid. In case you haven’t already noticed, we are in short supply of allies.”

      “Aid? All the girl does is leave black smears of ash all over the deck and scream any time anyone brushes by too closely!” Ling pushed herself to her feet and moved to the ladder.

      “As I said, not everyone is what they may at first appear to be. Don’t let your past define you, Ling.”

      “Who are you to tell me such a thing? All you do is hide out up here all day and in your cabin all night. The crew is in a shambles; the boatsmyn are nigh on convinced we’re cursed, and those that aren’t are too afraid to even speak to you about what’s going on. This ship, this entire quest is falling apart, and you’re just standing up here letting it all happen!”

      Drake’s lips tightened into a flat line and she turned away from Ling to stare, once again, into the night. Ling glared at her back, seeing how her shoulders hunched up tightly as if she expected an axe to fall at any time. Drake took a deep breath, and Ling saw her force her shoulders down. She turned back to meet Ling’s eyes with her own.

      “You’re right.” Drake spoke quietly, as if she didn’t want anyone to hear her words. “Alyssum and I…I love her, Ling. I’m desperately afraid I’ll never see her again, but it’s not that. What we are doing is bigger than any one of us, even her. I know that; she knew it.”

      Drake leaned back against one of the chairs, barely perching on its front ledge. Ling moved away from the ladder, shifting closer to Drake.

      “It’s not right, what’s happened to you.” Drake’s voice was soft, so quiet Ling was forced to draw even closer to hear her words. “What we’re asking of you…it’s not right to ask it of anyone. I can’t imagine what it must have been like, discovering what you were, how those people must have treated you, all the things that happened to you between that day and the day you set foot on my ship. And none of us have made it any easier. We’ve failed you in so many ways.

      “I could have protected you from Fariss in the very beginning. I knew letting you leave with him that day would be a mistake, and I let it happen anyway. Everything that has happened since that day is on me, and I’ll regret it for all the days of my life.”

      Ling pulled back in surprise at Drake’s words.

      “We need you. I believe, as Alyssum did, that you are key to ending all of this. But we have no right to demand it of you, to force you to act against your will. If you feel powerless, it’s because of choices I’ve made, and I am sorry for that. If you want to stop, to give up, I won’t blame you for it. I’ll do what I can to get you anywhere you want to go. All I ask of you is to give us a chance to finish what we started. To stay out of Fariss’s hands, hidden from the warlocks, until this is all over. Whatever that ending looks like.”

      Ling was completely taken aback by Drake’s words, and she had no idea how to respond. Drake had just acknowledged everything that had tormented her for months, and had given her a choice in what she wanted to do now. From the moment she’d been strapped to that chair by Laera, any illusion she’d had of being in control of her life had dried up like a small pond in the heat of the dry season. She’d been rescued by Witch, then driven out of Meuse. She’d stowed away on the Crimson Float because it was the only way she could get to Middelhaern, had gone to Dreggs because it was the only possible means of finding Grag. Every choice she’d made hadn’t been a choice at all; she’d been forced every step of the way by circumstances outside of her control. Until now.

      “I see what it has done to you, Ling, what I have done to you, and I’m sorry. I just wanted to say that. Please, forgive me.”

      The walls that had propped Ling up suddenly came crashing down around her, and she sank down to the floor, her legs suddenly too weak to hold her weight. All the anger and frustration that had bottled up inside of her drained away, and an odd clarity settled over her. Drake dropped down beside her, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “You are right about what you said before. Farris would have found a way. There is nothing you could have done to prevent it.” Ling spoke the words, and as they left her mouth she realized they were true. That path had been set the instant Fariss saw Alyssum pause and look at her that first day on the Courser. No matter who she had been with or where she’d been, he would have found a way to get her. Or he would have been compelled to act to prevent what he saw as a changing of the tide to favor the Mari. The path might have varied, but the end result would still be right here in this moment. “The only thing that would have set us on another path was if I’d never come here at all.”

      “Without you we would never have discovered a way to close that breach.”

      “We don’t even know for certain if the navire will work. And every warlock in the world is set to keep us from it even if they do. We may fail yet.” Fariss believed she was the key to gaining control over the last of the magic in the world. He would stop at nothing to ensure he possessed her.

      “Regardless, I am thankful you came into our lives. I have no regret about allowing you on board all those months ago.”

      Ling looked at her and saw the truth of Drake’s words in her eyes.

      “What do you wish to do?” Drake asked.

      Ling looked down at the deck below, to where Amalya sat with Celene, dragging a charred bit of stick back and forth across the surface. Some boatsmyn darted here and there as they worked the ship while the others milled freely about the deck, taking their leisure in the small amount of light available to them in the interminable dark of the Darkling Sea. Fern was nowhere to be seen, and Ling imagined her friend huddled up in her cabin feeling so alone, so powerless. She turned to look at Drake, and the two women studied each other for several minutes before the corners of both their mouths lifted in a smile.

      “You’ll want these.” Drake held out a pair of dark glasses. “You’ll be blinded when we cross over otherwise.”

      Ling hesitated for a moment, searching inside. She wanted to be certain the choice was right, that it was true. The fear was there, as it always was, but so was the conviction that what she did now was right. It had been right all along. She’d just wanted, needed to be able to make the choice for herself. She reached out a hand, smiling as Drake dropped the dark glasses into her palm.

      “And it stops here, Ling.” The corners of Drake’s mouth remained curled upward, her eyes soft, but there was a hard edge to her voice. “Amalya and Celene have a part in this as valuable as any other. Never again.”

      Ling felt her defenses rear up, walls slamming back into a place as an old anger raised its shaggy head, but she pushed them all back. She had every right to be angry about what Fraser had done, but she had no right to treat Amalya the way she had. A part of her had known it all along. She nodded her head, meeting Drake’s gaze squarely.

      “Never again,” she said, and she meant it.

      Ling looked down at Amalya. The girl was smiling now, Celene saying something to her daughter that had made her laugh. She overwhelmingly felt the need to atone for what she had done, and she hoped one day she would be able to.

      Beyond them, in the shadows at the furthest reaches of the blue glow of the biolumesce, she could see the slightest glint of light off scale where the sirené circled.
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      Ling stared upwards, listening to the sounds of the crew. She rested on the top of the wheelhouse, her back flat against the vibrating deck of the Courser. It was dark, and she couldn’t see what was going on around her, but she’d been on ships and boats enough to know what was happening. Besides, the grimoire had been very clear about it. They were leaving the Darkling Sea behind, and the boatsmyn were preparing to raise the sails once again. She could tell everyone on board was lined up out on the deck, anxiously awaiting their first sight of the sun in months. She could hear them all around her, talking and laughing excitedly.

      Sails dropped from the mast with a loud whoompf, accompanied by a cacophony of shouts and the steady thump of feet against deck as the boatsmyn went about their tasks. Their excitement at leaving the dark was palpable, even from where she rested. She understood the feeling; she desperately wanted to see daylight again. She wanted to see what it was like to sail over that dividing line for herself. She tucked the grimoire into the leather bag Witch had given her and climbed to her feet.

      It was still completely dark on the Courser, but a short distance in front of them she could see a brilliant whiteness. It was as stark as if she’d painted a black line right alongside a white one, neither color blending into the other even the slightest bit. Real light didn’t work that way. Everywhere else in the world they’d sail through something like a sunrise, the darkness slowly fading away as the light grew in strength. But here magic dictated, not nature, and the dividing line was as clean as a perfect slice along her flesh from a newly sharpened blade. She pushed the glasses onto her face and several breaths later they swept out into the sunlight.

      At first she couldn’t see anything, blinded even with the dark glass over her eyes. She heard the sails snap in the wind and felt the warm touch of sunlight on her skin. The ship picked up speed as its sails filled with air. She blinked and blinked again, waiting for her eyes to recover from being sun dazzled.

      She heard a shout from somewhere off to her left. It sounded alarmed. She forced her eyes open against the brightness and immediately saw why. A ship drifted a short distance away from them. It looked like a fishing boat, but she could see no buoys in the water around it. Her blood went cold.

      A shout went up from the other ship, and suddenly the decks of both ships were boiling with activity. She could see no colorful robes in the seething mass of humanity on the other deck, but of course they’d not want to announce what sort of skills they had on board. The Courser was moving much too fast, and the other ship was far too close to avoid. They were going to sail right into it.

      “Warlocks!” Drake shouted from beside her. And then fire rained down on them.

      Dreskin was suddenly up on the deck, bow in hand. Any boatsmyn not directly involved in sailing the ship joined him, and volley after volley of arrows arced across the quickly narrowing gulf of water between the ships, burying their heads in flesh or wood or sail. Screams split the air.

      “Don’t let anything, human or animal, off that ship!” Drake yelled down at them. “We can’t let them get word of our location to the others.”

      The warlocks had far more people than they did, and much greater firepower. But they’d been completely unprepared for the sudden appearance of the Courser. The boatsmyn on both ships scrambled frantically to avoid a direct collision. The two ships came together just off of center and slid by one another so close Ling heard the scrape of wood on wood. Rigging snagged and tangled as they passed. Dreskin tossed his bow aside and leapt onto the deck of the other ship, blade flashing in the sun. An instant later the warlock crew boiled over onto the deck of the Courser.

      Several boarders scattered, knives flashing as they killed where they could. But several others moved in a tight knot, killing only when directly confronted. They looked behind every pile of crates, opened every door, and with a sudden chill Ling realized they were searching. They were using the cover of battle to sneak about the ship with an entirely different mission in mind. Ling had no doubt they were searching for her, though she was equally certain they’d be perfectly happy with Fern if they happened to find her first.

      With a jab of fear, Ling vaulted off the roof of the wheelhouse and sprinted toward the cabin. She had to get there before they did, to get Fern out before they could capture her. Her sudden movement caught the eye of a tall, pale-skinned woman. Their eyes met for an instant, and Ling saw two small purple amethysts shimmering to either side of the woman’s nose. And then the woman was moving as she whistled, a sharp sound that cut through the din of twanging bows and clanging swords with surprising clarity. In an instant Ling was surrounded. Only a few wore the stones of a warlock, but all stared at her with naked menace on their faces.

      The woman clamped a hand around Ling’s throat, lifting her up off the deck. Ling stared at her, wide-eyed, wrapped in a strange calm. They couldn’t kill her, she knew. For a moment she considered letting them take her. Perhaps capturing her would be enough to distract the warlocks, allowing Drake and Fern to get to Vosh and close the breach without the constant threat of warlocks on their tails. But she discarded the idea immediately. The one thing Drake had asked of her was to not allow herself to be captured at any cost.

      Before Ling could act, the woman coughed, then gurgled. A trickle of blood leaked from the side of her mouth. Ling stared at her in confusion before seeing the tip of a sword protruding from her chest. Her grasp on Ling failed as her arms began flailing wildly. One hand smacked one of the small biolumesce cups that lined the ship, knocking it off its bracket. It crashed to the deck as the woman fell, the water within it splashing everywhere as she sprawled onto the wooden planking.

      Ling saw Celene yank her hand back from the sword that was still jutting out of the warlock’s body and jump backward, eyes wide. Ling stared in shock. Her mind flashed to the story she’d read about the man who’d dunked a single finger into one of those bowls, the dire warning Fariss had given her about the small creatures that provided that gentle glow. The other warlocks exchanged quick looks before leaping overboard, not even bothering to look where they were going.

      The warlock’s body began to melt like a candle exposed to a very hot fire, and soon the deck below her began sagging too.

      “Run!” Ling shouted, but Celene stood still, eyes wide as she watched the body in front of her dissolve away. Ling could see Amalya a short distance away, huddled against a pile of crates as she cried. Ling leaped over the melting body and shoved Celene away from the quickly spreading mess. “Run!” Ling shouted. “Get Amalya and get out of here!”

      Celene’s eyes snapped back into focus as Ling continued shoving her forward, toward her daughter and away from the melting portion of ship. Ling lifted her voice, screaming for everyone to hear. “The biolumesce! It’s out! It’s eating through the ship!”

      Drake leaned over the rail on the wheelhouse, eyes two small circles of white in her brown face.

      “It’s out, Drake!” Ling yelled. “It was knocked over. We’ve got to get off the ship!”

      Drake clanged a bell that was bolted to the railing beside her. She tolled it three times, then leaped off the wheelhouse, landing beside Ling. “We couldn’t have sailed the Courser all the way to Nantes anyway,” She said, her tone flippant through the loss. “To the other ship!” She bellowed as she darted away, shouting at the boatsmyn around her as she went.

      Celene and Amalya followed Drake, but Ling sprinted the rest of the way to Fern’s cabin. She flung the door open so hard it bounced off the wall behind it and rocketed back toward her face. She let it slam closed behind her. The room was empty. She darted out again, screaming Fern’s name as she ran. All around her, people were dropping their weapons and leaping off the ship. Already the Courser was listing heavily to one side. In just a few more minutes there’d be nothing left of the ship.

      Boatsmyn were up in the rigging hacking at tangled ropes and bits of sail. Everywhere she looked, people were fleeing the ship, but she wouldn’t leave without Fern. She skidded up to the bow and collided with Fern as she came running around from the far side. They tumbled, falling to the deck together.

      “Ling! We have to go, we have to get off this ship!”

      “I know, I know.” Beyond Fern’s shoulder Ling could see the melting deck moving toward them. She couldn’t believe how fast it all was happening, how something so small could cause such destruction.

      Fern yanked her to her feet, and together the two of them leapt overboard as the last of the Courser melted away beneath them.

      They swam toward the big-bellied fishing ship. There were bodies all around them, some struggling, some floating serenely, faces turned forever downward into the dark depths of the sea. Ling could see Drake up on the deck of the other ship, side by side with Dreskin, blades flashing. But the fight was over. The warlocks had been disorganized and slow to respond, and despite the depression and anxiety that had plagued the Courser’s crew over the last months, they were well trained. The fighting was over almost as quickly as it had begun.

      The crew tossed the last of the warlocks over the edge as Ling and Fern were hauled aboard. She could hear Drake bellowing commands as the crew jumped into action, preparing the ship to sail. Ling let them do what they did so well, and she stood watching as the last bit of the Courser melted from view. She wondered how much damage the biolumesce would do as it sank to the bottom of the sea. Would it die in the saltiness of the ocean, or would this portion of ocean remain a deadly mystery to all who sailed it?

      Fern crouched beside her, head resting against the rail as she coughed and heaved.

      “Are you all right?” Ling asked hesitantly. This was the closest she’d been to Fern since her three disastrous attempts to make peace, and she was afraid just the sound of her voice would set Fern off again.

      Fern didn’t flee, but she didn’t answer either. She coughed again, dragging herself to her feet with the help of the deck rails, and then stumbled away without saying a word or even looking in Ling’s direction. Ling considered going after her. Fern looked much better than the last time Ling had seen her. She’d gained back most of the weight she’d lost, and the black bruising and angry scars had faded. But it was clear Fern was not as strong as she had been, and now she was exhausted, barely able to hold herself upright. Ling turned away, too afraid of Fern’s dagger words to risk running after her. Fern was safe, and that was enough for now.

      Instead Ling turned back, resting her elbows on the railing, and stared at the bodies floating in the water. Red stains spread from many of them, and with mild surprise she realized warlocks bled just the same as everyone else. She’d known that, of course. But Fariss and the warlocks had grown so formidable in her mind that somewhere along the line she’d started thinking them immortal. Ling’s side had won this skirmish, but she seriously doubted they’d win the war. Their enemy was too big, their window for success too narrow, and Ling was so tired.

      “She’ll come around, Ling. Just give her time.” Ling turned as Drake approached, settling her elbows on the rail beside her. Ling looked away, clamping her mouth shut on her harsh reply. Drake and Dreskin kept saying that, but Fern had not let up on her desire to go back even for one moment. Even now Ling could hear her talking to Dreskin, trying to convince him to turn back, to go back to Marique, back to Alyssum.

      “We’d have had to leave it behind regardless, but I hate to see it go that way.” Drake sighed with regret. “The Courser was a great ship.”

      “She won’t come around, Drake. She hasn’t budged even the slightest, has she?” Ling asked, knowing the answer.

      Drake sighed, shaking her head. “She will, though. She knows as well as I do this is what Alyssum wanted us to do, no matter how grievous her injuries. Or ours, for that matter. She’ll come around.”

      Ling could hear Dreskin saying much the same thing to Fern somewhere behind her. “I think she’ll leave as soon as she’s strong enough,” Ling said.

      “I think you underestimate her,” Drake said.

      Ling shook her head. “I’ve seen what she’s capable of. But I know how hard it is to be the last or the only. If there were a chance of me having even one other like me…I’d do anything to get to them too. It’s too much to ask of anyone, to be the last.”

      “It was too much to ask of you too.” Drake moved closer, her arm resting so close Ling could feel the heat radiating off it.

      Ling had spent much of their journey to this point huddled in the quietest corners she could find on the ship cutting herself over and over again. She’d tortured Amalya relentlessly, touching her or squeezing an arm or a toe, anything to set her off and torture Celene. She was angry, a deep, unforgiving, implacable sort of anger. Every morning she awoke as Evelyn, but by the time she’d finished reading the grimoire she was as angry as she had been when she’d finished writing the night before. Up until Drake had given her the choice to stay or to leave she had felt so out of control, so furious, and so lonely. It had driven her into a place darker than she’d ever thought she was capable of. Yes. She thought. Perhaps too much to ask of all of us.

      “You’re not alone, Ling. We may not be made of the same things, but your feelings are no different from mine or Dreskin’s or Fern’s. Your fears are our fears. Your joys are our joys. It doesn’t matter how you were created; you are one of us.” Drake closed both her hands over one of Ling’s. Her skin was damp, from sweat or seawater Ling couldn’t say. But her hands were so warm. “You found your way to it, so will she. Just give her time.”

      Drake moved away, yelling orders at her crew as they set about making their new ship sail-worthy. Ling lingered where she was, watching as some of the bodies floating in the sea around them began to bob and dance as the creatures of the ocean began to feed.

      Ling had decided to continue on with this quest, as hopeless as she thought it was. But Drake was wrong about one thing: Ling did not belong. Even in death those warlocks had more in common with living things than Ling ever would.
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      “Did anyone see anything make it off that ship? Anything at all, even if you think it insignificant. We have to be certain. This entire plan requires absolute secrecy if it’s going to work.” Drake looked at each of them in turn.

      They were huddled in the tight quarters of Drake’s cabin. Other than the small galley, which was big enough for two people to cook and serve food, this was the only enclosed place on the deck of the big-bellied ship. The deck was wide and empty, the usual clutter of a working fishing vessel torn down and removed. The barrels and crates of salt that should have been in the hold had been emptied out and replaced with dozens of swinging hammocks and straw-lined crates filled with all manner of alchemical concoctions. The warlocks had outfitted this ship for battle, not for fishing or comfort. The only remaining indication of the original purpose of the ship was its shape, a tangled knot of netting clustered in a dark corner of the hold, and the overwhelming stench of fish.

      Ling wondered how many ships the warlocks had commandeered in their effort to find the Courser. How many fishermen sat idle in port while their ships were used this way, and how many families would have no dinner tonight because of it?

      “There were a number of birds, but I’m certain we killed them all before they took to the air,” Dreskin said.

      Ling’s attention snapped back to the conversation going on around her. Dreskin, Drake, and Fern were crammed together in the tight space. They stood back as far as they could from one another, leaning against the walls, but would easily have been able to touch hands if they merely stretched toward the center of the room.

      For her part, Ling had been so overwhelmed with just keeping everyone alive she’d not even thought to look for anything that might get word to Fariss about where they’d exited the Darkling Sea. With a chill she realized just how broadly they’d had to analyze that risk. If all the warlocks aboard had been Tovenveran, the risk was relatively small. But if they’d had a Tovendieren…her mind boggled at what that would mean. Tovendieren magic meant that any living creature could have been used as a messenger—bird, reptile, insect. She had no idea if there were any limitations to what a Tovendieren could speak with, and the thought gave her a shiver.

      “I watched. The crew watched. Nothing got off that ship,” Dreskin answered. “I didn’t see any citrine either. Every navire I saw was amethyst.”

      Citrine, the beautiful golden yellow stone that was the color of the Tovendieren. She hadn’t noticed any yellow navire at all, only the glinting purple amethyst of the one woman, the Tovenveran, who had attacked her. Her mind flashed for a moment to the bloody tip of a sword jutting from the woman’s chest, and Celene’s wide, terrified eyes. Celene had killed that warlock, had saved Ling’s life, after Ling had stared her in the eye and grabbed Amalya to set her off. An ugly twist of guilt tangled in her guts at the thought.

      “Ling?”

      Ling yanked her focus back to Drake and to the topic at hand. Drake was looking at her, eyebrows slightly raised.

      “What?”

      “What navire did you see? Any yellow?”

      “I only saw amethyst, none other.”

      “I doubt they only had Tovenveran on board. They had to have had at least one Tovendieren,” Drake said, almost to herself.

      “Perhaps they were taken by the biolumesce. Or perhaps they wore no navire. Not all warlocks have them,” Dreskin said.

      They were quiet for a while, considering. Ling watched Drake as thoughts flitted across her face, ideas picked up, examined, and then set aside. “Dreskin, ask Celene to join us in here please.”

      Ling didn’t want to see Celene. Not after what she had done to the woman, to her daughter. What she’d done over and over again for weeks. She felt her cheeks flood with shame. She had no choice about sharing the ship with her, but Ling had no intention of sharing this room with her. She moved to follow Dreskin out of the cramped space.

      “Ling, stay. You need to hear what we’re going to discuss.” Drake’s voice was emotionless, her expression even more so. Drake knew what she had done, at least that one time, and Ling thought it likely she had connected the dots regarding the previous times as well. She nodded once and turned her eyes to the wooden deck in front of her, feeling her shoulders tense up at the thought of having to look Celene in the eye.

      “The Brisians can speak with any animal, though they bond most closely only with a particular species. This is their lemfreu,” Drake said.

      “Lemfreu?” Ling asked.

      “Oh, Ling,” Drake said, shaking her head at her. “Do they really teach so little of the rest of the world in Meuse?” She paused, as if expecting an answer, and then continued. “The Brisians’ bond with the animals in their care is strong. It’s strong because their magic allows them to communicate with them. I don’t understand it, or know how they do it, but while they can communicate, in a way, with any animal, they develop an affinity for a particular species. This is their lemfreu—in your language it means fire family, but to a Brisian it means love forged in the fire of magic. It’s a bond as strong as parent to child.”

      Lemfreu. Ling tried the word silently, and she thought back to what she’d read in the grimoire earlier that day about Treantos and those little reptiles he had brought aboard the Courser. She had seen those reptilian creatures one other time, when she and Fern had been creeping back to Fariss’s fortress. She had not written anything about a yellow glow to their eyes either time, but she was certain they must be his lemfreu.

      “But Brisians are different from the Tovendieren in that they cannot control their companion animal, or any animal. To a Brisian, that relationship is a partnership among equals; they cannot compel,” Drake continued, her voice taking on a teacherly tone.

      “To compel is deeply offensive to all Brisians,” Celene spoke as she entered the room, pushing Amalya in front of her. Dreskin followed them in and closed the door behind him. “To compel a lemfreu, an animal companion, is seen much the same as the rest of us view rape or torture. It simply is not done.”

      “Compelling lemfreu is seen similarly by most Tovendieren as well. Though their skills make such a thing possible, most consider it far too foul to do. But not all,” Drake corrected.

      Celene’s eyes narrowed slightly as she nodded. “There are some among the Brisians who side with Fariss and his ilk, and take power in any form.”

      “How many? Do they gather in particular areas? How might we avoid them? A Tovendieren-enthralled creature gives itself away with a golden glow in its eyes, but how can we tell if an animal is only bonded, or even just an animal?” Drake peppered Celene with questions.

      “I have nothing that will help you, Drake; I wish I did. The bond the Brisians form is a natural extension of what they are—it’s as natural to them as breathing, as a heartbeat. Their bond-mates give no indication of the bond, nothing like the glowing yellow eyes of an animal in thrall to a Tovendieren. And while most folk disapprove of those that attempt to compel animals, very few are aware of the breach, of the slow drain of magic and the dangers it poses. It is not as if there is some political undercurrent here that you can tap. It will be impossible to know who might tell others once they’ve seen you.”

      Drake studied her for several long moments, chewing on her lower lip as she thought. Dreskin tucked an errant strand of hair behind an ear, then thought better of it and ran a hand through his hair twice, leaving it twice as mussed as it had been before.

      “Ok, we must proceed with the assumption they got word of us off the ship,” Drake said. “We sail fast, and we sail as if we are a fishing vessel. There is a tangle of nets down below. Get them untangled and in the water. And dirty the deck up. Dreskin, get the boatsmyn fishing until we can get those nets in the water, and get them gutting right on the deck. I want plenty of blood and offal up here. It’s dangerous, but we can empty some of the crates down below and pile them around on deck to give the appearance we’re processing and storing. We’ve no barrels and no salt, but there’s nothing we can do about that.”

      Drake looked at them for a moment, considering. “Fern, Ling, the two of you need to stay out of sight at all times. Our only option is to hide in the open, but they will be watching for the two of you specifically. We can’t risk you being out on deck. Dreskin, you take the captaincy. No doubt I’m a target as well now. Fariss knows me well, but he doesn’t know you.”

      Dreskin nodded at her words, picking up the thread. “We need to roughen up the crew as well. Get them dirty. Remind them to be careful with those globes down below. I don’t know what most of it is, but I’m certain it wouldn’t be healthy if we spilled it or broke it. Besides, we need to keep hold of them. Who knows what’s coming our way? The better armed we are the better.”

      And just like that, Dreskin was the captain of a wallow-bellied fishing boat. Ling went below deck to get the netting untangled for use. She tried to focus on the work in front of her and not the slowly growing pile of the multi-hued globes of potions the boatsmyn were stacking on the far side of the hold. Haphazardly, in Ling’s opinion.

      The rope of the tangled netting was rough and smelled viciously of old fish, but it was the one thing she could do while hiding out of sight. Besides, she was good at it. Her father, Evelyn’s father, was a trader, but there were plenty of folk in Meuse who plied the waters of the Lisse and Arnhem rivers for fish. She knew her way around a net as well as any boatsmyn.

      She listened to the steady thudding of feet running about above her head as she worked, and she imagined what chaos it must be up there. She could hear Dreskin shouting, his voice coarse as burlap and his language even coarser, haranguing the crew as they worked to make this ship look like a fishing vessel once again.

      Hours later, she hauled the netting up on deck and handed it over to a passing boatsmyn. The boatsmyn snagged it from her without comment and vanished into the fading sunlight. Ling lingered by the door and was surprised at the changes she saw. The crew had caught a surprising quantity of fish considering the lack of netting. They had no barrels and no salt aboard, but that hadn’t stopped them. A man and a woman stooped over a narrow table with piles of gut and gullet at their feet, and stacks of fish-filled crates beside them. Behind them, she could see a handful of kittiwakes and petrels riding the air, diving and swirling in the wake of the ship, waiting for their chance at the offal the crew would soon shovel over the side. Ling shuddered to think how those fish would smell by morning without being preserved in salt.

      The crew had hacked their pants off at the knee. All ran barefoot, and most bare chested as well, in the warmth of the setting sun. The deck was as crowded as they could make it with their limited supplies, and it was awash with fish blood, guts, and bits of tail and skin. They’d had almost nothing to work with, but Ling was impressed at the transformation nevertheless.

      She watched, sitting back from the door, well out of sight of any prying eyes, as the world passed through her small-framed view of it. As full dark came on, the smell of herring stew and fresh baked bread wafted through the ship. The processing equipment was cleaned and stowed. The cries of gulls vanished with the light, and finally Ling was able to leave the hold. She hurried to the galley, planning to grab a handful of food and get to the captain’s cabin once again.

      Because the galley was so small, the crew would take their meals standing or sitting on the open deck. Celene was there with Amalya, huddled in a narrow corner, scooping thick stew and chunks of fresh fish into their mouths using hand-torn portions of fresh bread. Ling ignored them. She had nothing to say to either of them, had nothing she could say. How did someone apologize for what she had done? She would just do her best to keep her distance, waiting until they both left the ship, or until her journey took her outside of their sight. She grabbed several bowls of the stew, stacking a chunk of bread atop each of them, and made for the captain’s quarters.

      Fern and Drake were there already, Fern perched on the side of the narrow bed, Drake leaning against one wall with arms tight across her chest. Drake took the offered bowl and bread with a smile and thanks, but Fern turned her nose up at it.

      It was clear Fern had gained weight since waking, but to Ling’s eyes it was not nearly enough. They’d had a store of grubs and roots for her aboard the Courser, but there was nothing like that on this tub. With a pang, Ling wondered if Fern would eventually eat what the rest of them ate, or if she would starve herself to death before they ever made landfall.

      The door slammed open, and Dreskin walked in. He saw the bowl of steaming soup Fern had refused and claimed it for himself, scooping bread and fish into his mouth with surprising speed. He’d made an effort at cleaning himself up, but he smelled of fish guts all the same. Ling sighed, wondering if she’d ever be able to scrub that smell out of her nose.

      “The birds are dangerous,” Drake said.

      “I know,” Dreskin replied around a mouthful of stew. “But you know no fishing vessel sails without them. We have little enough to work with as it is; we’ve got to risk it if we have even the smallest hope of passing even the most casual scrutiny.” He scooped a last chunk of bread into his mouth and settled himself on the floor, elbows resting against his bent knees. “They mostly seem normal as far as I can tell, but there is one that has me worried. It didn’t go after the fish, even after we’d shoveled it all overboard. It hovered too high to see its eyes, and lingered until it was too dark to see by.”

      “Of course they’ll have the birds out. It’s exactly what I would do were I in their shoes,” Drake agreed. “We just need to give every indication we are nothing more than a fishing vessel, if, perhaps, a poor one. They’ll watch, but if we do our jobs well, they’ll have no reason to suspect anything more.”

      “What if they send people to investigate us as well?” Fern asked. “What we’ve done here might pass from a distance, but it’ll never hold up to close scrutiny. We are wasting time with this farce. If we turn around now, they’ll have no idea where we are. They’ll never expect us to go back to Marique. Not now.”

      She was right about their disguise not holding up to close inspection. They all knew that. Dreskin leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. Drake shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Neither responded to Fern’s comment. The only answer they had was that they were not going back, and both knew those words would just cause another argument. Ling could see it in their eyes.

      No, their only option was to continue forward, and to do that they had to put on a convincing show. It was a two-week sail to get to Nantes. During that time, they had to lie low, to give no reason for anyone to suspect they were anything other than a fishing boat. This tub would never outrun a normal ship, even one without warlock magic pushing it forward. If there were even the slightest suspicion, their journey would end before it ever really got off the ground.

      And so the days passed. Fern and Drake stuck to the narrow captain’s cabin, but Ling couldn’t stand being that close to Fern. She huddled below decks instead with the off-duty crew, as far away from them as she could get. The fresh, salty smell of the fish slowly faded to less fresh, then to downright rancid, but they stored it anyway. Day by day their load grew, and the ship settled more and more in the water. The smell churned her stomach, but she welcomed it. Each new pile of fish made the ship a bit more convincing to any casual observer and made it more likely they’d reach their destination without difficulty.

      The conflict she felt about Celene only added to the acid churning in her guts. But despite Ling’s avoidance and tendency to outright ignore her, Celene was never anything but kind. Confused, perhaps. Ling was certain Celene had no idea why she’d acted toward her and Amalya as she had. But she was kind regardless. Whenever Ling saw her now she couldn’t help thinking about how it had felt to poke her hand into Fraser’s stomach, to watch the muscles twitching and the spasms of pain flashing across his face as she pushed his broken and bleeding guts around inside his gaping belly. She’d done the same to Amalya in a way, poking at and touching her in the darkness when she knew it would be intolerable to the girl. The accounts in the grimoire were graphic and detailed, and Ling felt as though she had no option but to look away and leave as quickly as possible any time Celene came near.

      Each night they would meet up in the tiny cabin and discuss their plans. The plans never changed, but they rehashed them every night nevertheless. They were to pick up horses from the chevalmyn in Nantes, ride across the horn to Caen, take a small coastal runner to Lille, and then vanish into the country of Brielle, riding the Woedenwoud boundary as they made their way to Noorlend and then west to the White Mountains. They discussed the same what-ifs, dissected the same assumptions, and avoided discussing what would happen should the warlocks find them before they made it to Nantes. They never varied their routine, their plan, even when each evening Dreskin reported more and more kittiwakes that shadowed the boat from dusk to dawn and seemed more interested in watching than eating.
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      “It’s smoke. There’s no doubt about it: Nantes is burning. I just can’t tell how much of it.”

      Ling stared unwaveringly at Dreskin as he spoke. It would have been cramped in the small cabin with just Drake, Fern, and Dreskin in there, but Dreskin had once again asked Celene and Amalya to join them. Ling had to admit Celene knew a lot about the Brisians, but being so close was ever uncomfortable for her.

      “How can you tell? The rain—”

      “Drake, it’s smoke. Believe me. I’ve been watching it for hours; there’s no question. The city is burning.”

      Dreskin had called them all together earlier than normal. He had been subdued, an odd tightness around his eyes, when he’d come looking for her in the hold. He’d handed her a cloak to drape over her head as she sprinted to the cabin through the heavy rain. They’d pulled the nets in against the rough weather, and the on-duty crew huddled wherever they could find shelter on the deck. It was crowded below decks too, but Ling preferred the relative anonymity of the hold to being in such tight proximity with Celene and Amalya.

      With his words the reason for his grim look became clear. Nantes was on fire.

      “I’ve been watching too, Drake.” Celene’s soft voice. “It’s difficult to make out in the heavy rain, but we’ve had several breaks in the weather, and it’s been the same every time. Dreskin is right.”

      “Burning. Burning. Burning. Burning. Burning.” Amalya had picked up one of the last words she heard and repeated it over and over again. She crouched at her mother’s feet, the ever-present charred stick in her hands, working hard at darkening a single line of black on the floor of the cabin. The muscles of Ling’s back tightened against the sound.

      “What of the birds?” Drake asked. She studied the bed as if the rumpled pile of blankets there held a map or some secret that would help them out of what felt like a closing noose.

      “There are many. No sign of pursuit yet, but I am certain it is only a matter of time,” Dreskin answered.

      “How many?” Drake pulled her eyes up from the bed and looked at Dreskin.

      “Dozens.”

      Over the weeks the ship had grown a shadow that had nothing to do with the direction of the sun. This shadow was made entirely of birds, riding the wind above the ship from dawn to dusk every day. Kittiwakes and gulls were common around fishing boats, but these birds behaved very differently from those. They hovered silently; they ignored the food; and their beady eyes seemed to stare intently, as if they were watching.

      “Has anyone seen their eyes?”

      Ling peeled her gaze from Dreskin to look over at Drake.

      “They keep their distance, but we don’t need to see the yellow glow of their eyes to know Tovendieren watch from them,” Dreskin answered. “Their behavior is answer enough.”

      “Great. That’s just great.” Fern’s eyes burned feverishly in her still pale face. “They know where we are, and they’re probably the reason Nantes is burning too. No matter where we go, death awaits us. We never should have come here. I told you we should have gone back, but you refused to listen. Now we’re all going to die, and Fariss will have his way with what’s left of the magic.” Fern spat the words at the others gathered in the room.

      “We have no way of knowing the cause of the fires, Fern, and even if you are right, it changes nothing. This is still our best path out of this mess.” Drake’s voice was harsh, and Ling suspected she was quite tired of Fern’s constant anger and doubt about the path they’d chosen. Fern clamped her mouth shut but glared viciously at Drake.

      “Burning, burning, burning, burning.” Amalya continued her chant, seemingly oblivious to the tension around her.

      “Fires happen, especially in harbors. It might be nothing,” Celene said quietly, resting her hand on her daughter’s head. “It’s impossible to see through the storm and smoke to determine how much of the city is affected. No doubt the Brisians will have it out by the time we get there.”

      Drake nodded. “We should have killed that first damned bird.”

      “That would have been a sure giveaway, Drake,” Dreskin said.

      “I know, I know it,” Drake said, waving Dreskin down. “Hitting that port before they get to us is the only option we have.” She took a deep breath and hissed it out between her teeth. “They are always one step ahead of us, no matter how we plan or how unpredictable we try to be. How are they always one step ahead?”

      Ling could see the muscles in Dreskin’s cheeks clenching and unclenching in frustration, but he said nothing. No one answered Drake’s question. There was no answer. No one knew how the warlocks were always two steps ahead. Ling thought it must be Tovendieren magic, but how they did it so consistently was a mystery.

      “Why don’t they disable us?” Ling asked, shifting to an entirely different train of thought. “They left our sails in tatters when we fled toward the Darkling Sea. But here they simply watch. Why?” The only answer was that they must have warlocks waiting in Nantes already. Maybe Fern was right; maybe they were headed straight into a trap.

      The door to the cabin swung open, and a boatsmyn poked her dripping head into the room. “Ships,” she said, eyes darting between all of them huddled in the room. “Two of them. Still a long distance back, but no doubt they are tailing us. We’ll only have a few hours on them once we hit port.” She ducked out of the room, closing the door firmly behind her.

      Ling felt her stomach drop to the floor of the room.

      Drake’s face was pale, but her eyes were hard and her mouth set in a stubborn line. “Pack up whatever you plan to bring along with you to Caern, but pack light. We’re going to sideswipe Nantes, getting close enough for the six of us to jump overboard and swim to shore. The ship will continue heading up the coast.”

      “What will that gain us, with those damned birds following along?” Fern asked, her voice husky and still angry. “They’ll know six of us left the ship.”

      “Six of us?” Ling could not keep the question to herself. Surely Drake didn’t mean for Celene and Amalya to come with them.

      “You can remain onboard if you wish, Celene. They don’t know who you are, and it’s Fern and Ling they are after.”

      “We go where you go,” Celene said.

      Drake turned to look at Amalya.

      “She can’t swim.” Celene answered Drake’s unspoken question. “But I’m a strong enough swimmer for both of us. I’ll carry her.”

      Drake nodded once, and Ling wondered at that. Having Amalya with them was a risk, for the girl as well as all the rest of them. Who were they, to make their presence worth the risk?

      “If we go cloaked, they’ll have no idea who left and who stayed on board. They’ll be forced to split up, half following this tub and half searching for us in Nantes,” the captain continued.

      “They’ve got people on the ground there. They must,” Ling said, giving voice to her earlier thought.

      “If they know where we’re headed, they’ll expect us in Caern. It’s the only way across without entering the Woedenwoud.” Fern’s face was drawn and pale, her normally frizzy hair greasy and flat against her head.

      “If we beat them to it, it won’t matter much,” Drake said. “We just need to stay ahead of them.”

      “I’d much rather lose them altogether than have them so close on our trail. One delay, one miss, and we’ll be in their hands with your plan,” Fern accused.

      “If you’ve got a better plan I’m happy to hear it. For now, however, we’re headed to Nantes. Get your things ready.”

      Fern’s lips turned down into a rigid frown as she watched Drake leave the cabin. “Do you have a better plan, Fern?” Dreskin asked her. “One that involves us going forward, not back. I’m all for it if you do. I’ll talk with Drake—”

      “You know how I feel about this, Dreskin. This is all a mistake. You and Drake are going to lose this war for us. Though in the end it won’t matter much I suppose. The sooner I die the sooner I stop missing Alyssum.”

      “Fern…”

      But she was already gone, leaving Dreskin to stare imploringly at Ling, Celene, and Amalya. “She is not dead.” He said it so confidently, as if he knew Alyssum was alive. He was always like that, so confident, so sure of himself, of the path he took. So sure of all of them, that if they only worked together they could achieve anything. Ling envied him that certainty. The only thing she was sure of was that she had to keep putting one foot in front of the other, one way or another.

      As Ling left the small cabin, she saw Fern squatting on the deck, closing her eyes in concentration. She flickered for a moment, a dim light shimmering around her before flickering out. She let her head fall forward for a moment before climbing back to her feet. She turned and looked at Ling, her blue eyes and the blue scaling along her cheeks flashing in the sunlight.

      Ling wanted to plead with her not to leave, to beg her to stay, to help them end this thing that she and Alyssum had started, but the words jumbled together and tangled up in her throat. She didn’t know how to get through to Fern any more that Dreskin did, and she’d learned to be too afraid to even try.

      “I hate you.” Fern’s tone was flat, no grief, no anger, no emotion in it whatsoever. Ling’s eyes opened wide, and tension flashed through her body like a lightning strike. Shock and hurt wrapped snug around her middle. She understood what her father must have been feeling when she’d seen him last, hollowed and stooping.

      Fern spun on her heel and walked away. It wasn’t the first time she’d said such things to Ling, but it was the first time she’d said them with such complete indifference. The lack of emotion behind the words made them much more real. Before, she’d thought it was just the intense emotions Fern was going through, fear and grief over what had happened to Alyssum. People said things they didn’t mean when they were upset. But Fern had not been upset. Not this time. Her eyes and tone had been empty of malice. They’d just relayed her truth.

      Ling retreated into the dimness of the now empty cabin, closing the door tightly behind her. She lay down on Dreskin’s bed, pulling the covers up over her head. She pulled a knife out of her boot and sliced it across her palm, and then did it again. She stopped, studying the knife in front of her. She hadn’t cut since the talk she’d had with Drake, but Fern’s vehemence brought all those feelings of hopelessness right back. She struggled against the rising tide for several breaths, wrapping herself in the words Drake had said, willing the feelings of betrayal to fall away, telling herself Fern didn’t mean it, that she was just lost in her own grief.

      The covers were yanked back, and she stared up at Drake in naked surprise. Drake stood with her mouth open as if she’d stopped in the middle of a word. Their eyes met, and Drake’s understanding of what she’d been doing was writ all over her face. Ling exploded to her feet, shoving Drake away from her. “Don’t you know how to knock?” she demanded.

      “I did knock. Several times. And called your name. I called your name from across the room as well, all without an answer.”

      Ling didn’t know what to say. She’d been so focused on fighting back the negativity Fern had dropped on her she hadn’t heard anything. Ling jutted her chin out defensively. “It’s not what you think. It was, but not any more. It’s just…Fern.”

      Drake flattened her lips, but her eyes went soft. “She doesn’t mean it, Ling. You of all people should be able to see where she is coming from, what such a loss—even if only perceived—can do to you.”

      Drake was right. Ling had taken her anger out on Amalya, a sweet girl who’d done nothing to deserve Ling’s malice. How could she be so angry at Fern for doing the same to her? She sat down on the bed, sliding the knife back into her boot. “You are right. I know you’re right. It doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “Nothing ever does,” Drake said. “Come on, we need to go, now.”

      Ling grabbed a cloak and pulled the deep hood over her head. She ducked as deeply into it as she could, and followed Drake out of the door. She stepped out of the cabin and looked up in surprise. The birds flew so close to the ship now that Ling could clearly make out the yellow glow in their eyes, and she could hear the wind rustling their feathers as they cut through the air. She kept her head lowered as she approached the railing. The others all gathered there already, waiting for her. All cloaked, their heads hidden deep in the folds or hoods drawn over their faces. It was impossible to tell who was who, and a tight, grim smile curled Ling’s lips. The Tovendieren must be spitting mad right now!

      Drake was delivering a last smattering of orders. The crew was to keep sailing this route as if their homeport was just a short sail further up the coast. They were to continue fishing as weather permitted, continuing to process their catch, and they were to give up easily when the warlocks caught up to them. Otherwise the crew was to scatter when they made landfall, lay low, and when it was safe, make their way back to Middelhaern. Drake would meet them there when this was all said and done. Or, if in six month’s time she was not back, they were released from their duties. The bank would pay out their full salaries, and then they were to seek berths on other ships. It was a contingency she’d had in place for years.

      Drake’s crew had sailed with her for many years. Ling could see from the looks on their faces how little they liked this plan, but Drake stood squarely, arms across her chest as she spoke, and Ling could see just as clearly that they would do as she asked.

      Drake’s orders droned on, but Ling ignored them. Instead she watched the sails of two large ships, clearly visible in the distance now. There was no question they’d make it into port several hours before those ships would, but she shuddered to think how many warlocks each one could hold. Far more than what they’d run into when they’d managed to take over this tub.

      Ling turned to face Nantes and felt the small bit of hope she’d harbored that they’d make it to Caern ahead of the warlocks shrivel and die. The waters were deep here, and the shallow curve of the bay allowed even this tub to approach quite close to the beach without slowing their pace. She didn’t have a sense for how far out they were—distances on open ocean were tricky—but she guessed it was less than a quarter mile. Doable, but it wouldn’t be easy. She looked at Celene, standing calmly as she listed to Drake’s words, Amalya tied tightly to her back.

      She turned once again to look at the threatening sails behind them. If all went well, they’d hit the beach a couple, maybe three, hours ahead of the warlocks. But she wasn’t sure what would happen once they did. She shifted forward once again, eyes on Nantes.

      Thick black ropes of smoke boiled up into the sky. Angry gouts of orange flame flickered out of the roiling darkness. It looked as if the entire city were burning, though she could see little beyond the docks themselves. She looked at the others with wide eyes and saw nothing but grim resolve staring back at her.

      “Now, go!” The boatsmyn scattered to their duties. Ling huddled near the railing; Celene, Amalya, Drake, Dreskin, and Fern lined up beside her. “It’s not as far as it might look,” Drake said. “But it’s further than most of you have swum before. We have time, so don’t panic. Slow, steady strokes. Keep hold of your breath. Speak up if you need help.” She expelled a tight blast of air and climbed to the far side of the rail. The others followed suit. Ling counted three breaths, and then Drake leapt into the water.

      Ling jumped after her. The water hit her like a solid wall, and she felt herself roll with the force of it, and then she was swimming, the others beside her. The water was rough, the wind whipping the tips of the waves into froth. She could hear nothing but the churning water and the heavy breathing of her friends all around her. She swam hard, but at a steady rate, and she watched the others around her.

      She’d grown up at the merging of the Lisse and Arnhem rivers; Evelyn was a strong swimmer, and Ling had all that same muscle memory. But she was also immortal, made of magic, not muscle. She was the most capable, out of all of them, of helping any of the others if they began to flag.

      She watched Celene most closely, but the woman swam strong as a fish, even with Amalya on her back. To Ling’s surprise, Amalya’s face was tight but calm whenever the heaving water allowed Ling to catch a glimpse of the two of them.

      Ling had no idea how long it took to make it to land, but it felt like an eternity. The closer they got, the slower everyone around her seemed to swim. It was almost like some cruel magic was at work, incrementally moving the land further and further away though they swam steadily closer. They pushed on, faces set, focused and stubborn, until finally she felt sand beneath her feet.

      The smell of cooking meat hit her nose before the water hit her chest. They dragged themselves up a sandy beach far to the left of the docks themselves, avoiding the fire raging there. It wasn’t the smell of a well-cooked haunch over an open fire, but rather the burnt-meat smell from an inattentive cook. A very inattentive cook. Though, Ling mused, it beat the rotten fish smell of the boat.

      They didn’t pause to change or even to squeeze water from their clothes. Ling could feel the warlocks behind them like a physical weight, and she was certain the others felt it as well. As they climbed up the beach, Nantes came into view. Through the shifting smoke, Ling could see the docks and the warehouses lining the waterfront were all that burned. The rest of the town stood untouched by fire, but empty.

      There were no people running about, no one shouting to organize a water line to haul buckets of water to the building, no effort to put the fire out or to keep it from spreading. The fire raged unimpeded.

      As they approached the center of the plaza, the source of the roasting meat smell became apparent. Hundreds of corpses had been piled into a large hill at the center of the plaza and set ablaze. It was impossible to tell how long it had been burning, but it was still blazing hot. Ling suspected this was also the source of the fire that was steadily consuming the entire oceanfront. As they drew close, Ling could see most of the bodies had been fully consumed, but those that remained relatively untouched by fire were animal. The charred, fleshless bones confirmed this was the case. She could see large skulls that looked like horse or cattle, and smaller bones, perhaps from dogs or similar sized animals. She moved around the black mountain of corpses, wondering what could have motivated a town to burn so many animals. There were hundreds here, more than she could count.

      The Brisians bonded closely with their animal kin. Love forged in the fire of magic was how they referred to that bond. She tried to imagine what could have caused the people of Nantes to burn their lemfreu, the equivalent of their own children.

      “Plague?” Ling asked as she stopped beside Drake.

      Drake didn’t answer. Ling turned to see her staring into the smoldering remains. Ling followed her gaze and realized she was looking at a human skull. Ling scanned the area in front of her, searching. Having seen one, she suddenly saw that same unmistakable shape everywhere she looked. Large and small, adult and child, piled in with their animal companions and set ablaze.

      Ling felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end as she realized what she was looking at. Perhaps the fire raged unimpeded because the entire population of Nantes burned here.
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      Celene, Amalya, Fern, and Dreskin gathered around Ling and Drake. Their faces were smeared with the ash and debris from the fire, and Ling shuddered as she considered where that ash might have come from. The sun was bright, but it came through the smoke in odd beams and sunbursts, casting heavy shadow everywhere else. The smoke was thick, causing her friends to cough and choke, the debris in the air irritating their lungs.

      “A disease of some sort?” Dreskin asked, repeating Ling’s question from only a moment before. “There are human and animal bones in that pile.”

      “They would never do this, not even in response to disease,” Celene said. “They value their dead as much as they do the living. They would never…” Celene’s chest heaved in grief, and Amalya whimpered beside her, her overly large, innocent child eyes open wide with fear. “Such a thing is not permitted in Brisia. It’s not illegal, but a law isn’t required for this, not here. They simply would never…” her words faded away.

      “Is this everyone? I mean, someone had to pile them up and light the fire, but who?” Ling asked.

      Dreskin shook his head. “Nantes is small by Middelhaern standards, but there is a sizable population here. Quite large indeed if you factor in their lemfreu.”

      “Well, it seems we need not worry overmuch about being seen,” Fern said.

      “Let’s just hope there are plenty of horses still around,” Drake said quietly. “They are not far behind us. We need to hurry.”

      The Brisians were a well-ordered people, and Nantes reflected their preference for order. The harbor was at the city center, and the rest of the town radiated from that center in evenly spaced roads like the wooden supports of a paper fan. The roads were well maintained and wide, and the houses that lined the roadway were tall two-storied whitewashed buildings. The Brisians themselves were a tall people, often towering over everyone else around them, and the buildings reflected this height in the size of their doorways and windows.

      Ling had always heard that the Brisians were friendly, open, and inviting. Certainly Treantos had been that first day she’d seen him, laughing with the dancing girl as he bought graspers from her. Today, the doors and windows they passed were closed and heavily curtained.

      Dread had settled over her from the moment she’d realized the town was burning, but that dread grew with each abandoned block they passed. The sharp tang of smoke and burned flesh was in the air even here, but otherwise the town was eerily quiet. No birds sang, no insects droned, and the houses and businesses were closed up tight as if for the night. Ling wondered what she would find were she to peak into a window. Would evidence of the lives lived within still be there—dishes stacked neatly by the sink, clothing folded neatly at the foot of a bed? Or would she find them emptied of all but those items too heavy to be easily moved by hand or by cart?

      As they entered the fourth block from the docks, they discovered the first evidence of life. A large dog ran up to them, whimpering loudly, and crouched low briefly before rolling onto its back to expose its belly. Its tail was tucked tightly up against its abdomen, and its ribs stood out starkly through its thin flesh. Ling knelt and reached out a hand to stroke the poor thing. It scooted up against her immediately, whining, nudging and licking her hand. She reached into her bag and pulled out a chunk of hardened cheese. She held it out to the dog. He took it gently, surprisingly so considering his obvious state of near starvation. Once well away from her hand he scarfed the chunk of cheese quickly.

      She looked up at the others from where she crouched. The dog came back to her, sitting quietly as she stroked him soothingly. “They have strays here?” She asked.

      “Never,” Celene answered. “Never.”

      Ling’s curiosity got the best of her. “How do you know? You’re from Brielle just as I am.”

      Every eye shifted to Ling uncomfortably for a moment before sliding away again.

      “Come on, we keep moving,” Drake said.

      “Something is wrong here, Drake. Really wrong,” Celene said.

      Ling gritted her teeth in irritation that her question went unanswered, but Drake merely nodded. She said nothing as she pushed deeper into Nantes. Ling gave the dog a last pat and followed, the dog trotting along at her heels.

      “Those houses are not empty.” They’d been walking for about ten minutes in silence so heavy Ling actually jumped at Fern’s words. She followed Fern’s gaze with her own, but saw nothing. “They are there, hiding within their houses. I’ve seen several curtains twitching as we’ve passed. They watch us.”

      “I’ve seen it too,” Dreskin confirmed. “But where are their lemfreu? There are no animals in their compounds.”

      Every business and house had a large open paddock sort of space surrounding it or in front of it, big enough for horses or cattle or other large creatures. Every one of them stood empty, gates ajar. Ling wondered if the smaller lemfreu might still be inside, cloistered with their human companions. Thinking of the pile of bones and corpses back in town she somehow doubted it. If people were in those houses, she suspected they were in there alone.

      “There is no evidence of attack. This doesn’t seem to be the work of the warlocks. It doesn’t look like they’ve been here at all,” Drake said.

      They walked in silence for another couple of minutes before they finally saw living animals. Though living was perhaps an overstatement. Most of them were so starved their ribs and spines stood out plainly from shrunken flesh. Some were still locked inside the paddocks outside their houses, others stood disconsolately in the middle of the road, eyes closed and heads hanging low.

      They came upon a group of goats standing bunched together in the center of a crossroads. They had the finest fur Ling had ever seen, long and smooth, and it looked like it would be incredibly soft to the touch. But their bones showed through their fine hair, and they stood as all the others did, heads low. Ling wondered if they’d been struck deaf and blind somehow because they didn’t stir at all as the group passed them by, not one of them glancing in their direction. Not even a single ear twitched.

      All of them seemed lost and confused, depressed in a way Ling had never seen from another living thing, human or animal. Some wandered as if seeking something. Others seemed to be simply waiting to die. She shooed a couple of cows off the road. They moved just far enough for her to stop bothering them, and then settled once again, eyes downcast.

      At her heel, the dog whimpered, a high-pitched whine that didn’t seem to line up with his large and dangerous-looking form. He was tall enough that she could set her hand between his shoulder blades with a large bend still in her elbow. She left it there, enjoying the warmth in his fur, the feeling of his ribcage expanding and shrinking as he breathed. The dog seemed to like it too, and he pressed against her side as they walked.

      They eventually came upon a house with a wide paddock surrounding it and a large barn off to the right side of it. The paddock was empty, but the sign on the gate said chevalmyn. Drake led them through the gate and up to the front door. Here, as everywhere else, there was no sign of human life. Everything was still and silent. Abandoned, Ling thought.

      Drake pounded on the door and waited. No sound came from the house, no creaking of floorboards as weight shifted, not the barking of a dog. Drake pounded three more times and every time they were met with the same silence.

      “Let’s go to the barn,” Dreskin suggested. “If we find horses there, we take them. We’ll leave money behind, should anyone care to come find it.”

      “Such a thing cannot be tolerated,” Celene said, indignant.

      “We have little choice, Celene,” Drake said. “We need to get to Caern, and we need to get there fast. I agree, Dreskin. We take what we find.”

      They pushed the barn doors open wide. Daylight spilled into the dim interior, and the warm smell of hay and horses wafted out at them. Several noses appeared over stall doors, and one horse whinnied from somewhere near the far end of the barn. Relief flooded through Ling’s system. At least they’d have horses to ride across country to Caern, but even that relief was not enough to assuage the deep discomfort she felt at what was going on here. She thought it somehow had to be related to the war, to the dying of magic, though she didn’t understand how.

      Underneath the usual quiet barn sounds, Ling heard something else, something that didn’t quite fit. It sounded like laughing, or maybe sobbing. She looked around and saw the others heard it as well. They moved slowly into the barn, searching.

      They found him huddled beneath a heavy horse blanket in an empty stall. A young boy of perhaps eight years, face stained with dirt but for the frequent trails his tears had left behind. He cowered before them in obvious terror while sobs racked his narrow body. Celene knelt on the floor in front of him, her daughter beside her as always. Amalya changed her chant the moment she saw him, burning, burning, burning turning quietly to crying, crying, crying.

      “We mean you no harm,” Celene said, her voice warm and gentle. “We seek horses. We are traveling to Caern. We heard yours are the best in all Nantes,” She said, a smile on her face. Ling wondered if that were true or a lie meant to help open the boy up.

      The boy studied her for several minutes, his face twisting as he tried to gain control of his sobbing. Large tears welled continuously in the corners of his eyes and trailed down his cheeks. His nose was crusted with snot from crying, and Ling wondered how long it had been since he’d bathed.

      “They are broken,” he said, his voice choked with his grief. “They are silent now. They are all silent.” The words came out as a wail, and he collapsed back onto the floor of the barn.

      Celene glanced toward Drake briefly before turning back to the boy. “What do you mean they are all silent? Do you mean the lemfreu? They no longer speak?”

      The boy shook his head, his eyes going distant. “At first they killed them all, in the town square. Those that first stopped talking. They thought it was some evil sickness or something. But the burning didn’t stop it. Nothing stopped it. I feed these.” He jutted his chin toward the horses in the stalls. “My parents bid me let them die but…I can’t. I can’t let them die, even if they are broken or sick or I don’t know what.” His weeping overwhelmed him once more, and he turned away, hiding his head beneath his arms.

      Celene let him cry, and Drake said nothing, though Ling could see her frustration clearly in the tightness of her stance. Amalya reached out and touched the boy gently on his shoulder. The tremors in his body eased instantly, and he turned to look at her. Amalya ran a single finger down the boy’s cheek. “Tears,” she said, barely louder than a breath.

      The boy calmed at her touch. His eyes widened, and he watched Amalya for a long moment, the raging emotion of an instant prior gone. Amalya smiled, then turned away, almost seeming to forget all about him as she pulled out the blackened stick and began to draw. The boy turned back to Celene, eyes wide with wonder.

      “Can we take them? We will help them for you,” Celene said.

      He looked up at her, his face now serene, the overwhelming emotion seemingly wiped away. Hope kindled in his eyes, but he shook his head no. “They are broken. They don’t speak. You don’t want beasts such as these.”

      “We don’t mind that so much,” Celene said.

      The boy looked at her and then looked at Amalya. The girl was still saying the word crying over and over under her breath as she marked up the floor of the barn. He nodded his head then. “She is gifted,” he said, distracted by his study of her. “If you care for one of the gifted, I know you will take care of them. Take all of them. It will be better.” He climbed to his feet. “Take care of them, please.” He turned and left the barn without looking back, his narrow shoulders squared in some internal resolution.

      Celene sat back on her butt, stretching her feet out in front of her. They were quiet for a time, absorbing what the boy had said.

      “She calmed him,” Ling said, surprised by what she had just seen. The others nodded, unsurprised at what had happened.

      “It’s the magic,” Celene said, echoing Ling’s earlier thoughts. “It has left them.”

      “The breach,” Fern breathed. What little color she had in her cheeks had vanished as they’d made their way through town. “It’s finally happening, then. Not enough remains for even the innate magics. I wonder where else.”

      “Like as not it’s everywhere now. What madness must have swept the world while we hid in the Darkling Sea,” Drake said. Tears stood in her eyes.

      The dog whined again, and Ling knelt beside him, wrapping her arms around his huge chest. He’d been lemfreu. She wondered what had happened to his human. Perhaps she or he was one of those in the mountain of bodies down in the harbor. Ling wondered if even the dog knew. The question of how all those people had died, whether someone had killed them all before tossing them into the pile, or if they had leaped to their own fiery deaths, unwilling or unable to live without their companions, she didn’t know. It was likely they would never know.

      Ling had always pictured terrible things when she thought of the loss of magic, things like economies failing and starvation. But she’d never imagined how it could destroy people from within this way. How could she have? She’d grown up in a place without it. For the first time she considered what it would be like if suddenly everyone she knew lost the ability to speak, or see, or feel. She stared at the empty city around her, realizing the entire social order of Brisia was failing: the values they’d held as a people, everything they’d held sacred, all of it, vanished. These people had killed their own lemfreu, their family forged in the power of magic. She couldn’t imagine how empty, how quiet, the world must feel to them now. Perhaps as if their very souls had been sundered. So it must feel for the animals too.

      “You were right,” Fern said, her voice quiet. The harsh brassiness of her anger had been replaced with a different sort of grief. “You were right to bring us here. It must be stopped, no matter what the cost. You were right.”
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      They wasted no time getting the horses saddled and ready to ride. There were fifteen horses left in the barn, and they took all of them. They would ride hard to Caern, as fast as the horses could manage, stopping only long enough to change out their mounts. They’d release any that couldn’t keep up. They worked fast, but in a distracted sort of way. Ling was disturbed by what she had seen, and it was clear the others were similarly bothered. Fern was grim, her face pale, but she prepared as quickly as the others, her desire to go back to Alyssum overrun by the need to stop Fariss and seal the breach.

      Ling wondered what they would find in Caern, in the villages they would pass through between here and there. She wondered what they’d find when they made it to Lille in Brielle. Would the impact have spread there yet? She thought it likely it had.

      In Meuse they depended heavily on imports. Fresh fruit and vegetables, meat and rice and grains, they all arrived daily on boats from every destination on the Lisse and Arnhem rivers. Most of these goods did not come from the lowland, flood-prone lands of Brielle. They came from farther afield, from places like Brisia. Without this daily influx of food and goods, Meuse would starve.

      It was clear nothing had been shipped from Nantes for quite some time. If the rest of the magical lands were as disrupted as Nantes, people in Meuse would be starving by now. She tried to remember how much food her mother kept in reserves for the town, but she couldn’t recall. She’d long wondered if Witch had survived; she wrote about it often in the grimoire. She’d added her parents, Rudy, and Shera to that list. Ling had worried about what Fariss would do when he found them, but perhaps there was no one left there for him to torment.

      They took off at a fast gallop, clumps of dirt from the road flinging high into the air behind them, hooves pounding heavily. The animals were larger than anything they had back home. Horses were uncommon in Brielle—the thick mud and raised platform cities were not designed for such large beasts. The few she’d seen had been small, almost hairless things, impressively strong for their tiny size. These were large and powerful animals, covered in short, thick fur that gleamed in the sunlight. They ran easily, snorting and stepping proudly, and Ling found she had no trouble keeping her seat their gait was so smooth. She’d never seen such glorious animals in her life.

      Her fascination didn’t last long however. Smooth their gait may have been, but her body was not accustomed to such a posture. Her knees began to ache and her inner thighs to chafe. Once again she cursed the man who’d made her for his attention to detail. Of course, she didn’t really chafe, and she had no knees, not like the others did, but she felt the pain anyway.

      The large dog sprinted along beside her, tongue lolling, and she swore he had a smile plastered on his face. She’d given him some meat before they’d left. They’d all eaten swiftly, knowing they wouldn’t stop again until they got to Caern. She wondered what she’d do with a dog of that size back home in Meuse, and then pushed the thought roughly away. She’d never see Meuse again.

      They rode for hours, keeping a wide distance between themselves and every village and settlement they passed. Dreskin or Drake would split off as they approached, joining back up with the group on the far side of town, reporting much the same as they’d seen in Nantes. Those animals not already dead or dying in the road or paddocks wandered aimlessly. The only signs of human life were a sharp twitch of a curtain and a shadow jerking back from the window. Ling wondered what would become of all of these people if they failed to close the breach. She wondered what would happen to them if they succeeded.

      The sun set, and they rode on through the light of a near full moon. They traveled through broad open grasslands below clear starry skies with nothing to offer any cover. Drake was true to her word: they spent no time worrying about the exposure and striving for secrecy. They rode openly, and at a speed Ling was increasingly impressed the horses could keep.

      They stopped very briefly, only for a few hours. They had to; Ling had to reset. The next morning, she endured a rough awakening. They had no time to allow her to read through the grimoire and come to terms with all that had transpired. Instead, Drake told her the story, all she knew of it, as they rode on through the pre-dawn darkness.

      In the earliest hours of the morning they saw the first sign of pursuit. The dog, who’d run at her side this entire time, peeled off suddenly with a snarl. She lost sight of him immediately in the underbrush, but she shouted out in surprise, reining her horse to a stop. From a short distance away she heard the unmistakable sound of animals fighting, low growls and furious snarls, and then a squeal that cut off sharply.

      The others trotted up to her as the dog came back, pulling something heavy behind it. Ling climbed off her horse, feeling like her joints were suddenly made of rusted metal rather than magic, and knelt as the dog pulled its prey to her.

      He dropped a coyote, large and rangy, at her side. She looked up at the others, confused. In the dim light she couldn’t read any of her companions’ expressions.

      “A spy, no doubt,” Celene said.

      “Why not simply use the dog?” Dreskin asked. “A coyote is far more likely to draw our attention.”

      “That dog is bonded,” Celene answered, leaning down to scratch his ears. “In the more usual way, of course, but even with that sort of bond, a Tovendieren would struggle to break through.”

      “You’re saying that dog somehow knew that coyote was spying on us and killed it for us?” Ling was skeptical. There was little doubt the dog considered her his human now, but the rest of it seemed unlikely.

      “He may not have realized a warlock rode inside that thing, but he certainly knew it followed us. He may simply have thought it hunted us, and was thus a threat to be dealt with,” Celene answered.

      “But you think he knew.” Dreskin didn’t ask; he stated what they all could clearly hear in Celene’s tone.

      “These are not the simple animals you are accustomed to,” Celene said. “They may have lost their magic, but don’t think that makes them the same simple meat packages you are used to. They have lived bonded to humans, sharing thoughts with them since birth, for generations. There are reasons the Brisians generally don’t sell their animals to outsiders.”

      Ling turned to look at the dog. He sat panting in front of her, the same large smile on his face. She reached over and cupped his jaw in her hands. He looked into her eyes as confidently as any human she’d ever spoken with. “Thank you,” she said. “I am sorry, I don’t know your name, and I can’t hear you speak it to me, but I will call you Navire. You are like me, magic, but not magical.” The dog licked her face, his wide tongue leaving an impressive swath of spit along one entire side of it. She laughed as she pushed him away.

      They rode on, and twice more that morning Navire set off into the grasslands around them to kill things. They didn’t stop for him, and he didn’t seem to expect them to. He’d catch up to her within minutes and settle himself back at her side.

      By midday they’d released six of their fifteen horses, those they’d ridden through the previous day and the night. A short time after that, the coyotes came again. This time there were at least a dozen of them, scattered beside and behind them. They were never visible long enough for the riders to see their eyes, but there was no doubt they were in thrall to a warlock. There were too many for Navire to fight, and Ling asked him to stay at her side. He did so, but his hackles were raised, and he snarled viciously when any came too close.

      They spurred their horses faster, and Ling wondered if they could hold this pace and still make it to Caern. She had no idea how far it was across the horn to that coast, but they galloped madly across the fields, the thundering of hooves reverberating in her ears until it was the only sound she knew. By early evening the horses were slathered with sweat, sides heaving. They’d had to leave one behind when it had begun snorting flecks of blood from its nose. They dared not stop for more than a few seconds.

      As evening approached, they began to see signs of civilization again. Animals milled about as they had elsewhere, but here, the humans did as well. They stood alone or in small groups, away from the animals, their faces paintings of storm clouds in a blackened sky. They swiveled their heads to watch as Ling and her companions sped past. She didn’t turn to see if their expressions changed as they saw the army of coyotes that followed close behind them.

      In the distance ahead of them, black smoke billowed into the sky. Ling was certain the others had also seen it, as it was too obvious to miss, but no one spoke of it. There was nothing to be done but continue forward toward whatever it was that awaited them. They thundered into town to find themselves in the midst of an angry mob of Brisians. Their voices were raised in shouts, their normally friendly and open faces contorted with grief and anger. Beyond them, the docks burned just as they had in Nantes, but here there was no pile of corpses. Instead, arrayed in front of those burning docks was a line of warlocks. They wore robes of purple and gold—Tovenveran and Tovendieren.

      Ling yanked her horse to a stop so sharply the beast squealed in protest, its hooves throwing up a cloud of dust and debris as they slid to a halt. Without a word Dreskin drew two glass globes from the saddlebags behind him and lobbed them into the midst of the warlocks. Ling caught a glance of a swirling red liquid inside one of the glass balls before they both exploded in an angry fire at the warlocks’ feet.

      “This way!” Drake shouted, and they spun almost as one to follow her. They didn’t run back the way they’d come; there was nothing back there but more warlocks. Instead, they ran somewhat parallel to the coast, but angled inland. Ling heard screams and shouting behind her but dared not pause even long enough for a glance. They barreled across the dusty landscape, grasses whipping by them. Navire was beside her still, his breath a constant snarl.

      The coyotes turned to follow, but this time closed in to attack. Navire launched into them, ripping and tearing with teeth and claws. He was a giant of a dog, but there were too many. Ling yelled at him to follow, her words whipped away in the blinding wind of her passage.

      Ling’s eyes teared up as the wind ripped past them. She could hear nothing, had no idea if the others still rode with her; her senses were consumed with the harsh breathing of the horse beneath her, the steady drum of its hooves as it ran, and the smearing countryside passing by her.

      Ahead she could make out a low wall, and beyond that a mass of tangled trees and shrubs and grasses. She aimed for the wall, tightening her legs against her horse and wrapping her hands in its mane. In an instant she was airborne. The horse landed hard, and Ling struggled to stay in the saddle as they swooped into the tangle of vegetation. She was swallowed instantly, leaves and branches slapping at her violently, threatening to tear her from her already unsettled seat. Her horse snorted, stopping suddenly, and Ling found herself airborne once again, for an instant, before she hit the ground.

      She rolled as she hit, and came to a sudden stop against the trunk of an enormous tree. She looked up to see her horse quivering where it had stopped, head down, sides heaving. She realized she was alone and climbed to her feet in a panic. Before she could take a step back toward the wall the others came crashing through the trees toward her. She counted as they came, Celene with Amalya clutched in her lap. Fern. Dreskin. Several breaths later, Drake came barreling through the trees as well.

      They leapt off their horses and began furiously pulling goods out of saddlebags. She was vaguely aware of them talking. Drake said something about the wall not stopping them for long. Dreskin protested, saying no one, not even warlocks, would follow them into the Woedenwoud. Fern spoke quietly, but her words cut through the din of panic that surrounded her. “Only a fool would enter these woods, and we, the biggest fools of them all.”

      With a start, Ling realized they must be in the Woedenwoud. But she had little time to consider that any further. She was focused on the woods behind them, back toward the wall. There was one member of the party yet to come through.
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      “We should bed down here.” Fern yanked the saddle and bags from her horse’s back and let them fall to the ground. “I need food, and I’d much rather hunt over there,” she pointed back over to the other side of the wall, “than in there,” she gestured into the tangle of green in front of them. “Besides, we’d be fools to push deeper into the Woedenwoud in the dark.” She yanked a handful of leaves off a tree beside her and began rubbing down her horse.

      Drake had also pulled everything off her mount and was furiously sorting through it all. “We need to get as far away from here as we can. We move deeper.”

      “No, we stay. Drake…” Fern went to Drake and wrapped her hands around Drake’s. “They won’t cross that stone wall. Not for me. Not even for Ling. Fariss himself wouldn’t cross that wall. The Woedenwoud is death to any who enter it. They know that. What they don’t know, what none know save Alyssum and I, is there is a slim barrier between that low stone wall and the actual Woedenwoud. We are safe here. As safe as we could possibly be this close to such wild magics. But once we pass through those trees,” she gestured behind her, and Ling could just make out a line of trees glowing strangely white in the evening gloom, “we will be in dire peril. Our lives will be on the line every instant until we come out on the other side.”

      Fern pulled Drake into a hug, her blue eyes focusing on each of them in turn. “We need all the rest we can get now. Once we cross that boundary, we’ll get none of it until we are through. If we come out at all.” Her tone and her gaze were gentle, but the tight wrinkle between her eyebrows gave her concern away.

      Ling had heard of the Woedenwoud. There was a stone wall, far from Meuse and far from anywhere she’d ever been, that stretched along the entire southern border of Brielle. It separated Brielle from a wild land, uninhabited by people, that ran along the entire length of their country. Dangerous, everyone said. But no one had ever said why. Evelyn had been fascinated by it, as she had been with all things exotic and magical, but it had seemed so distant she spent little time thinking about it.

      Celene stood still, staring toward the dull glow of the trees a short distance away. She gripped Amalya tight against her, much to the girl’s irritation. Next to them, Dreskin stroked his horse absently, his eyes and focus somewhere off in the darkness beneath the trees. Ling could practically smell the fear coming off them, a sour underbelly to the smell of sweat that clung to all of them. It wasn’t the warlocks that scared them so badly. Not one of them stared back the way they’d come. Ling shivered despite the warmth of the night.

      Drake relaxed against Fern, leaning her head against Fern’s shoulder. She nodded slowly. “You’re right. I know you’re right. We stand a much better chance if we travel by day than stumbling blindly through unknown territory in the dark. I just…” She didn’t finish speaking. Instead Ling saw her arms tighten as she squeezed Fern and then stepped away. She returned to her pack, but this time she moved slowly, deliberately, pulling out a blanket and tossing it to the ground. She pulled out food as well, setting it aside neatly in preparation for cooking.

      Her actions spurred the others to move, and they too began pulling out bedding. Dreskin and Fern wandered off in search of firewood. She could hear them chatting amiably as they worked, and Ling was happy to see Fern’s return to some level of normalcy, even though it hurt that it still didn’t seem to include her. She turned away from the others and made her way slowly back toward the stone wall. She kept low and moved quietly. The warlocks may have refused to enter the wood, but that didn’t mean they were not lingering outside, hoping Ling and the others would flee back across the wall once they realized they’d entered the Woedenwoud.

      But if the warlocks hoped for that, then they really didn’t understand what was at stake. Just as she hadn’t. All the decisions she had made had all been focused on herself, her family, her friends. She’d never really thought much beyond that narrow circle. But as she thought back to the smoking pile of bodies in Nantes, the terror in the eyes of the young boy in the barn, for the first time she really understood what drove Drake and the others. And now her.

      Their own lives hung in the balance, and certainly that was part of their motivation. But what really drove them, what would keep them going no matter what the warlocks threw in their paths, was the reality that all life was under threat by the loss of magic. It was so much bigger than warlocks or Mari. The warlocks didn’t understand it, but what Ling and her companions did now they did for that boy, and all the hundreds of others like him.

      They would never stop; Ling knew that as surely as she knew the sun would rise in the morning. They would not stop until they either succeeded in closing the breach or exhaled their last breaths. All that had befallen them, all that was to come, might damage them, but it wouldn’t break them. It just made what they did that much more important. Even Fern could see that again.

      Ling peered through the darkness, but she could detect no movement on the far side of the wall. She couldn’t hear anything either. No breathing, human or animal, nor the creak of saddle leathers. Perhaps Fern was right. Perhaps the warlocks so feared this place they’d already given them up for dead. Ling wasn’t sure if that made them lucky or cursed. She could hardly imagine something so terrible that it scared warlocks off that completely. With a shudder she realized she wouldn’t have to imagine it much longer.

      She crept closer to the wall, placing her hands flat against the top of the rough stone. It radiated heat against her palms, reflecting the warmth of the sun back into the cooling evening. She tried to think back to where she’d lost track of Navire, but her memory of the last hour was nothing but a jumbled mess. She had no idea where he might be or at what point he’d fallen behind her. She pushed up with her arms, slithering silently on her belly onto the top of the wall, the rough stone poking sharply against her chest. She stayed there for several minutes, listening, before she rolled over onto the far side of the wall.

      “Navire?” she whispered as she moved slowly through the dark. With every step she expected some trap to fall upon her, like what had happened when she’d left the Salt Caves in Marique. Even if they hadn’t left some trap behind, there might even now be a night bird watching or a coyote listening, waiting to inform their warlock masters that she wasn’t dead after all. They couldn’t be far away, and Ling had no doubt they could be back instantly if they received word of her presence.

      She pushed on, fear prickling her skin into vast ranges of miniature mountains, each topped by a single strand of the fine hair that covered her arms. Navire had risked his life to protect her; she would not leave him. If he were dying, he would die knowing she was by his side. She scanned the night for the telltale glow of golden eyes in the darkness, but there was nothing. She kept moving forward, one slow step at a time, pushing back against the steady pressure of fear. “Navire?”

      She heard a small sound off to her right. She froze, waiting. For several minutes she heard nothing more, then just as she was lifting her foot it came again. A whine, so soft she could almost believe she’d imagined it. She shifted direction and headed toward the sound, staying in a tight crouch. “Navire,” she whispered again, pausing. Two breaths and then another low whine sounded just in front of her.

      She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled forward, hands running over the black ground as she sought the dog. She found him moments later, and he whined as her hands settled on him. She could hear the faint thud of his tail as he tried to wag it in greeting. She couldn’t see the damage, but she could feel it. He was covered in blood. She had no idea how much of it was his and how much belonged to those he’d killed, but there was enough of it to set her heart beating in fear.

      He was a big dog, but she slid her hands beneath him and lifted him anyway. He moaned as she lifted, and she felt warm fluid run over her arms. She hurried back to the low wall, dread thrumming through her with every step. She was very aware of the risk she was taking. But the only sound was the steady crunch of her own steps as she hurried through the rough gravel at her feet. She set Navire on the wall, pulling and pushing long slow breaths in and out of her lungs. Or at least, so she imagined. She leapt over the wall, hefted Navire back up into her arms, and ran into the deep cover of the wood, trying hard to keep from jostling him too badly.

      She hurried through the thick greenery, and soon she could make out the flickering glow of a fire. Amalya was there with her usual blackened stick, happily humming to herself as she drew the same line again and over again in the dirt beside the fire. Celene and Dreskin chatted as they ate, Dreskin sprawled back on one elbow, feet close in to the fire. Drake was more subdued, but laughed along with them at something Dreskin had said. Fern was nowhere to be seen, and Ling thought she must be out searching for her own sort of food.

      Ling stepped into the circle of light cast by the fire, and all conversation died as they looked up at her in shock. She paused for a moment, staring down at them, her concern for Navire too big for her to put into words. Dreskin came to his senses, shoving gear and cooking equipment aside to make room. He motioned for Ling to place Navire near the fire.

      “Drake, pull out the kit,” he said quietly. Drake paused for a moment, and Ling knew she was debating whether they should waste such precious supplies on a dog. “Not the time to second guess,” Dreskin said, and in that instant Ling forgave him for everything she’d been so angry with him about. She’d not had to explain. He saw what Navire meant to her and didn’t question it.

      In truth, Ling was a bit confounded by her affection for the dog herself. But when she thought back to the grimoire, to the long days she’d spent so alone as they’d journeyed here, about how abandoned she’d felt by Fern’s anger, and even now by Fern’s indifference toward her, it made perfect sense. They’d known each other for such a short time, but Navire was hers, in a way she’d never expected to experience again. He’d given her that sense of connection she’d been missing for so long. She couldn’t lose him now.

      Celene crawled to Navire’s side and looked him over, running her hands over his body slowly. “He’s lost too much blood. He won’t make it.”

      Ling felt a bolt of rage strike her, a flash of her old anger mingling with new. “What do you know of it?” she said, an accusation more than a question. She glared at the others. “I don’t care what it takes; we’re going to do everything we can to save him.”

      Dreskin and Drake exchanged a long glance between the two of them and Celene. Their hesitation enraged her even more, as if they were the only ones in this group who could make a decision. She opened her mouth to speak, but Dreskin interrupted her. “Do it,” he said simply. Drake looked away, out into the wood around them, and Ling wondered if she looked for Fern.

      Celene returned to her prodding. “He’s bleeding heavily. We need to stop the blood loss immediately or nothing else we do will matter.” Celene pressed the flaps of skin along either side of a deep wound together and grabbed at Ling’s hands. Ling resisted the urge to yank her hands back. Celene placed Ling’s hands against Navire’s wound. “Press here, hard. As hard as you can.” Ling leaned in and watched in shock as blood welled up around her hands, between her fingers, matting up his fur. Navire whined but held still.

      “Build up that fire. We need water boiling now. Get me a knife, a long one. That cut’s not small. And bandages, make me some bandages.” Celene’s normally timid manner vanished. She issued orders in a quick, emotionless staccato, and the others moved to do her bidding without question.

      “Harder, girl. Or he’ll die,” Celene spit as she thrust the knife deep into the heart of the now raging fire. She tossed fabric into a pot of water, not quite yet boiling. She set the needle and thread from their aid kit in a neat line beside her, then knelt in front of Navire.

      “Amalya, darling.” Celene called to her daughter. Amalya placed her stick very carefully on the ground, exactly parallel to the line she’d been drawing. She moved to her mother’s side, kneeling in front of Navire.

      “Are you sure…?” Drake began a question but Celene shot her a sharp glance and Drake resided.

      Amalya put her hands to either side of Navire’s head, leaning over him until her own forehead was pressed against his. She lingered like this for several minutes. It felt like an eternity to Ling, who sat watching large globules of blood still leaking from beneath her hands.

      “Ready, ready, readyreadyready,” Amalya said, her words blurring together into one long nonsense word. Then Celene snatched the knife out of the fire, shoved Ling aside, and slid the blade into the open would.

      Navire screamed, and Amalya along with him. Their voices twisted together in an agony of pain, and Ling fell backward in terror at the sound of it. Amalya’s scream choked off. “Nononononono,” she said, and instantly Navire’s screaming ended, the tension vanishing from the hard lines of the dog’s body.

      Everyone watched, frozen, eyes open wide. Amalya pulled herself away from Navire, sobbing as she moved back to her stick. She picked it up and began rocking as she mumbled something that sounded like sleep over and over to herself.

      Celene thrust the knife into the fire once again before plunging into Navire’s torn flesh a second time, cauterizing it. This time he didn’t move at all. The smell of burning hair filled the air. Celene tossed the knife aside and picked up the needle and thread. She worked quickly now, tearing away what blood-clotted fur she could, sponging away blood, and sewing Navire’s other injuries closed with smooth tugs.

      She was done in minutes, though it was not soon enough for Ling. Celene carried a pot of bloodied water a short distance from camp and dunked her hands and arms in it. She had blood up to her shoulders, Navire’s blood. It ran down her arms and formed gruesome puddles on the ground beneath her, thankfully invisible in the dark of the night. She dumped the remainder of the water out on the ground before returning to the small group.

      “If he survives the trauma of what I’ve done to him, he’ll likely live. If infection doesn’t take him.” She was toweling her arms off, studying her handiwork lying on the ground in front of her. “I will be at the river. I need to soak this hand and wash the blood from my clothes.” She glanced up at Ling then, her eyes traveling dispassionately along Ling’s body. “You should too. You don’t want the scent of blood about you when you’re wandering through these woods. He’ll rest easy now; Amalya has seen to that.” She turned and walked away without another word.

      Ling crawled back to Navire and rested a hand against his side. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, but he was still unconscious. She looked down at herself and realized Celene was right. Her hands were sticky with drying blood. It carried up both arms and soaked the front of her clothing. She wondered how much blood a dog could lose and still survive. She didn’t ask the question out loud. There are times it is better to not know.

      “Go. I’ll watch over him and wash him.” Dreskin touched her shoulder gently for a moment before settling the pot, which he’d filled once again with clean water, over the fire. He knelt beside her and began washing the blood from Navire’s coat, his touch soft and gentle where Celene’s had been rough and business-like.

      She watched him for a time, his fingers prodding at blood-matted fur gently, his muscles flexing as he squeezed excess water from freshly rinsed cloth. She climbed to her feet and stumbled away from the firelight in the general direction Celene had taken. She stumbled onto the stream quickly, pulled the stiffened clothing from her body and lay down, letting the cold water wash away the blood that covered her.
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      The stars glittered coldly in the clear sky, and Ling wondered if they were as cold to the touch as they appeared. They wavered and shifted as she stared at them from beneath the cool water of the river. She had wedged herself on the bottom; the gurgling sound the water made as it flowed around her was a strange comfort—something that was in short supply lately.

      It was a gentle sound, soft and peaceful, so different from the screaming and running that seemed to be the norm for her these days. In her memory, Evelyn did not think of her life as particularly charmed. But from Ling’s perspective it had been just that. Evelyn’s bad days had been isolated incidents, her bad moods shallow and transitory. Her biggest crises had been when her parents forbade her from staying out late or pushed her too hard toward following in their footsteps instead of her own. Her life had been filled with innocent laughter, easy confidence, and love.

      Ling’s could not have been more different. From the moment she had discovered what she was she had been hunted. Every peaceful moment had been nothing but a short interlude between increasing levels of terror, and all along the way was a long line of bloodshed and death. Dreskin and Drake were certain she was not a curse, but Ling was equally certain they were wrong. Perhaps she wasn’t a curse in the way she’d originally thought, but it couldn’t be denied that she left a path of destruction in her wake. Perhaps her mother had been right all along; maybe magic was an abomination. Ling seemed to be proof of that.

      So many people had come to harm because of her: Witch, the crew of the Crimson Float, Alyssum, maybe Mercer, and now Navire. And Celene, the woman had not only saved Ling’s life on the Courser, but she’d done what she could to save Navire’s as well. And Amalya…

      Ling had been openly hostile to Amalya, in full view of Celene and the world. The woman had to suspect by now that Amalya’s fits had been, at least in part, Ling’s doing. But she said nothing of it, not to Ling, not to the others, and she had offered her aid without question as well. Ling had no idea what it was Amalya had done, but she had helped Navire too. She’d thought the girl a dead weight, a risk, but she began to see perhaps she had been wrong about that. Celene and Amalya were good people, generous and kind. Ling was the abomination.

      The entire world was crumbling around them. Fariss was very likely heading for, or was already in Meuse, and they had months of travel ahead of them before they even got to Vosh. How long would it take them to find enough navire to provide enough power to seal the breach? What if, after all of this, it didn’t work and the world died anyway?

      Ling sat up and scanned the dark landscape around her. She was alone as far as she could see. She had lingered here for a long while; Celene had surely gone back to camp by now. Ling climbed out of the water and washed her clothes, beating them clean against the rocks at the sides of the river before pulling them on. Then she headed back to the wall.

      It was impossible to see through the tangle of the Woedenwoud, but it was not far. She got there quickly even though she’d walked wide around the camp.

      Drake had offered her an escape once before, and Ling wondered if she should have taken it. She leaned against the rough stone wall, ears tuned for the slightest sound, eyes piercing the darkness, looking for any sign of a golden glimmer in the night. When she felt certain it was clear, she boosted herself up onto the wall, swung her legs over, and dropped once again down on the far side. She thought about Navire, asleep, but so grievously injured she didn’t know if he would ever wake again. The thought of leaving him behind was unbearable, but if he survived, he would be safer with the others than he would ever be with her.

      “What is it you think you’ll gain with this?”

      Dreskin spoke at a normal pitch, which boomed in the night. Ling jumped, clamping her lips tight on a shout of surprise. “That is none of your concern,” she quipped, turning away from him.

      “Do you think you are the only one struggling?” He asked. She heard his feet crunching in the gravel as he moved close. She took several steps forward, away from him. “Alyssum and Fern have watched all of their people die over the last hundred years. Both my parents are dead. My brother too. But we keep going because we have to. Even Fern has come back around to that truth.”

      “I have no intention of stopping,” Ling said. “Fariss will die. I’ve vowed that. And I will do whatever I can to seal that breach.”

      “So you think you can do it alone.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You all are mortal; you have to stop for food, for rest. You can die. I don’t, and I can’t. I don’t want to be the cause of any more suffering, Dreskin. I’ve already brought enough of it.”

      She could see his dark form, just a few short strides away from her. He leaned back against the wall. “My parents were born in Marique, and they grew up during one of the most brutal times of this war. Fariss had discovered the secret to draining Mari of their magic by this time, and he wasted no time collecting as much of it as he could. Thousands of Mari went missing, vanishing seemingly into nowhere. My grandparents were both warlocks, and both had taken Mari as lovers. Both of them were there at the creation of that cursed breach. They died along with their Mari partners trying to seal it.

      “My parents, barely out of childhood then, took up the fight. Somehow they survived Fariss’s brutality, and years later I was born in a small shack out in the Colli Terra somewhere—I couldn’t tell you where. I doubt even my parents could tell you. We were on the run by then, almost all the Mari dead or vanished, and Fariss had turned his attention to the remaining supporters of their cause. My home was wherever I slept that night. My schooling consisted of fighting as much as reading. My brother and I were raised, from the moment of our births, to be spies, to destroy Fariss. And one by one I have watched everyone in my family die.”

      He paused here, lost in thought. Ling could feel the cold breath of his memories pressing against her in the dark.

      “I saw my parents die. My brother though…I will never know what happened to him. I have no idea where he went to his final rest. Fern and Alyssum, I can’t say how many they saw die or how many they simply never saw again. The agony of that is hard to describe, Ling. It was enough to drive many of the survivors to madness.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Ling asked.

      “Because it’s too easy to fall into the trap of thinking what is happening in the world is your fault. My parents could have argued that by fighting they were making it worse. That the fault of the deaths of all those that fought with them rested on their shoulders. Alyssum and Fern could do the same. But who, then, would be left to resist?”

      Ling shifted, the rough wall of stone scratching against her.

      “Each one of us has made choices that have led us to where we are now. You don’t own those choices Ling. Don’t dishonor those that have come before, their sacrifices, or those who fight by our sides today, by claiming you do.”

      Ling could feel the truth in his words. She thought back to Mercer the last time she’d seen him on the Palm. He had been shockingly thin, battered, but his eyes had been clear and lit with an inner fire. He had been a drunk when she met him, but when he’d learned Mari still lived, all that had changed.

      There was something strange happening in her stomach. A squirrelly sort of warmth, tiny and small—and not a seething, angry sort of heat either. It was more like how her skin felt after spending an entire afternoon out in the sunshine. It was like how her heart felt when she listened to Rudy’s bellowing laughter. It was like the feeling she got when she saw her parents looking into one another’s eyes over the dinner table. It was like the feeling she got when Fern had hugged her just before going into Farris’s fortress to rescue Alyssum.

      All at once, she let the guilt she’d been holding close fall away from her. Alyssum did what she did because she believed sealing the breach was worth any cost, including her own life. Drake, Dreskin, Fern…their choices were their own. They knew the risks; they understood what they were facing. Who was she to question their choices, to try to appropriate their choices and their sacrifices?

      The last of the anger she’d harbored drained away from her as well. Ling saw clearly she was not responsible for the actions of her mother or even for the brokenness of her father when she had left. All the pieces of the puzzle came together for the first time. It wasn’t that those things didn’t hurt her still, or that she didn’t want to fix those wrongs. But in their place settled a cold certainty about what needed to be done, and that it was more important than anything else she could ever hope to do.
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      “They’re watching us,” Ling said. She studied the tree as she moved several steps to her left and then back to Fern’s side.

      “They shouldn’t be here,” Fern said. She stood about fifteen feet back from the tree, arms crossed on her chest. “This is bad. Very, very bad.”

      They’d woken with the first light of dawn to find themselves much closer to the true Woedenwoud than the grimoire said they had been the night before. Or rather, according to Fern, the Woedenwoud was closer to them than it should be.

      They stood before a long line of strange trees. At about twenty feet they were not particularly tall, nor were they particularly wide, but they were covered with vicious thorns curving out of their trunks. The thorns were large enough to easily climb on, though their serrated edges and glistening points were more than enough discouragement from giving it a try.

      The thorny trees stood like sentries, five or six deep, and so close together Ling doubted they could get their own bodies through unscathed, not to mention the horses. They were a barrier, Fern explained, both physical and magical, designed to hold the Woedenwoud at bay. This magic, too, was failing. The breach was bleeding power off whatever mechanism had existed to keep this magic in place. But these thorny trees were not what held Fern’s—or anyone’s—attention that morning.

      Scattered amongst the thorny trees were true giants, trees made of bleached white bones. Ling would forever think of them as skull trees. Scattered throughout the leg bones, arm bones, and finger bones that made up trunk and branches were hundreds of skulls, thousands of them, teeth intact, eye-sockets with a wet glimmer in their depths despite the dried whiteness of the bone. Bereft of all leaves, the branches were covered in blood-red flowers that were the size of dinner plates. These were the trees of the Woedenwoud, and they had broken through the barrier built to hold them back.

      Ling stared at them, dry mouthed, and was certain that the trees stared back. Not with the same slow regard of most trees, so long lived they could barely grasp the quickness of the human lives among them. It was more of a predatory glare, as if these pioneers dared the humans and Mari to try to interfere with their slow march toward the wall. The trees were strong and healthy, and didn’t seem to be at all impacted by the loss of magic.

      “We need to get out of here.” Fern’s voice was tight, with an odd, dry squeak to it.

      “We’re not going anywhere. Not yet.” She’d almost left all of them, even Navire, behind last night. But Dreskin’s words had changed her. She realized every one of them had made a choice, and she would respect those choices. But she would do everything in her power to protect them, to make sure they survived.

      Navire was alive, barely. Ling was willing to carry him, but he was not strong enough to be moved. If they left now, he would certainly die, and she would not allow that to happen.

      Fern had given up on going back for Alyssum after seeing the destruction of Nantes. She hadn’t spoken of it in Ling’s hearing, but Ling could see she’d come to terms with their decision to leave Alyssum behind. No doubt that’s exactly what Fern was thinking about now. Ling could see the indecision in her eyes, the desire to keep the uneasy peace between them warring with her desire to keep them moving ever forward.

      Ling felt the same sense of urgency Fern did, but Fern had left Alyssum in the magic-filled caverns beneath their home in the Colli Terra. It was a safe place where Alyssum had every chance to heal. Where they stood now was neither safe nor good for healing. If they left Navire here, he would die and become part of one of those skull trees. Tension thrummed in her, the clock they raced against ticking away relentlessly in her gut, but she knew one day would make little difference to their overall quest. It could make every difference, though, to Navire.

      “How far can the roots tunnel?” Dreskin asked, quelling a potential blowout between Fern and Ling.

      “I don’t know,” Fern replied. Her frustration was clear in her tone “If we’re going to stay here, we need to move as far back toward the stone wall as we can. If they’ve breached the magic of the Epina trees…” Fern shook her head, eyes falling to the ground beneath her feet. “I don’t know, Dreskin. I’ve never seen them unconstrained. I’m not sure anyone has.”

      “I don’t see any sign of a root system here,” Dreskin said.

      “You wouldn’t. They are predatory. They stalk just like any other predator,” Fern said. “They would not give up their advantage so easily.”

      Ling shrugged her shoulders as she looked at the skull trees. She couldn’t deny they had bone in place of wood, and they had to get that bone from somewhere, but she had a hard time believing in predatory trees.

      She wandered away from the others, heading back to their camp a short distance away. She stopped at the stream to fill her water bladder before continuing on her way. Celene had stayed behind, watching Navire, and as Ling approached, she saw Amalya sitting beside Navire, one hand resting on him, the other on the stick as she rocked in her typical fashion. Celene turned to look over her shoulder as Ling approached. She straightened and shifted away from the dog, shaking her head.

      “His breathing is weak, and he hasn’t regained consciousness. We are doing all we can, but I don’t know, Ling. His injuries were severe.”

      Ling knelt beside Navire, resting her head lightly against his side. They’d done their best washing him the night before, but he still smelled of blood. She didn’t want to admit it, but Celene was right. His heart fluttered oddly, and his chest barely moved at all as he breathed.

      “He lost so much blood. Maybe if we’d gotten to him sooner…” Celene said.

      “I should not have fed him that day,” Ling said, barely aware she was speaking aloud. She ran a hand gently along his side, willing strength into him.

      “You had no choice in the matter,” Celene said. “They choose who they bond with, and they rarely take our wishes into account. Regardless, his fate was sealed the moment that breach was opened, Ling. Everyone we saw between Nantes and Caen will be dead soon if they’re not dead already, and it’s likely already much broader than that. He would have died anyway. At least now he is dying with a bonded human at his side. You’ve done right by him, Ling, regardless of how this ends.”

      Ling shifted her eyes toward Celene. Her words were eerily similar to what Dreskin had said only the night before. Celene sat quietly, hands clasped in her lap, eyes on her daughter. Celene didn’t say any more, and Ling didn’t ask her to. Instead, she rolled over onto her back, fishing the grimoire out of its bag. She spent a few minutes detailing the events of the morning and then began to draw a skull tree.

      The others came back to camp a short time later. Fern seemed to walk a bit more heavily than usual, and the others crept around her as if she were one of those glass globes that warlocks were so fond of lobbing around. Ling soon tired of Fern’s heavy sighs, so she climbed to her feet and headed toward the stream.

      “You should pack up anything you want to carry with you. We might need to leave quickly.”

      Ling bristled at Fern’s tone, but she bit her tongue on a retort and just kept walking, not even glancing in Fern’s direction. She heard a pack hit the ground harder than was necessary, but Fern said nothing.

      Ling stripped her clothes off and folded them neatly in a dry spot, placing the bag with the grimoire in it on top of them. She lay down in the river as she had the night before, fully submerging herself in the current. Under the water she could hear nothing but the soft gurgling of the river, the occasional clunk of stone against stone as the force of the water slowly rearranged the riverbed. She could feel the cold seeping through her flesh, but it was not an unpleasant sensation. There was peace here, and it soothed her.

      When she finally opened her eyes, she found the sun had travelled clear across the sky and was settling toward the west. She stared upward, enjoying the rippling effect the water had on the sky and the trees, and she imagined painting one of Rudy’s flower arrangements as if seen through this watery filter. With a sigh she sat up, stealing herself for Fern’s withering stares when she walked back into camp.

      Ling brushed the water off her skin and pulled her clothes on, settling the leather bag with the grimoire in it across her chest. It was a beautiful evening. The sun was sinking in the sky, but its touch still warmed the land. Wildflowers and leafy branches bobbed happily as she passed. It was a far cry from the sogginess that surrounded Meuse. She liked this much better.

      As she approached camp, she saw that Drake and Celene were at the fire, Celene cutting up something for dinner while Drake stirred the pot over the glowing fire. Dreskin and Fern were nowhere to be seen. Ling turned to go to Navire, but realized suddenly he had been moved. She opened her mouth to yell at Fern, certain it was her doing, before realizing what she was seeing didn’t make any sense at all.

      The blanket Navire had rested on since they’d brought him to camp was exactly where she’d left it, but Navire himself was four feet away. She could see his tail and a portion of his hindquarters, but could see nothing of his head. She hurried toward him, realizing as she drew close that he was partially underground, and that his body was wrapped in bloated white ropes of some kind.

      Ling yelled out as she ran to him, digging at the ground with her hands to free him. She was yanked backward violently.

      “Don’t touch it! There’s nothing you can do; if you touch it you’re as dead as he is,” shouted Drake.

      Drake had a hold on her and was dragging her away. As she watched, Navire’s body gave a sudden lurch and all but vanished into the earth. Nothing but his tail remained on the surface. In that moment two things happened. Ling looked up to see Fern and Dreskin emerging from a single bedroll. Dreskin’s mouth hung open in surprise, his hands paused in their occupation of closing his pants. Fern’s eyes were wide in fear, hands caught mid-act in tying back her mussed hair. Before this could fully register, Celene screamed.

      All four sets of eyes turned in her direction. There was a moment of complete silence in which Ling realized Amalya was in the process of being taken just as Navire had been. She was underground from her chest down, one arm tucked down at her side, the other flung back over her head. Her head bounced against an unseen obstacle as whatever was taking her gave another heave. Her eyes were open, but staring and empty, already dead.

      Celene reached out toward her. Ling felt Drake’s grip around her waist loosen and felt a whoosh of air as the woman sucked breath into her open mouth.

      “Don’t touch it!” Drake screamed, but it was too late. Celene’s hand wrapped around one of the squirming, bloated strands and yanked as she tried to free Amalya.

      Everyone exploded into action. The horses screamed as the ground beneath them began to churn. Fern and Dreskin sprinted across the open space between them and Celene and yanked her away from Amalya as Celene screamed once again.

      “Get the horses,” Drake hissed in Ling’s ear, shoving her into action. Ling moved without thought, throwing saddles and bags haphazardly onto terrified horses as Dreskin and Fern dragged Celene away from camp, away from the ghostly visage of the skull trees. She was screaming, weeping, and even with one hand cradled against her chest she fought to get back to her daughter. Dreskin and Fern were hard pressed to keep their hold on her.

      Drake ran toward the others, two horses neighing loudly, tossing their heads as they followed after her. Ling grabbed the other two before they could flee, but stared at the hole that Navire had vanished into. I swear I will make it right, Navire. I swear it. She felt the ground shifting beneath her, and she leapt onto one of the horses, kicking it to a gallop as she followed after Drake and the others.

      She pulled her mount to a stop and waited as Fern leapt up to the second horse. Dreskin mounted as well, wrestling Celene into place in front of him. She screamed again, pushing violently against him, but he held tight. He let up his hold on the reins and his horse bolted, Drake’s in quick pursuit. Fern was only halfway mounted, and Ling could hear her cursing as her horse galloped after the others.

      Ling held tightly to her mount, watching as the earth their camp had rested upon boiled as violently as a pot of water over a hot fire, thick white ropes as big around as her waist rose and fell in the dark earth, poking and searching. With a shudder, she turned forward and let her horse run. They moved fast, but the noise of the destruction going on behind her stayed with her for many long minutes.
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      They had paralleled the line of thorn trees for an hour, moving as fast as they dared through the trees and brush of the forest before slowing to a halt. Celene had screamed for half of that time before settling into a steady keening that set Ling’s teeth on edge. Celene straddled the horse in front of Dreskin—he had one arm around her waist even now, though she’d stopped struggling against him awhile back. Ling could hear Dreskin whispering slow, soothing words whenever Celene paused for breath. She sat slumped forward as if her muscles had forgotten how to function so overwhelming was her grief.

      The remainder of the grudge Ling had harbored against Celene had vanished alongside everything else last night. When she’d read the grimoire that morning she’d realized immediately the rightness of what had happened with Dreskin the night before, and had settled on the same resolve. With the anger and hatred gone, she felt only grief for Celene’s loss. She’d lost a son already, and harbored a great deal of guilt about it. Ling wondered if she would ever forgive herself for what had happened to Amalya.

      The horses snorted and pranced, as nervous as their riders. “We can’t go through now, not in the dark. We need to camp here, closer to the wall, and leave at first light. As long as we don’t make camp right over a root system we’ll be fine.” Fern’s voice was hard, brooking no argument.

      “Great, we’ll just dig up our entire campsite to make sure there are no roots beneath us before we bed down for the night. Or are you suggesting we sleep up a thorn tree?” Celene’s tone was acidic with sarcasm, and she followed the words with a loud keening that caused Ling to flinch from its rawness.

      “We can’t get any closer to the wall with that wailing going on. Everyone for miles around can hear her screaming,” Ling said. Drake, Dreskin, and Fern all turned to look at Ling.

      “Right now they think we are dead and that gives us an advantage. Stealth is now our greatest ally. We were safe for the entire night last night. It took twenty-four hours for the roots to get to us. Perhaps it is the same here.” Ling turned in her saddle to face Fern. “What might we do to reduce the danger?”

      Fern took a deep breath. “I…I’m not sure. Nothing is the same as it used to be. The Mouro have crossed the boundary. We’re not safe anywhere. They’ll soon begin encroaching on Brisia, and with the breach we’ll not have enough power to push them back again.” Fern rubbed at a spot between her eyebrows, her movement barely visible in the dark.

      “Mouro?” Ling asked, but Fern didn’t respond.

      Ling held her impatience in check. Fern had told her when they’d first met that Ling was one of them, one of the Mari, that she could ask anything, that there would be no secrets. But Fern had nothing but secrets. Fern never spoke with her, never sought out her company, barely ever even looked at her. She’d never mentioned a relationship with Dreskin, though the two clearly had one. And while everyone had said the Woedenwoud was dangerous, no one had said anything about bone trees and bloated things that attacked from under the ground, or encroaching Mouro, whatever they were. It was time for some honesty in this group.

      “I think it’s about time we all had a chat. We are in this together, for better or worse, and we need to start acting like it.” She realized with shock she sounded a lot like her mother. “Now, to start, what are the Mouro, and what is the Woedenwoud, really?”

      Fern sighed, and urged her horse closer to Dreskin’s. She placed a hand on Celene’s shoulder. “Celene, I am sorry for your loss, I truly am. I do not wish to deny you your grief, but we are in a great deal of danger. We need to get closer to the wall, and to do that safely, we need silence. Can you find it inside you to mourn quietly, if only for tonight?”

      Dreskin stroked Celene’s back and nudged his horse toward the wall. The others followed. Fern fell back to ride beside Ling. “The Mouro are those bone trees. I didn’t lie before when I said they are predatory. They are, as are most things in the Woedenwoud. They root through the earth, seeking warmth or the scent of blood, and grab unsuspecting victims from below. As for the Woedenwoud...we don’t know what it is. We know very little of it. The Mouro are the sentinels, the things that come first, and since we encounter them out here, outside of the Woud itself, we’ve had opportunity to study them.”

      Celene had fallen silent now. Fern hesitated, as if she didn’t want to utter whatever was to come next, but she pushed on. “The roots of the Mouro are filled with poison, but not one that kills. It only paralyzes, allowing the tree to more easily drag the bodies to the base of the tree. It digests the flesh there, secreting enzymes of some kind that accelerate decomposition, allowing the tree to absorb the flesh. The bones are then taken up into the structure of the tree itself, as you have seen. The Mari believe most of the Woedenwoud survives this way, through poison and flesh.”

      Ling shuddered at the thought. Navire had been injured and weak, but he may still have been alive when he’d been dragged under. Amalya most certainly had been. Ling thought back to Amalya’s wide, staring eyes and shuddered. She had been frozen as if in death, but in truth she’d been only paralyzed, watching as the bloated roots of the Mouro wrapped about her body and pulled her underground. She wondered if Amalya had died of suffocation once the earth closed around her, or if she’d been alive when the digestion began. In some number of months, if they passed this way again, both Amalya and Navire would be a part of one of those trees.

      “The magic of the Woedenwoud is deep, Ling,” Fern continued. “It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen. It’s so deep, so powerful, it’s almost self-aware. The warlocks, even the Mari fear it. Those thorny trees, the Epina, were grown ages ago, long before this war, before the breach, in a time when warlock and Mari still called one another friend and still had endless magic to pull from. They were grown to hold the wild magic of Woedenwoud at bay, to keep its poison contained.”

      Fern paused, and Ling resisted the urge to turn in her saddle and look behind her. The horses calmed as they moved farther away from the border of the Woedenwoud, their hooves thudding dully in the thick vegetation that blanketed the ground. Celene remained quiet, and the others had fallen silent as well. It seemed even that small distance from those skull trees helped ease everyone’s tension, but Ling only felt hers grow.

      “Best we can tell, everything is poisonous in there. With magic like that, every plant and insect is at least somewhat self-aware, and that means they have found an infinite number of ways lure you and me to our deaths. Long ago we lost many to the Woud. The stories are scattered, but tell of plants that drip poison that will blind you from their leaves. Some, like the Mouro, can paralyze you with a simple touch; others can infect the air to make you panic, force you to run, or to enthrall you so completely you want to die, thinking you’ve gone to some magical eternal place. Some, like the Mouro, pull you down to the roots and slowly digest you while the roots suck up the minerals left behind. Others have mouths that can eat your flesh; others still drink your blood, leaving your body to other scavengers. Even magic might be our enemy once we cross the line and enter the Woud.”

      “I am magic,” Ling said. It was a statement, but there was a question buried in those words. As far as she knew, nothing short of Grag unmaking her could destroy her. But a magic that was so powerful and so old that it was self-aware…what might that do to her? She wondered if it would make her stronger or drive her mad. Or maybe it would destroy her.

      She turned to find Fern studying her, and she wondered how much of her thoughts had flashed across her face. Fern said nothing about it, however. “No one’s been in there in ages, but the books say the navire are unpredictable there, and they never are the same once they’ve been exposed to the Woud. Even when taken far from it. Being in there…” Fern shifted slightly in her saddle, gazing back toward the skull trees. Ling followed her gaze, but they were far enough away that even the white glare of the bones had vanished into the night. “It changes them somehow. It’s like they are awakened. Suddenly they refuse to do their owner’s bidding, or they twist the magic in such a way to make the result unpredictable and often dangerous.” Fern turned back and looked into Ling’s eyes. “I don’t want to scare you or upset you, but I don’t know what that place will do to you, Ling. I just don’t know. If we could find another way…”

      Fern didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to. They’d never make it if they attempted the coastal route they had originally planned on. Ling was surprised they’d even managed to make it to Nantes. Their success so far was purely accidental, the result of a massive border that was impossible to monitor and a ship of unprepared warlocks. They wouldn’t have that benefit on the coastal route. There would be far too many of the enemy to count on luck. They would travel through the Woedenwoud, or they’d fail.

      They set up camp a short time later. They lit no fire, and, though they had plenty of food, no one bothered to pull any from their packs. Dreskin and Drake lay down with Celene sandwiched between them. Ling tossed her blankets on the ground a fair distance from the others. She leaned back against a tree—a normal tree as far as she could tell—and propped the grimoire open on her lap.

      The moon was near full, and it illuminated the pages in front of her, but her pen was still. She had so much to write, but the words escaped her. Perhaps it was the wild magic of the Woedenwoud reaching across the barrier to affect her already, robbing her of the ability to write. She wished she had such an excuse. The truth was she simply didn’t know how to capture what she felt about what happened.

      Ling watched as Fern knelt beside Dreskin and Drake for a moment before drifting away into the shadows. She kept her eyes on the spot Fern had disappeared into, and a moment later she watched as a massive dragonfly launched into the air and vanished. She no longer worried Fern wouldn’t return. They were in this together till the end, whatever that might look like.

      Drake and Dreskin were little more than shadows in the night, Celene invisible between them. She could make out slow movement as one or the other of them rubbed Celene’s back or her arm, offering her human warmth and comfort.

      Ling leaned back and stared up at the dark, intertwining branches above, the sky visible only in patches. She took a deep breath and pushed it out slowly, and took another, slowly forcing herself to acknowledge the truth she’d always known. Finally she put pen to paper and began to write. I am a harbinger of doom to any I pass. But I may also hold the key to our survival. It is no small weight to bear, but bear it I shall.
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      Ling had opened her eyes to discover she slept on the ground in a dry and wooded place, a heavy book on her lap. She was nowhere near Meuse, nowhere in Brielle; the dry ground and large trees were proof enough of that. She’d panicked when she’d heard people moving in the dark around her, and had hunkered down so they wouldn’t realize she was awake. But she’d kept reading, and as she finished the last page she felt overcome with emotion.

      When she’d first heard the others moving about the campsite, she’d been terrified of them. That had shifted into almost indifference as she’d read, becoming so wrapped up in the story she’d all but forgotten where she was. They had waited as Ling read, sitting beside a fire. The flames were so low, the moon so dim, she couldn’t quite make out their faces or expressions. She could see them lounging together though, sipping coffee and eating. Their calm acceptance, their willingness to give her space, to leave her alone, perhaps more than anything else is what convinced her of the truth of the book. They gave her the space she needed to process with a comfort that gave proof to their long acquaintance with her.

      Bear it I shall.

      She almost didn’t recognize the person who had written those words, but her heart swelled with pride at them nevertheless. She pushed the covers back and moved to sit with the others. Dreskin poured her a cup of coffee and handed it over to her. He touched her shoulder as he did so, smiling at her warmly. Fern handed her a thick slice of smoked fish and a biscuit. Ling knew she didn’t need to eat—she didn’t even feel hungry—but the act of eating was a comfort, and their offer of food felt like an offer of kinship. It was a small way of being with the others, of sharing with them, of being one of them despite her difference.

      A cup of coffee sat on the ground in front of Celene, untouched. Food sat beside it, also untouched. She held a blackened stick loosely in her lap. She stared into the fire, oblivious to the others around her. Drake sat beside her, shoulder to shoulder. Celene had lost her daughter yesterday. A short time ago, Ling had taken her anger and frustration out on the girl, a shame she would carry to her grave. Now Ling felt Amalya was a missing piece in the puzzle of their group, someone who should be there who wasn’t. Just as Navire was. Ling eyed the stick Celene held, and felt a stab of emotion at what the woman must be feeling.

      Ling had drawn both of them, Celene and Amalya, in the grimoire, but in looking at Celene now, her face hollowed by grief and lit by firelight, Ling knew she’d drawn them through the filter of her loathing. The woman in front of her now looked little like the woman she’d drawn. She looked a lot like her father had looked the last time she’d seen him.

      They finished eating, and Drake scuffed out the fire while Dreskin and Fern saddled the horses. Celene remained by the extinguished fire, staring listlessly into the ashes, and Ling stayed with her. Ling grieved her own losses, and she could barely stand the thought that she went through this same thing every morning. In the space of hours, she felt the loss of her parents, her friends, her home; relived rape and torture and travels to places she’d never dreamed she would visit; and came to the realization she was key to their success in sealing the breach. But that was as Evelyn. As Ling, she knew she had more travels ahead of her. They were going to Vosh to find the navire, to gather to themselves enough power to seal a breach that was leaching magic out of the world. Very likely, she had more loss ahead of her too.

      She wanted to weep, but she knew she couldn’t. Her chest would tighten, her stomach clench, her imaginary breath would hitch, but no tears would fall and no release would come. She had written often in the book how the release of grief through weeping was lost to her now. She looked up to find Celene watching her from across the fire.

      “I’m sorry about Navire.”

      Ling stared at her with wide eyes, unable to form a response back. Celene didn’t seem to expect one.

      “I stand by what I said yesterday. You did right by him. He knew you were at his side, even at the end.”

      Ling didn’t know what to say. Here was a woman, lost in the depths of her own grief, offering comfort to another. Ling climbed to her feet and approached, dropping down beside Celene. She took the other woman’s hands into her own. “You didn’t fail him, Celene. He failed you.” Celene’s eyes opened wide in surprise, her mouth falling open slightly. “I cannot blame you for the failings of your son. But you can’t blame yourself for the failings of a man.”

      Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks, and her hands shook violently in Ling’s grasp. “His father was…He was a good man, at first. But the drink took him fast. Within a year he would beat me. I wouldn’t let him touch me after that, but he would…I should have left, but I was so afraid. And then Fraser came along, and still I stayed. My choices made Fraser what he was.”

      “You made the best choices you could with limited options.”

      “I was a coward, and Fraser paid for it.”

      Ling didn’t know how to respond to that. Her mind whirled with the complexities of life. To think that one person’s best and bravest choices could still condemn another completely. Good, once released into the world, could create violence and ugliness; ugliness could lead to beauty. It was impossible to know which would result in which until they came to pass. All anyone could do was try to live fully, completely, and well, and then hope. She didn’t know how to articulate these thoughts, and so she didn’t. Instead she wrapped both arms around Celene and held her as she sobbed.

      In time Celene pulled back, climbed to her feet, and joined Drake. She stood passively by as Drake finished saddling and loading the horses. After all the things Ling had done to Celene and to Amalya, she hoped this was one small step toward correcting some of them. She owed Celene a great deal.

      Ling got to her own feet, tossed the few things she had left into a pack, and leapt up onto her horse’s back. She watched Celene: the woman went through the motions with the rest of them, but she didn’t look at anyone. She moved as if she were a doll, stiff wooden limbs controlled by some puppet master above, not through her own volition. Ling recognized the feeling. She’d felt like that for weeks after discovering what she was, after realizing everyone she’d thought she’d loved and who’d loved her had turned their backs on her the instant she’d changed. She’d written about it, the agony of it, the loneliness in the grimoire.

      Fern led the way, with Dreskin close beside her. Ling moved next to Celene, nudging her horse close, and reached out to take Celene’s hand. Celene’s arm went stiff with the contact and for a moment Ling was certain she’d pull her hand away. But after a moment her muscles went slack, and Ling felt Celene’s fingers curl around her own.

      They didn’t speak as they rode side by side. They didn’t even look at one another. But they rode this way as the rising sun stained the low western horizon, as it chased the deep shadows away, and as the small details of the landscape around them became increasingly visible. They rode this way until they came to a line of trees with trunks of bleached white skulls with a shimmering glint in the depths of their otherwise empty eye sockets.

      Ling and Celene slowed to a stop as they approached the others. They’d stopped twenty feet from the Mouro, the skull trunks and bone branches stained a soft pink in the early morning sun. It was an effect Ling was not at all fond of. It made her think of the color of freshly cut meat, of blood, and of two bodies dissolving in the ground below a tree, just like this one, several miles away.

      They turned east and rode along the thorny barrier for another hour before they found a gap in the Epina. It was large enough to get the horses through, but it was guarded by a lone Mouro. Once again, Ling felt certain the shining wetness in the eye sockets of the skulls followed them as they approached. She felt the tree beckoned them toward it. Not out of malice, but out of hunger. She wondered how often they had to eat to survive, and what sort of creature may be rotting beneath this tree even now.

      “How fast can they move?” Ling asked. There was plenty of distance between the Mouro and the thorn trees for a single rider to pass through. The question was whether they could all get through before the roots of the tree could snag them. “Is it only the roots? Or can the branches move too?”

      Four sets of eyes joined hers as they turned to Fern. Fern rolled her shoulders and blew out a long breath. “I don’t think so. It’s only the roots that move and hunt.”

      “You don’t think so?” Ling kept her voice steady as she asked the question. Dreskin smiled at her, nodding at her efforts to keep things unruffled. He was a peacekeeper to his core.

      “I also thought it was safe on this side of the thorn trees,” Fern said, her shoulders sagging. “The stories say only the roots move and hunt, only the roots are poison. We should be able to pass safely as long as we don’t take too long with it.”

      Ling looked at Drake and Dreskin. Dreskin was frowning at the tree; Drake was studying Fern. Celene was sitting impassively, waiting. None of them seemed willing to test out whether the stories were still accurate. Celene dropped her hand to her horse’s neck, and Ling turned in surprise to see her kick her horse forward. From the corner of her eye she saw Drake jerk. “Celene, don’t!” But Celene paid her no mind. Her horse snorted in frustration, but Celene kneed him forward steadily.

      They walked through the gap as easily as an afternoon stroll through a park. The blood red flowers of the Mouro shivered as she passed beneath them, as if they sensed her somehow, but no harm came to her. The others followed, moving forward one by one through the gap in the otherwise solid line of thorn trees.

      As Ling came through she pulled her horse to a stop in surprise. She’d not thought much about what the Woedenwoud would look like. Fern had told her it was filled with poison and predators and danger, but she had said nothing about what such a place would look like. Perhaps she didn’t know. Somewhere deep inside Ling had assumed it would be dark, made of old growth trees blackened and twisted with age, and filled with snakes and spiders and other things big enough to consider humans as food.

      But this place was none of those things.
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      Sunlight shone brightly through the widely spaced trees of the Woedenwoud, its beams filled with dancing pollen and small insects and other floating things. Flowers covered every branch and every vine in every color of the rainbow and many more she had no name for. The air was clear and scented with something so perfectly sweet, flowery, and warm she immediately decided she never wanted to leave this place. The ground at their feet was a blanket of yellow and purple blooms, the tiny flower heads bobbing joyfully under the weight of the warm summer sun, and she wanted to drop down into them to rub her bare toes against their soft petals. The temperature was perfect, the sort of day where you are perfectly warm, exactly comfortable, with no need to sweat and no need for a jacket. In a word, this place was paradise.

      Drake pulled up beside her, eyes wide with wonder. Ling turned to Dreskin to find him beside Fern, the two of them digging through a saddlebag and pulling long scarves from its depths. Dreskin took several of them and approached Ling. “Here, tie this around your face. I’m not sure any of it can affect you, but better to be safe,” he said.

      “Help with what? It’s gorgeous in here. Clearly the old stories are wrong—”

      “They are not wrong,” Fern said. “Not about this. If anything, the poison is stronger now than it has ever been. If it feels the drain of magic, which it certainly does, it will do whatever necessary to protect itself. Remember, Ling, the magic here is almost self-aware. It may be self-aware for all I know. Certainly plenty of scholars have argued it is.” Fern spoke as she tied the scarf tightly about Celene’s nose and mouth. She’d already tied one around her own face. Dreskin handed a scarf over to Drake, who took it and held it in one hand as she spurred her horse forward. “I have no idea how this place will affect you, Ling. The histories are no help; something like you has never existed. You must be more cautious even than the rest of us.”

      “Are you certain, Fern? It’s so beautiful here. How could something so beautiful be so dangerous?” Drake’s voice was hushed with awe. She drew up alongside an enormous yellow sunburst of a flower and reached a hand out to touch a single soft petal.

      Dreskin kicked his horse forward, shoving Drake’s horse hard enough she almost lost her seat and fell to the ground. She snatched at the saddle and managed to hold on. “Put it on Drake. Put it on now, or I’ll do it for you.”

      Ling had never heard him so angry, had never read about him sounding so angry, not even that night on the Scarlet. Drake’s eyes clouded in anger, but she did as he bid her, tying the scarf tightly around her nose and mouth. Ling did the same. She watched as they tied scarves around their horses’ noses as well.

      “Don’t touch anything, if you can avoid it. Assume everything here is poison and that all of it is searching for some way to eat you, because it is. And I do mean everything. Flowers, leaves, water…all of it. Don’t eat anything, don’t drink anything, don’t smell anything, and don’t touch anything. If you could avoid breathing while we’re in here, that would be even better.”

      There was a small silence after Fern finished her warning, only broken by a trilling song from somewhere out in the forest. It sounded like a delicate tinkle of bells, dozens of them, all pitched differently but in perfect tune with each other. She wondered if it were a bird or an insect that made the sound.

      “Which way?” Ling asked, ready to move deeper into the forest, wanting to explore this place where the colors seemed more colorful, the smells seemed more aromatic, where even the touch of the air on her skin felt softer than the softest schor cloth. “I’ll go first. Perhaps I’ll spring any traps that might lay in wait. I’ve a better chance of not dying than the rest of you.”

      Fern’s lips flattened, but she pointed southeast. “We’ll head almost straight across, keeping to the shortest path out of here we can find. The sooner we get out the better.”

      Ling turned her mount and began walking. It was easy going. Far from being the dark and twisted warren she’d expected, the trees were spread wide, with open meadows between them filled with flowers and waving grasses. Riding through was a pleasure, and it was obvious the horses could feel it too. They walked easily, almost lazily. The scarves Drake and Fern had tied around their heads kept them from eating anything, but it didn’t stop them from trying.

      “You’ve warned us about the plants,” Ling said, turning toward Fern. “But what about everything else? What of the animals that live here?”

      “I don’t believe anything else lives here. Insects, but that’s it.”

      Ling was surprised by that. The forest was lush. Just from where she sat in her saddle she could see trees heavy with fruit, and grasses heavy with seed.

      “Not much is known about this place,” Fern continued. “The Mari avoid it just as the warlocks do, and have done for centuries. Perhaps some time in the past mammals or people lived here. But there is no record of it.”

      They rode all of that day without incident. The landscape around them only grew more beautiful, if such a thing were possible. Water was abundant. Chattering streams ran through every meadow, and they passed dozens of clear pools filled with darting fish. They looked so refreshing, and Ling desperately wanted to stop for a cool dip, but she knew better than to even ask the question.

      They talked instead about what they would do when they got to the far side of the Woedenwoud. Wondered how likely it was that the warlocks would be there waiting for them. Debated traveling longer in the Woedenwoud, further throwing the warlocks off their trail. Fern was adamantly opposed to that idea, but as each hour slipped by, Ling liked the idea more and more. She had traveled a long way alone, and she was rediscovering just how pleasant it could be to travel with friends, even with relationships as tense as hers were.

      They stopped for the night in a wide meadow with grasses tall enough to easily conceal them. They stomped a large area of the grass flat and laid thick blankets over the top of it. They lit no fire, Fern saying something about the wild magics here making fire unpredictable. Ling thought she was being overly cautious. Ridiculous, in all honesty. But she didn’t want to fight, so she kept her thoughts to herself.

      They fed and watered the horses from their supplies and then settled down close to one another. Ling sat down next to Fern. She wanted to talk about Alyssum, about what had happened in the Darkling Sea while they floated there all alone. She wanted to apologize for not being able to keep Fern safe from the sirené. But as soon as her rear hit the ground, she felt a subtle wall go up between them. Fern shifted slightly away and began speaking quietly to Dreskin.

      Ling bore the rebuke silently. She watched when a short time later the two of them moved away from the group and huddled together underneath a blanket. Ling turned away as sounds of their lovemaking reached her ears.

      “They have known one another for a long time,” Drake said quietly. Ling looked at her briefly, then turned her eyes to the blanket below her. She picked at a thread of wool that had separated itself from the others. “It’s not the same for the Mari as it is for most humans. They bed whomever—”

      “I don’t care about that,” Ling said, her tone harsher than she intended. Drake said nothing, but Ling could see her eyes shining in the starlight. “I’m not…I don’t care about that stuff. I’ve never…” She didn’t know quite how to put it. Even as Evelyn she’d been disinterested in sex. “I just…I miss her friendship, Drake. She told me I was one of them, but ever since Shadowhold…” her voice faded away, unwilling to say Alyssum’s name out loud. Drake had been Alyssum’s lover, after all.

      “She loves you still, Ling. She still fights to close the breach, to keep you safe. She just needs time.” A soft, throaty laugh drifted through the still night. Celene lay down, her back to the lovers as well as to Ling and Drake.

      “I feel so alone.” Ling said the words out loud, hating the sound of them, how weak they made her sound and feel. But she felt better for having said them. “I travel with all of you, but I am not one of you. Navire was the only one…” She stopped, her voice choking on the dog’s name.

      Drake sighed, climbed to her feet, and dropped down next to Ling. She put an arm around Ling’s shoulders. “I feel alone too,” she said. “What we’re doing…it’s hard not to feel that way.”  The two of them leaned their heads against one another and stared into the fire, the simple companionship a balm to them both.

      The night was as uneventful as the day. They were on their way again as soon as Ling finished reading the grimoire. Ling avoided Fern, avoided Dreskin, and instead rode beside Drake and Celene. By midday, though, she knew something was wrong. It started off mildly enough, an odd buzzing or wavering at the edges of her vision. It was almost as if her eyes suddenly were vibrating from side to side in their sockets, causing her vision to jump and shimmy. Each incident seemed to last only a minute or a few minutes at most. It was so slight she thought at first she was imagining it, until suddenly she realized she wasn’t.

      She said nothing about it, not wanting to frighten the others. She began closing her eyes when she felt it coming on, trusting her horse to continue moving forward unguided. She would hold them closed for several minutes before opening them a crack. If they shivered still, she would close them again.

      But soon it wasn’t only the strange bouncing of her vision; she began seeing other things too. She’d be riding by a particularly stunning tree when suddenly a pattern would emerge out of the bark: a monstrous shape with baleful yellow eyes and teeth made from jaggedly split wood reaching out of the tree trunk toward her.

      She opened her eyes, looking at the beautiful landscape around her. There was a towering tree just in front of her and to the right, but it wasn’t a tree at all. It was her father, his body stretched and distorted, bones busted and jutting as if some giant had grabbed his head and his feet, and pulled them slowly apart until he’d been stretched to twenty feet in length. His eyes, weeping and filled with sorrow, grew to ovals that were three feet in length. His mussed hair lifted and twisted into branches, and his lips curled grotesquely as his mouth lengthened.

      The mouth moved somehow, lips moving and rolling in unnatural ways. “Leave them,” he said. “You are not one of them; they are using you for your magic, Evelyn.” His voice was so familiar, and so forceful. “Run!”

      She reacted without thinking, kicking her horse forward so harshly the mare squealed at her. Instantly she pulled back, settling the mare back into a walk as shivers climbed up her spine.

      “What spooked her?” Fern asked, immediately concerned.

      “Are you all right?” Drake asked as she rode up beside Ling. “You look terrified.”

      Ling looked at the others, her confusion clearing just enough for her to mutter, “Fine, fine,” before turning back to look at the tree she’d just ridden past. Her father was gone. The tree was just a tree, bursting with vibrant purple flowers up and down its entire length. There was nothing menacing or strange or familiar about it. She shook her head and pushed her mount forward again. “I’m fine. I just dozed off for a minute there and almost fell off. I spooked her. No big deal.”

      They believed her, but she could see the ease in which they’d been traveling had fallen away from them. They were all much more alert now, more in tune with her and with one another. But that fact did nothing to help Ling. As each minute of the day ground by, her hallucinations became more frequent and more compelling. Her horse became angered by her heavy grip on the reins and shook her head in frustration. Ling tried to act like everything was okay, but she couldn’t tell how much of it anyone else believed. She was barely aware of them at all she was so focused on fighting off whatever it was that invaded her mind.

      So when the Woedenwoud finally awoke around them, she was so distracted by her own struggle she didn’t see what it was that attacked them until it was all over.
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      Her father was back, stretched and twisted like he had been before, but this time her mother was there too. Her mother loomed over her father, hands reaching into his distorted tree-belly, pulling out handfuls of trailing intestine. His body was contorted and woody, but his guts glistened just as real guts would, and Ling could see his blood cutting shining rivulets through the roughened bark of his skin. He was moaning, crying out for her, begging for help. She could hear her mother cackling, “Yes, Evelyn. Why don’t you come help your father?” She sang the words as if they were a lullaby, but their naked threat was clear. Ling had never hated her mother more than in that moment, not even when she had strapped Ling to that chair and given Hanner the order to proceed.

      “It’s not real,” she said, sobbing the words out loud. She had to. She needed to hear something real with her own ears. She needed something to ground her in the physical world, to pull her out of the strange place her mind was getting lost in. Something to help her tell what was real and what was illusion. She leaned forward, releasing the reins, and put both her hands flat on her horse’s withers. She could feel the mare’s warmth seeping into her fingers, smell her clean horse smell, but the vision of her mother gutting her father persisted.

      “Ling, are you—” Drake’s question was cut short. Ling looked up to see a large dark shadow with wings had grasped Drake by the shoulders, pulling her from her saddle and into the air. Drake must have been too heavy because the thing struggled to keep her up off the ground. It was half flying and half dragging her along. Ling could see her feet bouncing over rocks and the natural contours of the landscape, and then she could see them kicking with a great deal of intent. She heard Drake shout in rage, her face a deep red as she struggled against the thing that held her, and then she vanished into the forest.

      Ling shook her head hard, trying to figure out if what she had just seen was real or another hallucination. But the way Drake’s feet bounced along, the fact that whatever had her couldn’t get up off the ground convinced her it was real. She’d not dream up such a weakness, would she?

      A movement caught her eye, and as she spun, she realized whatever it was that had Drake must have first gone after Fern. Fern was off her horse, climbing to her feet. But three vines darted out from a nearby tree and wrapped themselves around her, sharp barbs burying themselves into her flesh as they entrapped her. She screamed in agony, a gout of blood flowing from the gashes left by the vines. She squatted down, and Ling could see light shimmering around her as she tried to shift her form.

      With a bellow, Dreskin was after Fern, hacking at the vines with a knife as he tried to free her. Wounds opened up in his arms, on his face, as the vine lashed out at him, fighting back as viciously as any animal. Ling could see clearly he would fail. They would both die there, bleeding out in a tangle of barbs and vines. She didn’t know what to do or where to go first. She wanted to save them all, but she didn’t even know what was real and what was in her head. She could smell the mineral scent of blood, but couldn’t tell if came from her father, from Fern and Dreskin, or from somewhere else. This entire place smelled of rot and blood.

      “Run!” It was her father, struggling to speak through his grotesque mouth. His teeth grated against one another as he talked, and the sound left Ling feeling sickened. He peeled his eyes from the trailing remnants of his innards and rolled them toward her. “Run!” He said again.

      She looked at her companions. Fern had shifted form, but it had done nothing to help her. She was barely visible at all through the mass of vines that held her; Ling could only identify the spot where she was from the dark stain of blood spreading there. Dreskin was flayed to the point where he was more raw wound than intact flesh. He still swung his blade madly; she could hear him bellowing, though faintly, as if she heard it from far, far away. She couldn’t see Drake any longer, and Celene was walking quite calmly toward a gaping maw in the earth in front of a collection of trees.

      She stared at her parents, at the images of her friends dying and struggled against the confusion that wrapped her mind. Her parents were not real—she knew that. They couldn’t be here. But the others? She suddenly knew with a cold-edged certainty that was real. The Woedenwoud had them. It was over. How had any of them thought they could journey through something even the most powerful Mari avoided? They were fools, all of them.

      “And now we’re all dying a fool’s death,” she said. Fern had said it first, when they’d leapt the wall and hidden in the in-between place that wasn’t her world but wasn’t the world of the Woedenwoud either. She was right. She was always right.

      “Run!” Ling watched as the tree that was somehow her father collapsed into a puff of wood chips and sawdust, the one that was her mother laughing as she ate the guts she’d pulled from her father. Her confidence shattered, her resolve to see this through to the end wavered and then collapsed. With a hoarse shout she yanked her horse’s head to the left and kicked her hard. She couldn’t watch it all fall so tragically apart. The mare leapt to obey, but was stopped so suddenly Ling was launched over her head. She hit the ground with one shoulder and rolled to her feet. Whatever had her horse was enormous. A rough brown shape wrapped about her horse’s midsection, and in an instant the entire beast vanished as if it had never existed. She heard a splash and a groan that sounded oddly satisfied, and then one of the trees behind her settled back into place, content. She wondered, briefly, how long that much horseflesh would keep the thing satiated. She shuddered, realizing the horse shared the same fate as all of her friends. She spun on her heel and ran.

      She crashed through bushes and trees, puffs of smoke and dust rising from her feet as she stomped down on the flowers growing there. Something was chasing her. It was Hanner. Then her mother. Suddenly her father was beside her, his tongue lolling out of his mouth as if he were a dog, and then suddenly he was Navire, jogging easily beside her, until his flesh began melting from his bones. His skeleton continued to run for a time, until the small connective tissues that held it together finally gave. His bones scattered to the ground, and she left him behind once again.

      The scarf fell from her face but she didn’t care. Everyone she loved was dead or would be soon. It didn’t matter what happened to her. A crack opened in the earth in front of her, and she vaulted it, mad laughter erupting from her throat as she shouted at the forest around her, challenging it to try harder if it wanted to kill her. And then she ran into something quite solid; both feet caught on it and slid out from beneath her. She slammed into the ground face first, slid another foot, and then spun to look behind her, mouth open in surprise.

      A small figure about three feet in height stood there, upright, but on four legs. It had a bulbous lower body and a shockingly narrow waist. The head had large insectile eyes, a very narrow chin, and a very human mouth taking up most of that narrow space. The creature’s head tilted to one side, both the antennae on top of its head turned toward Ling. Its entire body looked to be a hard carapace, like that of a beetle or other insect, and it was a shimmering black. It approached her suddenly and blew into her face with a loud puff. Ling sneezed, and the world snapped back into focus. The bloody, rotting smell of the forest was gone; the odd vibrations, as if her eyes were jogging in their sockets, vanished; and the cackling of her mother silenced.

      “No,” Ling said, as she looked about her, searching for her friends. She didn’t know for certain if they were dead or if they were somewhere behind her in the forest, calling her name, struggling to follow.

      A low growl erupted out of the foliage to her left, and a hulking insect came stomping into view. It looked like a bee of sorts, though it was easily six feet tall and scarlet in color. It, too, was upright, walking on four legs. It held Drake in one hand, shaking her at the small figure standing in front of Ling as it snarled and roared.

      Ling’s stomach dropped. It was true, then. Her earlier certainty hadn’t been unfounded. If this creature really had Drake, then what had happened to the others must also be true. She cried out to Drake and moved toward her friend, but hands grasped her from behind, preventing her from approaching.

      “Drake!” Ling yelled again, hoping to see some sign of life from the other woman. But Drake hung limp and still.

      Two wings lifted from the small figure’s back. It rose a couple of feet off the ground and spun around so the rear of its body faced the hulking thing holding Drake. Hovering, it flitted its wings so fast they turned to a blur, and as it did so, the monster seemed to calm. It turned its head from side to side as if trying to catch an elusive scent. Ling supposed it must have caught it too, because its movements suddenly slowed, its entire body rocking steadily from one set of legs to the other in an easy side to side motion. It ceased stomping, stopped growling, and became intensely interested in the small figure in front of Ling.

      The two approached one another, the smaller black one keeping its back toward the larger scarlet one, wings still a blur. They circled each other, moving ever closer, and the closer they got to one another the more enthralled the larger one seemed to get. It began to hum, a loud rumbling coming from its chest, so loud Ling could feel it in hers. The scarlet beast tossed Drake aside, and Ling found herself suddenly freed. She ran to Drake’s side, pulling the woman up into her lap.

      She looked back and realized with a shock that they were surrounded by a number of the small figures, though these were black with scarlet bands wrapping their bodies. The creatures stood silently in a circle around the hulking giant and the small figure that was entirely black.

      The smallish black insect, or whatever it was, landed on the ground and opened its wings wide. The giant one approached it from behind and wrapped it in a tight embrace. The humming jumped in pitch, and Ling suddenly realized what she was witnessing. She couldn’t be sure—she couldn’t even tell whether the two creatures were the same species—but it looked very much like they were mating. She watched along with the scarlet-banded figures. The entire thing took about ten minutes, and then the larger creature gave a roar, throwing its head back. As it did so the small black figure spun in his grasp, leapt into the air, and stabbed the larger one through the throat with one of her rear legs. Red blood rushed from its throat as it choked. It was dead in an instant.

      The smaller black creature, who Ling had begun thinking of as female, turned away from the dead male and approached Ling, a smile lighting up her strangely angular face. Ling grasped Drake tightly, swearing to herself she would do whatever was necessary to keep at least Drake safe. She had failed the others; she’d not fail Drake.

      “We get very few visitors here,” the black figure said. “Our forest doesn’t take kindly to strangers. How is it you are not dead already?”

      Ling stayed where she was, Drake sprawled out on her lap, and said nothing. Ling didn’t know what to say. She tried frantically to think how to get the two of them out of this and away from these creatures, whatever they were.

      “There are a number of them, and they are not far from death,” one of the scarlet-banded ones said.

      “The forest has them,” said another.

      “As it should be,” the black one said. “It’s a sign of the dying magic they got even this far.” She reached out one hand, a human hand for all its insectile narrow boniness, and touched Ling square on her forehead. Her eyes flew open in surprise a moment later. “Leave those that cannot be saved. Bring the rest,” she ordered. She leapt into the air and sped away.

      Those that stayed behind immediately disbanded. Several went back in the direction Ling had fled from, while four of them stayed behind. Two of them grabbed hold of Ling, grasping her by the shoulders and pulling as the other two dragged Drake from her grasp. Ling struggled, but they were remarkably strong for their size and slenderness.

      One held Drake down while the other stung her square in the stomach, punching a gaping wound into her flesh with one rear leg, just as the all-black one had done to the scarlet male. Ling shouted and fought, trying to get to Drake, but she was yanked upward, the two scarlet-banded creatures joining together to pull her into the air. Below, she could see the other two still working on Drake. They laid a wide purple flower petal across her abdomen, stroking it at the edges with their strange insect-human hands. Then they too leapt into the air, pulling Drake along with them.

      They flew far and they flew fast. The forest blurred around her, and she lost all sense of direction. More of the scarlet-banded creatures began to join her though, and with relief she saw many of them in pairs carrying a burden as they flew. She counted four pairs total, and she hoped fervently that meant all her companions had been rescued from the forest. But as she thought of how easily the small creature had killed the much larger one, of how easily the spines of the others had entered Drake’s flesh, she wondered what good it would do any of them.
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      She didn’t know what happened to the others. They had flown to a hive of sorts. Ling didn’t know how else to think of it. It was mounded, and though it was hard to tell from the air, she thought it must be the size of all of Meuse, maybe bigger. The lowest level was the largest of them all, and each higher layer was progressively smaller than the one below. It was big enough that Ling couldn’t see all the layers, only that it mounded quite nicely, and somehow hung midway up the trunk of a very large tree.

      The two carrying her flew through an entrance at the top of the entire structure, while all the others peeled off and looked to enter the structure from somewhere far below. She’d expected darkness inside, but instead, the entire interior was suffused with a soft golden glow. They flew her in a dizzying array of directions before depositing her in a small room, a cell, really. It was made of the same golden material as the rest of the structure, and there was nothing in it.

      The two that had transported her stood guard as five smaller figures, all scarlet-banded, closed up the cell. Ling was fascinated despite the precariousness of her situation. They seemed to pull flakes of the golden material right off of their abdomens, pressing layer after layer into place to wall her into the cell. She said nothing, didn’t try to struggle or escape. She was horribly outnumbered, and even if she did somehow manage to break past those closing her in, she would never find her way out of this place. She had no idea where her companions were. Besides, even if they managed to get through all of that, there was still the Woedenwoud itself. She knew, now, they’d never make it through that endless wilderness alive without help. The creatures slowly shutting her up in this cell were the only things she could think of that might be able to provide it.

      So Ling crossed her arms and watched as the entrance to her cell was closed up. After she was certain the creatures had left, she approached and put her hands on the door. The material was warm, soft to the touch, but unyielding. She would not get out until they allowed her out. She lay down, finding the floor of the cell soft and comfortable, and filled the grimoire with all the details of what had transpired. She poured all of her fears and hopes for her friends into those pages: her burgeoning relationship with Celene, the fact that Fern seemed to be willing to at least talk with her now, her guilt about Amalya…all of it. All alongside her plan, if you could call a vague idea to convince these creatures to help them get through the Woedenwoud a plan. And then she waited.

      Three days passed, or at least three periods of unconsciousness and reawakening. The gentle glow of this place never dimmed or brightened, making the passage of time all but invisible. Late on the third day, the seal on her cell was opened, and two of the scarlet-banded creatures escorted her through their city.

      And a city it was. There were thousands of the creatures, all moving with purpose, all seeming to have a job to do. Some were building more cells similar to the one she had spent the last three days closed up in, others seemed to be making stuff—whether for eating or building or something else entirely, Ling wasn’t sure. Others were transporting a variety of unidentifiable materials from some place to some other place. They worked steadily and with impressive focus. As far as she could tell they didn’t even notice the odd creature in their midst, but she found it impossible to read expression on their insectile faces.

      She was brought into a large room and left there alone. It was devoid of furniture, devoid of any feature at all except a low-walled pool toward the back of the room. It was not filled with water, as she’d expected, but with some sort of creamy golden substance that looked quite thick, like honey. She stood there, considering dipping her finger in to taste it. Evelyn had experience with bees, and Ling knew everything about them that she did. These creatures looked very bee-like. They acted bee-like. Even her cell had looked a lot like honey comb, though considerably larger than anything in Meuse, Brielle, or anywhere else, she suspected.

      She was convinced the entirely black one she’d first seen was the queen, the red and black banded ones her daughters. The magic of this place must have shaped them into what they were now. The mating she’d witnessed suggested these creatures were mortal like humans were, but she wondered if their evolution into these humanoid and intelligent beings was a result of the magic of this place. She wondered if the stuff in that pool would poison her.

      “You can taste it, if you wish.”

      Ling spun on her heel to find the queen standing just behind her. Her surprisingly human-like hands were clasped gently at her chest, her head tipped to the side. Her human-like mouth curled at the corners, but otherwise her expression was unreadable.

      “I don’t know what it will do to you. It would kill a mortal, even a Kindred, no matter how gifted. There is far too much magic in it for their kind. But you are not a mortal, are you?”

      Ling remained silent, considering how to reply. She and her friends would live or die based on this creature’s decisions. If they had any hope of getting out of the Woedenwoud, sealing the breech, and ending this war, it rested with the figure in front of her.

      “My queen—I believe the correct term in my language is queen…”

      The creature’s head tipped the other direction, and the corners of her lips quirked even higher. “There are similarities between us and them. But make no mistake, the differences matter more. But that name shall suffice for now.”

      “My queen, you are correct, I am not mortal. I was made by a warlock for reasons I cannot fathom.”

      There was no change in the queen’s expression. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “We seek passage through your forest, nothing more.”

      “Why are you here, really? Why does one of the Kindred travel with you? And why did you bring the mortals with you? The stench of them…most offensive.”

      Kindred. Ling didn’t know what that meant, but was certain she must be referring to Fern. The small hope she’d been harboring deep inside gave a sudden lurch. Fern was still alive.

      “There is war outside of this wood,” Ling said. “A breach has been opened, magic is draining away from the world. I suspect you know of it, you mentioned as much when you found us.” Ling had read that section of the grimoire several times when she’d awoken this morning. The queen had said Ling and her companions had survived as long as they had only because of the loss of magic. They were feeling it here, though clearly not to the extent they were experiencing in Brisia, and maybe elsewhere. “We seek a way to close that breach.”

      “We know of it, as we know of all things. All things except for you. We have no record of you or your companions. We’ve consulted the librarians.”

      Ling stared back in confusion, not understanding the queen’s meaning. The queen sighed, a frustrated puff of air. “Has the world really forgotten about us? Even the Kindred?” She grunted, tapping a foot against the soft wax of the floor in agitation. “There is nothing for it then. Come.”

      The queen turned and scurried out of the room. Ling hurried to keep up with her. The others cleared a path for their queen as she hurried through the warren of infinite cells. Ling followed as closely as she could, jogging to keep up. They seemed to be heading downward in a slow, meandering way. It took them the better part of an hour to get to their destination, and Ling wondered how large this city really was.

      They finally entered another large room. It seemed made of the same substance as the rest of the hive, but the walls here were opaque and blackened. The light was dim and came from small patches of algae or mold on the walls that were being tended to by an army of very small scarlet daughters, these without the black bands on their bodies. Those not currently busy stood lined up along the walls of the space, half buried in the dark wax there.

      Ling scanned the space and then cried out in surprise when she realized her companions were all there. Drake and Celene stood side by side, Drake deathly pale, but standing. Dreskin was scissored in scabs, but had a smile on his face. Fern stood off from the others, clearly very uncomfortable, with one leg fully encased in a blackened shell of what appeared to be wax very similar to what this room had been created with. The queen gave them no time to exchange pleasantries; she and a handful of the small scarlet daughters hustled all of them through a small door at the back of the room.

      This room was even dimmer than the previous one, but Ling could clearly see white shapes hanging from the low ceiling. They looked like the larvae of newly hatched bees. She wondered why they would be hanging like this. Normal bees didn’t do that, but perhaps things were quite different for this race. Or maybe they were maggots, or the larval form of some other creature. She couldn’t be sure.

      The small scarlet daughters pushed her and her companions aside, lining them up along one wall. The queen joined them there. Then each scarlet daughter moved to stand next to one of the five hanging larvae in the room. They turned to the queen, and waited.

      For three breaths Ling wondered what was going to happen, then at a signal from the queen, each of the five purely scarlet daughters raised one of their legs and slashed the larvae, gutting them from top to bottom. Guts and blood sprayed, covering the floor and the walls. Ling felt it cover her own face and arms, and she clenched her mouth tightly against a shout of surprise and disgust.

      “Do not move,” the queen warned. “The slightest movement can ruin the prophecy, and we take the death of our own quite seriously, so moving would not be a good idea.” The queen’s voice took on a menacing tone, and Ling held herself stiff as the small scarlet creatures scurried over the room. They seemed to be analyzing the blood spray, the way the guts lay scattered on the floor, the patterns in which they fell. They analyzed the distribution of gut on Ling’s body and on the others, including the queen herself. She and her companions stared in silence, watching the story unfold around them.

      “I am sorry that our prophecies have been lost to the world,” the queen said after she’d been fully inspected by one of her daughters. “There was a time we were consulted by the most powerful from the outside. But that time has long passed into history. Now none even know of our existence. Even the Kindred no longer remember us, it would seem.” She wiped the blood from her face with her hands and licked it off with a narrow tongue. “This way.”

      They left the room with the hanging larval corpses behind. They were offered nothing with which to clean themselves, so the blood stayed where it was on each of them. They moved into an enormous room, so tall Ling wondered if it extended the entire height of the hive. Pinned out along the walls were larval skins, dark shapes printed tightly on every one of them.

      “This library contains every story: those that have happened, those that may happen. The story of every being who has walked or will walk the surface of this world.”

      It was gross, but it was impressive. There were far too many for her to count, and she wanted to read them all. She moved to nearest pinned out story and found it was written in a language she did not recognize.

      “But we have no story for you. For any of you. No story of your births, of your lives, of you coming here. Most unusual.”

      “But you have a story about the breach?” Fern asked. “A story of the Mari, of our war with the warlocks?”

      “Yes, Kindred. We know all of it. We’ve known of this time for centuries. We’ve prepared for it and will survive it.”

      “What of the Mari? Will we survive it? What of Alyssum, what do your stories say of her?” Fern approached the queen, holding her hands out in front of her, palms open. “Is she alive?”

      “Our stories are not for you,” the queen said, her voice dripping disdain. “You, Kindred, have forgotten, and, as such, are not worthy.”

      Fern shrank away from the queen, wrapping her arms around herself tightly. Ling understood how she must be feeling. She, too, wanted to know about Alyssum. Wanted to know about Witch and her father and Rudy.

      “Who are they for then, if not for us?” Ling asked of the queen, wanting answers, but very aware their fate rested with her. “If we fail, if we can’t close that breach, your magic will eventually fail too. You will die. All of you.”

      The queen turned to look at Ling, her antennae turning forward and back, in constant motion as she stared at Ling. “What will come to pass will come to pass. It is not our place to choose. It is our place to serve.”

      “Then serve! Tell us how to seal the breach!” Dreskin stood beside Drake, and Ling could see the tension in his shoulders, in the wideness of his stance. Celene looked terrified, eyes wide, mouth closed so tightly her lips were white. Her arms crossed her chest as if she were trying to hold her very body together.

      “You are not permitted to speak. We do not permit males in here. You are tolerated only because you travel with these two,” the queen said, pointing her chin toward Fern and Ling. “But my tolerance only goes so far. Speak again, and I’ll hang you up and gut you to see what story you have to tell.”

      She turned and walked out of the room, Ling and the others on her heels. “We serve only one, and it is not interested in what you do. But your absence from the stories is interesting. As we have no guide, I will get you out of this place, the Woedenwoud as you call it. Be ready in the morning. I cannot stand the smell of your mortality any longer than that.”

      She spread her wings and vanished into the maze of the hive, leaving her daughters to the task of herding Ling and her companions down the curving hallways of comb. They were left in a slightly larger cell, together this time, with a pile of strange and unrecognizable fruit and vegetables heaped in one corner.

      “Eat,” one of the scarlet-banded daughters said as the cell closed up behind them. “It will not harm you. It’s several days journey to the border, and this is all you’ll get, so eat well.”

      Drake moved to the pile of food and plucked a round purple something or other from the pile. She sniffed at it, shrugged her shoulders, and took a bite. She settled down a short distance away and leaned against a wall, turning her face upward. Ling could see the muscles in her jaw clenching and unclenching as she chewed. Celene moved across the room and sat next to Drake, ignoring the food altogether.

      Ling looked at Fern, wondering if she’d warn them off this food as well, but Fern was withdrawn and distant, and Ling doubted she’d even noticed.

      “Who are these people?” Ling asked, studying Fern’s back. “They’re not mentioned in your stories, Fern? You said nothing of them, but they clearly know plenty about you. Kindred.”

      Fern turned toward the group, her eyes reddened as if she fought back tears. “They are legends only, even in the oldest of our texts. They should not exist, should not be here.”

      “Well, they are here, that’s quite plain,” said Dreskin, pushing his hair back from his face and pacing the length of the room. “What do you know, Fern?” He snatched up a piece of something from the pile on the floor and popped it into his mouth.

      “Nothing. Little more than mutterings. They are called Magabeille in the histories, and they may have been Mari once. Though nothing is clear on that point. They left Marique and vanished for centuries before reappearing as seers. But they weren’t seers, not really. They had glimpses of truths, but their minds were twisted and mad. Maybe from whatever magics live here in the Woud, maybe from centuries of isolation, I don’t know…these stories are so old even we consider them myths. Whatever they are though, they cannot be trusted.”

      “They seem pretty trustworthy so far. They pulled all of you out of the teeth of this cursed wood and healed you. You’re all alive, I’m alive, only thanks to them,” Celene spoke up for the first time. She lay prone beside Drake, one of her hands resting on Drake’s shin. Dark shadows lined her eyes; she was gaunt and pale with exhaustion, her voice tired and low.

      “I mean their stories can’t be trusted—” Fern said, but Drake interrupted her.

      “What stories? All I heard were hints and allusions. She said nothing that made me think they knew anything of the future. Or the past for that matter.” Drake’s words were tightly clipped and angry.

      “Why would they say they had no stories about us if it wasn’t true?” Celene countered. “Why make up something like that?”

      “Maybe they didn’t make it up,” Dreskin said. “Maybe they don’t have stories about us. But who cares whether they do or don’t, as long as they get us out of here.”

      “They may be mad, but they always knew who was who,” Fern said. “They would visit the Mari from time to time, ages and ages ago, long before even the warlocks came there. Always they came blathering nonsense. But they always knew every Mari they ran into, their names, the names of their friends. Everyone.”

      They were all quiet after that pronouncement, considering Fern’s words. Fern walked across the small space and sat down next to the pile of food. She found grubs buried in the fruit and gathered them hurriedly, popping them one by one into her mouth.

      “They at least know you well enough to know what you need to eat,” Ling said. “They knew enough about all of us, our biology, to know how to heal us.”

      No one had a reply to that observation. Fern finished chewing and swallowed hard. She leaned back against the comb and looked upward at the ceiling. Ling allowed her eyes to follow the direction of Fern’s gaze. There was nothing up there, just the smooth arcing line of the comb they were housed in.

      “If there are no stories about us, it’s because we don’t exist. In any time, or any place,” Fern finished.

      “We clearly exist—” Dreskin began, but this time Fern interrupted him.

      “It may simply be we won’t exist long enough. Perhaps our stories are so brief that magic decided we weren’t worth the mention.”

      Ling moved to Fern’s side and sat down hard, strength draining out of her legs. They’d all sacrificed so much, all in defense of magic. If Fern was right, what did that mean? Even if they failed, why didn’t their lives even merit a mention of their births? Ling realized it meant they would fail. If they succeeded, she was certain their names would have been logged. Few would know of it, but at least the Magabeille would know. But if they failed…perhaps the awakening magic of the Woedenwoud banished them from all of history for their failure.

      She shifted her gaze back downward, at the faces of her friends, the faces she’d travelled with for month after month, fought beside, risked everything with, and tried to tell them what she felt, the pattern that she saw. She wanted them to argue the point, to convince her there was some other explanation.

      With a shock she realized her companions slept, every one of them. Eyes closed, mouths still, bodies lax and limp where they lay or sat propped against a wall. She saw movement over by the door and a looming black shape. The queen.

      Ling looked over in surprise as the queen reached a hand toward her.

      “You too,” the queen said, one finger pushing onto Ling’s forehead. And then darkness settled over her.

      

      
        ~ The End ~
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      Thank you for reading The Poison of Woedenwoud, I sincerely hope you enjoyed it! If you did, please consider helping other readers find it by writing a short review on Amazon.

      

      Stay informed of future releases or sneak peaks on this series or other books by signing up for my mailing list at www.kferrin.com.

      

      You can also find me online at:

      Twitter: @ScrivK

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/ScrivK
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