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​Chapter 1: The Bread and the Capybara
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The bakery smelled of warmth.

Not just the warmth of the ovens, though those were blazing behind the counter, their iron mouths glowing orange and filling the small shop with a heat that pressed against James Kartigin's skin like a wool blanket in summer. It was a deeper warmth than that. It was the warmth of flour dust hanging in the air like golden snow, of yeast fermenting in clay pots along the windowsill, of bread crusts crackling as they cooled on wooden racks. It was the warmth of something made with care, and James, who had very little that was made with care in his own life, always lingered a moment longer than necessary when he came to collect the deliveries.

He stood at the counter now, counting coins.

Three copper clips for the Harmon delivery. Two clips and a half-penny for the Greaves farm. One clip for old Mrs. Pell, who always tried to pay in compliments instead of currency.

"That's six and a half," James muttered, scratching the total into his delivery ledger with a stub of charcoal. His brown eyes, the same unremarkable shade as his brown hair and his brown coat and the mud on his brown boots, narrowed with concentration. "Should be seven. She shorted us again."

"Who shorted us?" The voice came from the doorway, bright and clear as a bell in a chapel, and utterly at odds with the flour-dusted pragmatism of the bakery.

Bella Power stood framed in the morning light, her black hair pulled back in a precise braid that not a single strand dared escape, her sky-blue eyes already scanning the room with the cataloging intensity of a librarian conducting an audit. She wore a clean linen shirt with actual buttons, a vest the color of blueberries, and boots that had been polished sometime within the last century, which put her approximately one century ahead of James in the matter of footwear maintenance.

She was also carrying a book. She was always carrying a book.

"Mrs. Pell," James said, not looking up. "She paid two clips for the last delivery. Should have been two and a half."

"Maybe she forgot."

"She didn't forget. She does it every time. She smiles and says 'Oh, you dear boy, isn't that enough?' and I say yes because what am I going to do, argue with a grandmother?" James snapped the ledger shut and shoved it into the pocket of his coat. "And then my family eats a half-penny less that week."

Bella opened her mouth, then closed it. She had learned, over the course of their partnership, that there were moments when James needed to be frustrated and moments when he needed to be comforted, and the trick was knowing which was which. The distinction, she had observed, was usually related to money.

"Well," she said carefully, "we have the Millbrook run today. That's a full seven clips, guaranteed. Mr. Millbrook always pays on time."

"Mr. Millbrook lives three leagues out. That's a full day on the road."

"Which is why I brought provisions." She held up a canvas satchel with a flourish. "Dried apricots, cheese, and two of those walnut rolls you like from the bakery on Vine Street."

James looked at the satchel, then at Bella, and the hard line of his jaw softened by approximately one degree. "You bought those with your own money?"

"Obviously."

"You know I would have packed hardtack."

"I know. That's why I brought actual food."

A sound from outside interrupted them, a rhythmic clop-squish, clop-squish of large, flat feet navigating the perpetual mud of the village path. The sound was as familiar to both of them as their own heartbeats, and they turned toward the door simultaneously.

Slicer stood in the lane.

He was, by any objective measure, an extraordinary animal. A capybara of unusual size, his grey fur had the coarse, wiry texture of a well-used scrubbing brush, and his body was built like a barrel set on four sturdy legs. His snout was broad and blunt, perpetually damp, and when he breathed, the air whistled softly through his wide nostrils in a way that sounded almost like humming.

But it was his eyes that made people stop and stare. They were purple. Not the faded violet of a wildflower, but a deep, luminous amethyst that seemed to hold light within them rather than merely reflecting it. When Slicer looked at you, and he always looked at you directly, never sideways or skittishly, you had the unsettling and wonderful feeling that he was seeing something more than what was in front of him.

He was already saddled. The delivery harness, a contraption of leather straps and wicker baskets that James had designed and Bella had improved with a series of clever buckles she'd read about in a book on maritime rigging, hung across his broad back. He stood in the mud with the patient stillness of a creature who understood, perhaps better than anyone, where he needed to be.

"Morning, Slicer," James said, stepping out of the bakery with two heavy baskets of bread hooked over his forearms. The flour dust on the cloth wrappings puffed into the air as he walked, and the weight of the loaves, dense rye and thick-crusted sourdough, pulled at his shoulders with a familiar, grounding ache.

Slicer turned his massive head and regarded James with those purple eyes. Then he made a sound, a low, vibrating chuff deep in his chest, and shifted his weight so the baskets on his left side hung lower, giving James easier access.

"See?" Bella said, appearing beside them with the satchel of provisions slung over her shoulder. "He's already thought about the loading order. You always put the heavy bread on the left, so he adjusted."

"He's an animal, Bella. He shifted because the mud is softer on that side."

"He shifted because he's clever."

"He shifted because of mud."

"I read in Alderman's Compendium of Remarkable Beasts that capybaras have a social intelligence that rivals most herding dogs. And Slicer isn't most capybaras."

James loaded the bread and said nothing, because the truth was that he agreed with her completely and had since the day his family had acquired Slicer three years ago from a traveling merchant who had seemed almost relieved to be rid of him. The merchant had called Slicer "uncanny" and "a bit too knowing" and had sold him for half the asking price, which was the only reason James's family could afford him at all.

The village of Millhaven was waking up around them. The distant chime of the clock tower marked the seventh hour, its bronze voice carrying through the crisp air with the authority of something that had been keeping time since before anyone alive could remember. Shutters banged open along the cobblestone streets. A woman shook a rug from a second-story window, sending a cloud of dust spiraling into the column of sunlight between the buildings. Somewhere nearby, a blacksmith's hammer rang against an anvil in a steady, percussive rhythm that sounded almost musical.

James led Slicer through the narrow lanes with the ease of someone who had been navigating them since he could walk. He knew every loose cobblestone, every overhanging gutter that dripped after rain, every shortcut through a neighbor's yard. This was his world, small and familiar and worn at the edges, and he moved through it with the meticulous efficiency of a boy who understood that time was money and money was food and food was the difference between his parents going to bed with full stomachs or empty ones.

Bella walked beside him, her book now open in one hand while her other hand rested on Slicer's harness for balance.

"Are you actually reading while you walk?" James asked.

"It's called multitasking. It's a chapter about the Southern Valleys. Did you know that the legends say the grass there actually glows?"

"Grass doesn't glow."

"Bioluminescent organisms do. There are mushrooms in the Westerwood that glow blue at night. If mushrooms can do it, why not grass?"

"Because grass isn't a mushroom."

"You're impossible."

They passed the chandler's shop, where fat tallow candles hung in the window like pale fingers. They passed the cobbler's, where the smell of leather and linseed oil leaked through the cracks in the doorframe. They passed the well at the village center, where three women were drawing water and gossiping about the price of salt, and one of them waved at Bella, who waved back with the effortless social grace that came from being the daughter of the wealthiest family in Millhaven.

Nobody waved at James. Nobody scowled at him, either. He existed in the comfortable middle ground of being "the Kartigin boy," which was a designation that carried neither prestige nor shame, only the unspoken understanding that he worked hard and kept to himself and would probably work hard and keep to himself for the rest of his life.

He did not resent this. Not exactly. Resentment required the energy to imagine something different, and James was too practical for imagination. But sometimes, when he watched Bella breeze through a social interaction with the ease of someone who had never worried about the cost of a walnut roll, he felt a small, cold pebble of something settle in his chest. Not jealousy. Not quite. More like an awareness of a door that would never open for him, no matter how many errands he ran.

They reached the village gate by half past seven. The path beyond led through rolling farmland, green and lush under the late-spring sun, dotted with wildflowers and the occasional skeletal remains of a fence that someone had started building and then abandoned. The land stretched in all directions, gentle and fertile and vast, the kind of country that could only exist at the heart of the world.

"Three leagues to Millbrook," Bella announced, consulting a small map she'd drawn herself based on the official survey at the village hall. "If we maintain a steady pace, we should arrive by midday, make the delivery, and be back before sunset."

"If we maintain a steady pace," James repeated, eyeing the rutted path ahead. "Last time, you stopped to sketch a butterfly for twenty minutes."

"It was a Painted Aurelia. They migrate from the Southern Border. It was scientifically significant."

"It was a butterfly."

Slicer, apparently tired of the debate, began walking. His large, flat feet found the hard-packed center of the path with unerring precision, his body swaying gently with each step in a motion that was almost hypnotic. The delivery baskets creaked softly against his sides, and the bread within them released a faint, warm aroma that mixed with the scent of the fields, damp earth and green growing things.

James fell into step on Slicer's left, his hand resting lightly on the harness strap. Bella took the right side, her book now closed and tucked under her arm, her blue eyes sweeping the landscape with a curiosity that was as natural to her as breathing.

They walked in companionable silence for a time, the only sounds the clop-squish of Slicer's feet, the chatter of sparrows in the hedgerows, and the distant lowing of cattle in a far-off pasture. The morning was warm but not oppressive, the kind of day that seemed designed for walking.

"Do you ever think about what's beyond the border?" Bella asked after a while.

"Which border?"

"Either one. South or North."

James shrugged. "Not really."

"Not even a little?"

"Bella, I think about whether Mrs. Pell is going to short us again and whether the Millbrook road washed out in the last rain. I don't have time to think about borders."

"But don't you want to know? The books say the Southern Border leads to Mel Valley, where the Mel live. Real, actual Mel, James. Winged beings who wear sashes that hum with their own light. And to the North, beyond the Dead Tree, there's..." She paused. "Well, the North is where the Black-Hearted Mal come from. But even that is fascinating in a horrifying way. An entire realm built on hunger. A void that tries to consume everything."

"Fascinating and horrifying aren't the same thing."

"Sometimes they are."

James glanced at her. Her eyes were distant, focused on something beyond the farmland and the fences and the ordinary business of the day. He recognized the look. It was the look she got when the world she could see wasn't enough, when the ink-and-paper adventures in her books felt more real than the mud under her feet.

He envied it, sometimes. And sometimes it frightened him.

"Let's just get the bread to Millbrook," he said.

The delivery itself was straightforward. Mr. Millbrook was a large, bearded man with hands like shovel blades and a voice that could carry across a wheat field without effort. He inspected the bread, nodded his approval, and paid the full seven clips without hesitation, counting each coin into James's palm with the deliberate care of a man who respected the value of honest work.

"Good lad," Mr. Millbrook said, clapping James on the shoulder hard enough to make his knees buckle slightly. "And you, young miss," he added, nodding to Bella, "you keep that boy out of trouble."

"I do my best," Bella said with a smile that suggested the opposite was equally true.

They ate their lunch in Millbrook's orchard, sitting on a low stone wall with Slicer grazing contentedly on the clover nearby. The dried apricots were sweet and chewy, the cheese was sharp and crumbly, and the walnut rolls were, James had to admit, significantly better than hardtack.

"See?" Bella said, watching him eat. "Provisions don't have to be miserable."

"Hardtack isn't miserable. It's practical."

"It's miserable. I read that sailors used to hold hardtack up to the light to check for weevils before eating it. That's the opposite of appetizing."

"It keeps for months."

"So does dried cement, but I wouldn't eat that, either."

James almost smiled. Almost.

The walk home was slower, the heat of the afternoon settling over the land like a warm, heavy hand. The shadows of the trees lengthened across the path, and the birds, who had been riotous with song all morning, began to settle into the drowsy quiet of late day. Even Slicer's pace eased, his broad feet finding the path with a lazier rhythm.

They were a league from Millhaven when Slicer stopped.

It was sudden, a complete cessation of movement that was so unlike his usual gradual slowing that both James and Bella stumbled. James caught himself on the harness strap and looked at Slicer with a frown.

"What is it?"

Slicer was staring north.

The northern horizon was a smudge of dark green where the wild forests began, and beyond them, though it was too far to see from here, stood the Dead Tree, the ancient, skeletal marker of the Northern Border. James had never been anywhere near it. Nobody went near it. The Dead Tree was a thing of warnings and whispered stories, a landmark that parents pointed to when they wanted their children to behave. "Don't wander north," they'd say, "or the Black-Hearted Mal will find you."

Slicer's purple eyes were fixed on that distant horizon with an intensity that made the fur along his spine bristle. His nostrils flared, drawing in a scent that neither James nor Bella could detect, and his broad ears swiveled forward like twin satellite dishes searching for a signal.

"Slicer?" Bella said softly. She reached out and placed her hand on his neck, feeling the coarse grey fur, warm from the sun, and beneath it the slow, powerful thrumming of his heartbeat.

He stood like that for a long moment, a grey statue at the edge of the village road, his purple eyes seeing something in the North that was invisible to the children beside him.

Then, slowly, he turned away and continued walking.

James watched the northern horizon for a moment longer. The evening light was painting the sky in shades of amber and rose, but at the very edge of the world, where the land met the sky, there was a thin line of shadow that didn't belong to the sunset.

"Come on," Bella said, tugging his sleeve. "We'll miss supper."

James nodded and followed, the seven copper clips clicking together in his pocket like a small, metallic heartbeat. But twice on the walk home, he looked over his shoulder at the North, and twice he saw nothing but the ordinary darkening of the sky.

Slicer did not look back again.

When they reached Millhaven, the village clock was striking the eighth hour, its bronze voice reverberating through the narrow streets like a benediction. The lamplighter was making his rounds, his long pole tapping against each oil lamp with a practiced click-hiss as the flames caught and the streets came alive with pools of amber light.

James unloaded the empty baskets at the bakery, hung the harness in the stable, and fed Slicer a bucket of fresh greens and river grass. The capybara ate with his usual calm deliberation, his purple eyes half-closed, his massive jaw working in slow, rhythmic circles.

"Good day?" Bella asked, leaning against the stable door. The last light of the sun caught her sky-blue eyes and turned them to something luminous and almost otherworldly, though James would never have said so aloud.

"Good enough," he said. "Seven clips. Full payment."

"Then it was a good day."

"It was a normal day."

Bella smiled. "Is there a difference?"

James thought about Slicer, standing on the road and staring north with those impossible purple eyes. He thought about the thin line of shadow on the horizon that might have been nothing and might have been something. He thought about the Black-Hearted Mal, which was a name he had heard all his life but had never truly believed in, the way you never truly believe in the monster under the bed until the night you hear something breathing.

"No," he said. "No difference."

He said goodnight to Bella, who walked up the hill toward the Power estate with its tall windows and its gated garden. He said goodnight to Slicer, who chuffed softly and settled into the straw with his broad snout resting on his front legs.

Then James walked home.

The Kartigin house was small. It was the kind of small that people called "cozy" when they were being polite and "cramped" when they weren't. The walls were thin enough to hear the wind, the roof leaked in the corner by the kitchen, and the furniture had the worn, scarred look of things that had been repaired too many times to count.

But the light was on in the window, and his mother was singing, and the smell of onion soup, thin but hot, leaked through the door and wrapped around him like an embrace.

He placed the seven clips on the table, next to the three from yesterday and the two from the day before. His father, whose hands were as calloused as James's but twice as large, counted them without expression and nodded once.

"Good lad," he said.

It was the same thing Mr. Millbrook had said, but from his father's lips, in this small house, with the soup and the singing and the coins on the table, it meant everything.

James went to bed that night with the taste of walnut rolls still on his tongue and the image of Slicer's purple eyes, fixed on the northern dark, still burning behind his own.

Outside, the village clock struck nine.

The wind blew from the north, and it carried with it a sound, or perhaps the absence of a sound, that settled over Millhaven like a held breath.

But by then, James was already asleep.
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​Chapter 2: The Hidden Message
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The morning began with sunlight, the kind that poured through the bakery window like warm honey and made the flour dust sparkle in the air like tiny, drifting stars. James was already there, loading the delivery baskets with the careful precision of a boy who understood that a cracked loaf meant a docked payment, and a docked payment meant his mother would stretch the soup even thinner that evening.

Bella arrived exactly on time, which was unusual. She was normally five minutes late, blaming her tardiness on a fascinating paragraph she'd encountered on her way out the door. But today she was early, her sky-blue eyes bright with a restless energy that James recognized as trouble.

"Simple run," he said before she could speak. "The Aldric farmhouse. Two leagues east. Bread and candles."

"Simple," Bella agreed, but her voice carried a vibrato of something that was decidedly not simple.

Slicer was waiting in the lane, his broad grey body still as a boulder, his purple eyes fixed on the eastern road with the quiet certainty of a compass needle pointing north. The morning sun caught those eyes and turned them to something almost luminous, twin amethyst lanterns burning behind the calm, whiskered mask of his face.

James loaded the baskets. Bella secured the candle box with her maritime buckles. They set out.

The eastern road was the most traveled path from Millhaven, a wide, packed-dirt thoroughfare that wound through orchards and pastureland before reaching the cluster of outlying farms that served as the village's breadbasket. The air smelled of cut hay and the faint sweetness of apple blossoms, and the sparrows were conducting their morning parliament in the hedgerows with the usual disregard for human schedules.

It was, by every measure, a good morning for an errand.

They had gone perhaps a league when Slicer turned off the road.

It was not a gradual drift. It was not the meandering of a grazing animal following a tempting patch of clover. Slicer planted his left foot, pivoted his broad body with a deliberateness that was almost mechanical, and walked straight into the undergrowth of the Westerwood.

"Whoa." James hauled on the lead rein. "Slicer. Road's that way."

Slicer did not acknowledge the correction. He pushed through a curtain of low-hanging hazel branches, his powerful shoulders parting the foliage with the ease of a ship's prow cutting through calm water, and continued into the trees.

"Slicer." James planted his heels and pulled harder. The lead rein went taut. Slicer's head turned slightly, just enough for one purple eye to fix James with a look of such patient, immovable certainty that James felt his grip loosen involuntarily.

"He wants us to follow," Bella said. She was already pushing through the hazel branches, her braid catching on a twig. "Let him lead."

"He's an animal. He doesn't 'want' things."

"He absolutely wants things. Right now, he wants to go into this forest, and I, for one, am curious enough to trust the capybara."

James looked at the road behind them, flat and predictable and leading to a guaranteed two-clip payment at the Aldric farm. Then he looked at the forest ahead, where Slicer's grey rump was disappearing between the trunks of a stand of silver birch.

He followed. He always followed.

They left the road in single file, Slicer at the front, Bella in the middle with her hand on the harness strap, and James bringing up the rear with one last, regretful glance at the straight, sensible path to the Aldric farm. The bread in the baskets shifted and creaked against the wicker as Slicer angled through the brush, and James could smell the warm, yeasty fragrance of the loaves mixing with the sharper, greener scent of crushed ferns beneath the capybara's feet.

The Westerwood was not a large forest, but it was old, and old forests had a character that newer ones lacked. The trees here were thick-trunked and gnarled, their roots breaking through the soil like the knuckles of buried giants, and the canopy above was so dense that the sunlight filtered through in thin, greenish shafts that made the air look like water. The floor was a carpet of last year's leaves, damp and dark and soft enough to swallow the sound of their footsteps.

But it was the silence that struck James first.

Not the ordinary silence of a quiet morning. This was something heavier. The sparrows that had been rioting in the hedgerows had vanished. The buzz of insects, the rustle of small creatures in the undergrowth, the gentle percussion of branches tapping against each other in the breeze, all of it had stopped. The air felt thick and still, as if the forest were holding its breath.

"Do you hear that?" Bella whispered.

"I don't hear anything. That's the problem."

They followed Slicer deeper. The capybara moved with purpose, his broad feet finding a path that neither James nor Bella could see, weaving between the trees with the sureness of a creature following a map drawn in invisible ink. His purple eyes never wavered. His ears, usually relaxed and floppy, were pressed forward and rigid.

Then the smell hit them.

It came in a wave, sharp and acidic, like vinegar mixed with something chemical and deeply wrong. It was not the smell of natural decay, the soft, musty scent of a fallen log returning to the earth. This was something harsher. It stung the inside of James's nostrils and left a metallic taste on the back of his tongue, like licking a copper coin.

"That's foul," James said, covering his nose with his sleeve.

"It's not natural," Bella said. Her voice had dropped to something barely above a breath. "I've read about this. In Alderman's Compendium, there's a section on 'Corrupted Growth.' It says that when the influence of the Black-Hearted Mal seeps into the land, wood doesn't rot the way it should. It decays in patterns. Geometric patterns."

"The Black-Hearted Mal are a bedtime story."

"Keep telling yourself that."

They found the tree in a clearing, and when James saw it, the argument died on his lips.

It was an oak. Or it had been an oak. The trunk, which must have been four feet across in its prime, had fallen at an angle and lay propped against a boulder, its root system torn from the earth like a set of broken fingers. That much was ordinary. Trees fell. Storms knocked them down, rot weakened them, age claimed them. It was the natural order.

But the rot on this tree was not natural.

It spread across the bark in precise, hexagonal shapes, like a honeycomb drawn by a mathematician with a very dark sense of humor. Each hexagon was rimmed with a thin line of black residue that glistened wetly in the filtered light, and at the center of each shape, the wood had not merely decayed but had been consumed, leaving perfectly smooth, concave hollows that looked as though something had pressed a burning thumb into the grain.

The acidic smell was coming from the black residue. James touched it without thinking, then jerked his hand back as though he'd been stung. The substance was cold, far colder than the ambient air, and it left a faint, oily stain on his fingertip that he couldn't wipe away on his trousers.

"Don't touch it!" Bella hissed.

"Too late."

Slicer was standing at the base of the fallen tree, his snout pressed against a hollow where a branch had once connected to the trunk. He was chuffing, that low, rhythmic vibration in his chest, and nudging something with his broad nose.

James crouched beside him. Inside the hollow, half-buried in the decayed wood, was a small cylinder. It was about the length of his hand, made of a dull, silvery metal that was too light to be iron and too dark to be tin. One end was sealed with a circle of deep red wax that bore no stamp or insignia.

"What is it?" Bella knelt beside him, her eyes wide.

James pried the cylinder free. It was surprisingly light, almost hollow-feeling, and when he shook it gently, something rattled inside with a dry, papery whisper.

"It's a message tube," Bella breathed. She was practically vibrating. "Couriers use them. I've seen drawings in The Roads and Routes of the Central Continent. But this metal, James, this isn't anything I've seen in any book. It's not brass, not copper, not pewter."

James turned the cylinder in his hands. She was right. The metal had a strange, matte finish that seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. When he held it at certain angles, faint lines appeared on the surface, hair-thin etchings that might have been decorative or might have been functional.

"Open it," Bella said.

James broke the wax seal. Inside the cylinder was a single sheet of parchment, rolled tight and yellowed at the edges. He unrolled it carefully, and they both stared at what was written there.

It was not words. Not exactly.

The parchment was covered in a dense grid of symbols, each one precisely drawn in black ink that had not faded despite what must have been significant age. Some of the symbols looked like musical notation, the circles and stems and flags of a melody, but they were interspersed with other marks that belonged to no system of writing James had ever seen. There were spirals, and nested triangles, and small pictographs that looked almost like stylized trees, and in the margins, a series of numbers that seemed to correspond to nothing.

"It's a code," Bella said. Her fingers hovered over the parchment as though she were afraid to touch it. "A musical code. See these?" She pointed to a cluster of the notation symbols. "Those are notes. Specific pitches. But these other symbols, the spirals and triangles, I don't know what they are."

"How do you know the notes are specific?"

"Because they have sharps and flats marked. This isn't a vague scribble. Someone wrote a melody here, James. A precise, intentional melody, woven into a cipher."

James looked at Slicer. The capybara was watching them with an expression that, on a human face, might have been called satisfaction. His purple eyes glowed softly in the dim forest light, and his posture, that still, anchored calm, seemed almost protective, as if he were standing guard over a discovery he had orchestrated.

"He led us here," James said slowly. "He knew this was here."

"Or he felt it," Bella said. "The Compendium says that certain animals can sense resonance, vibrations in the world that humans can't detect. Capybaras are semi-aquatic. They navigate by vibrations in the water. What if Slicer can sense vibrations in the..." She trailed off, gesturing vaguely at everything.

"In the everything."

"In the fabric of the world, James. Don't be reductive."

Slicer chuffed again, a sound that rumbled through his whole body and vibrated up through the soles of James's boots where he knelt on the forest floor. The capybara's purple eyes held steady on both of them, and there was something in that gaze that made James feel, for one disorienting moment, as if the animal were the adult in the clearing and they were the children who had only just stumbled upon a truth that Slicer had known all along.

James looked at the parchment again, then at the cylinder, then at the corrupted oak with its impossible hexagonal rot and its cold, black residue. He ran his thumb over the oily stain on his fingertip. It was still there, cold and slick, and it tingled faintly, like the ghost of a nettle sting. A thought was forming in his mind, unwelcome and persistent, like a splinter working its way deeper into skin.

"We should go," he said. "We still have the Aldric delivery."

"We can't just leave this. Someone put this here for a reason. Someone, or something, wanted this message to be found, and Slicer brought us right to it."

"Which is exactly why we should leave. Whatever this is, it's not bread delivery. It's not candles. It's something else entirely, and 'something else entirely' is a category of problem that my family cannot afford."

Bella looked at him. For a moment, the excited gleam in her eyes dimmed, replaced by something softer and more careful. "I know," she said quietly. "I know the stakes are different for you. But James, look at that tree. That rot isn't natural. Something is wrong in these woods, something that's bigger than errands and payments. Don't you think we owe it to ourselves to at least understand what we've found?"

James said nothing for a long time. The forest pressed in around them, silent and heavy and watching. Slicer chuffed again, softer this time, and pressed his warm, damp snout against James's hand.

"We keep it secret," James said finally. "We don't tell anyone until we know what it is. We make the Aldric delivery, we come home, and then we figure this out. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

He tucked the cylinder into the deepest pocket of his coat, next to the delivery ledger and the half-penny he kept for emergencies. The parchment went into Bella's satchel, wrapped in a clean handkerchief and pressed flat between the pages of her heaviest book.

They left the clearing. Slicer led them back to the road with the same unerring certainty with which he'd led them in, picking the same invisible path through the gnarled roots and dense undergrowth, his broad feet stepping in what James could have sworn were his own tracks from the walk in. Within twenty minutes they were back on the packed-dirt thoroughfare, the Westerwood behind them and the Aldric farmhouse ahead.

The sun was still shining. The sparrows were still singing, having apparently resumed their normal business the moment the children left the trees. The air smelled of hay and apple blossoms, and a farmer in a distant field waved at them as they passed, his arm a dark silhouette against the green.

James waved back. The normalcy of the gesture felt strange in his hand, as if he were performing a ritual from someone else's life.

Because something had changed.

As they walked, James became aware of a subtle shift in the quality of the light. It was still bright, still warm, but there was a faint, almost imperceptible dimness at its edges, as though the sun were shining through a pane of glass that had accumulated a thin layer of grime. The warmth on his skin felt fractionally less warm. The colors of the wildflowers along the roadside looked fractionally less vivid.

He told himself it was his imagination.

The temperature dropped. The shift was slight, barely enough to raise the hairs on their arms, yet James felt it in his bones. The warmth that had been pressing against his skin a moment ago simply retreated, as if someone had opened a window in a warm room, just a crack, and let in a thin blade of cold air from somewhere very far away.

"Did you feel that?" Bella asked.

"The cold?"

"Yes."

They looked at each other. Then they looked at Slicer, who was walking steadily forward, his purple eyes fixed on the road ahead, his broad ears flattened against his skull.

He did not look back at the Westerwood.

He did not look north.

He just kept walking, steady and sure, carrying them toward the Aldric farmhouse and the simple, uncomplicated business of bread and candles, while the cylinder in James's pocket pressed against his hip like a second heartbeat, and the coded parchment in Bella's satchel lay between the pages of her book like a secret waiting to be told.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: The Shadow in the Village
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The village was sick.

James knew it the moment they passed through the gate the next morning, though he could not have explained how. It was not a visible sickness, nothing as obvious as a plague flag or a quarantine rope. It was subtler than that, a wrongness in the texture of the day, as if someone had taken the village he knew and replaced it with a copy that was almost, but not quite, identical.

The lanterns along the main street were still lit, even though the sun had been up for an hour. Their flames were weak, sputtering things, yellow and thin, as if the oil were thinning faster than it should. The cobblestones, which the lamplighter usually swept each morning, were dusted with a fine, grey grit that James didn't recognize. And the faces of the people he passed, faces he had known since birth, carried a tightness around the eyes and mouths that looked like exhaustion but felt like something deeper.

The baker's wife was standing in her doorway, arms crossed, staring at a jug of milk on her counter as if it had personally offended her.

"Soured," she said when she saw James looking. "Third jug this week. Fresh from the Hadley cow yesterday evening, and by this morning it smells like it's been sitting in the sun for a month."

James thought of the hexagonal rot on the oak in the Westerwood. The geometric precision of the decay. The acidic, chemical smell that had nothing to do with nature.

"Bad luck," he said.

"Bad luck is a dropped coin," the baker's wife replied. "This is something else."

He continued through the village, and the wrongness continued with him. Two men were arguing on the steps of the grain store, their voices sharp and raw over a debt that James happened to know had been settled weeks ago. A woman sat on her doorstep, staring at the grey sky with the slack, emptied expression of someone who had forgotten what she'd come outside to do. Children who should have been running through the lanes in their usual morning mayhem sat quietly on walls and fences, their games abandoned, their laughter replaced by a listless silence that was far more disturbing than any tantrum.

The village clock struck eight, and the bronze voice that usually rang clear and commanding sounded muffled, as if the bell were wrapped in cloth. Even the birds were subdued, their songs thin and hesitant, like musicians who had lost confidence in the tune.

He found Bella in the stable with Slicer, the coded parchment spread across the capybara's broad back like a tablecloth. Bella had surrounded herself with books, five of them open to various pages, and she was cross-referencing the symbols on the parchment with illustrations from her collection with the focused intensity of a surgeon consulting anatomy charts before an operation.

"Any progress?" James asked, closing the stable door behind him.

"Some." Bella pointed to a sequence of musical notes near the top of the parchment. "These aren't random. They follow a harmonic progression. See this interval here? It's a perfect fifth. And this one is a major third. These are the building blocks of a chord, James. Someone encoded a specific chord into this message."

"A chord."

"A harmony. And look at this." She pulled one of her books closer. It was old, its leather cover cracked and its pages yellowed, and the illustration she pointed to showed a group of winged figures in white robes, each wearing a colored sash across their chest. "This is from The Legends of the Southern Vale. It describes the Mel as beings of pure resonance. Their sashes aren't just decoration. Each one corresponds to a specific note, a specific frequency. When the Mel sing together, the book says, their voices create something called 'The Great Harmony,' a sound so complete it can mend broken things."

"You think this parchment is from the Mel?"

"I think this parchment is for the Mel. Or for someone who can communicate with them." She looked at Slicer. The capybara was standing very still beneath the parchment, his purple eyes half-closed, his breathing slow and rhythmic. "I think Slicer has been delivering these messages for longer than we've been running errands."

The wind outside the stable picked up, and it found the cracks in the walls and pushed through them with a sound that made James's skin crawl. It was a high, thin sound, almost like a voice, and if he listened closely, which he did not want to do, it carried the faintest suggestion of a moan. The hungry, searching sound of something vast and empty and wanting.

"I heard the elders talking last night," James said quietly. He sat on an overturned bucket and rubbed the oily stain on his fingertip, which still hadn't faded despite three scrubbings with lye soap. "Old Connell and the blacksmith and the woman who runs the grain store. They were in the tavern, and they thought nobody was listening."

"What did they say?"

"They said the Dead Tree is weeping. Black sap, running down the trunk like tar. Connell said his grandfather told him it happened once before, sixty years ago, right before the Famine Winter. He said the Black-Hearted Mal send their hunger ahead of them, like a sickness. It gets into the food, the water, the wood. It makes things rot from the inside."

Bella was quiet. The wind moaned through the walls again, and Slicer shifted his weight, his purple eyes opening fully to fix on a point somewhere beyond the stable door, beyond the village, beyond the fields and forests and the horizon itself.

"The bridge on the south road collapsed yesterday," James continued. "The miller said the supports just gave way. No storm, no flood, no reason. The wood was sound last month. And the Harmon family's well went dry overnight, and the Greaves' chickens stopped laying, and Mrs. Pell's garden, the one she tends every single day, turned brown between sunset and sunrise."

"Subtle sabotage," Bella whispered.

"What?"

"It's a term from the Compendium. 'Subtle Sabotage.' It's how the Black-Hearted Mal wage war before they wage war. They don't attack with armies. They attack with entropy. They make things fall apart just enough that people blame bad luck, or weather, or each other. They drain the will to resist before there's anything visible to resist against."

James stared at the coded parchment on Slicer's back. The symbols swam in his vision, spirals and triangles and musical notes, a language he could not read encoding a message he could not understand, and yet he felt the weight of it pressing against him with a gravity that had nothing to do with paper and ink.

"The errands," he said. "Think about it, Bella. Every time Slicer has led us off the road, every time he's taken us somewhere unexpected, we've done something. We delivered a package to a hermit on the ridge and the next day the village well came back after a dry spell. We carried that bundle of herbs to the woman in the hollow and the fever that was sweeping through the children broke that night. We thought they were coincidences. We thought Slicer was just being strange."

"He wasn't being strange. He was running errands. Real ones. For the Resistance."

"What resistance?"

"I don't know yet. But someone is fighting the Black-Hearted Mal. Someone has been fighting them for a long time, using a network of runners and deliveries and coded messages. And Slicer is part of it." She looked at the capybara with a new reverence. "He's been the coordinator all along. We were just the hands and feet."

The stable door rattled. James flinched, his hand going instinctively to the delivery knife on his belt, but it was only the wind. The moan was louder now, threading through the village with the persistence of a whisper you can't quite make out, and the lantern hanging from the stable beam flickered and dimmed as though the air itself were drinking the light.

Slicer chuffed. It was his calming sound, the deep, resonant vibration that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his chest, and it settled over James like a warm hand on a cold shoulder. The capybara's purple eyes glowed softly in the dimming light, steady and unwavering, two points of amethyst certainty in a world that was rapidly becoming uncertain.

A knock at the stable door made them both jump.

The man standing in the doorway was a stranger, and yet he carried himself with the hunched, road-worn posture of someone who had once been an errand runner. His clothes were patched and threadbare, his boots held together with twine, and his eyes, which might have been bright once, were the dull, glazed eyes of someone who had seen something that had emptied him of everything except the need to deliver one final warning.

He looked at James. He looked at Bella. He looked at Slicer, and something in his expression shifted, a flicker of recognition, or perhaps of grief.

"You're the runners," he said. His voice was hoarse, scraped thin by days of travel and something worse. "The ones the capybara leads."

"Who are you?" James asked.

"Doesn't matter. I ran the path three years ago. The Southern Road. I was supposed to carry a message to the Gate, to the Mel, to the living ones in the Valley." He swallowed. "I didn't make it. The path closed behind me. The Black-Hearted Mal, they knew I was coming. They always know." He held up his hands, and James saw that the tips of his fingers were stained black, the same oily, cold residue that James had touched on the corrupted oak. "The Hunger gets into you. It eats your purpose first, then your hope, then everything else."

"What are you telling us?" Bella asked.

"I'm telling you the path south is closing. The runners are failing. The network is being torn apart, one errand at a time. That message you found," he nodded at the parchment on Slicer's back, "is the last one. The final frequency key. If it doesn't reach the Mel, there won't be a second chance."

"How do you know about the message?" James asked. "How do you know what we found?"

The man looked at Slicer again, and this time the grief in his face was unmistakable. "Because I had a guide once, too. A fox with golden eyes. She led me to the first message, and the second, and the third." His voice cracked like a dry twig. "The Hunger took her on the road. One morning she was there, and the next she was just... gone. After that, I couldn't find the path anymore. I couldn't find anything."

He reached into his coat and pulled out a small, tarnished badge. It was shaped like a pair of crossed roads, the symbol of a courier, and it was corroded with the same black residue that stained his fingers. He set it on the stable floor, carefully, as if it were the last thing he owned that still had meaning.

"Keep going," he said. "That's all I came to say."

He turned and walked back into the grey morning, his threadbare coat flapping in the wind like a tattered flag. James watched him go and noticed that he didn't walk toward any of the village houses. He walked toward the open road, heading east, away from both the North and the South, as if the only direction left for him was sideways.

They met that evening in Slicer's stable. The wind had died, but the silence it left behind was worse, a thick, pressing quiet that seemed to absorb even the sound of their breathing. The village lanterns had given up entirely, their flames extinguished by nothing more dramatic than a collective failure of the will to burn. Through the cracks in the stable walls, James could see the darkened streets of Millhaven, and the darkness seemed heavier than it should have been, as if it had substance, as if it were settling over the village like soot.

He had spent the afternoon watching his mother try to light the kitchen stove three times. The matches kept going out. The kindling, which had been dry that morning, was damp and reluctant. His father had come home early from the fields with a headache that made his face look ten years older, and he had sat in his chair by the window and said nothing, which was worse than any complaint James could remember.

The village was not just sick. It was being drained. James could feel it now, a slow, persistent pull at the edges of everything, as if some invisible mouth were sipping at the warmth and purpose and color of the world, one small swallow at a time.

James sat on the overturned bucket. Bella sat on a hay bale. Between them, the failed runner's tarnished badge lay on the floor, its crossed-roads symbol catching the faint purple glow from Slicer's eyes. The capybara stood over it, his massive head lowered, his breathing slow and solemn, as if he were keeping vigil over a fallen comrade.

"Nobody else is going to do this," Bella said.

"No."

"The path is closing. The runners are failing. That man was the proof."

"Yes."

"So either we take this message to the Mel ourselves, or it doesn't get there."

Bella's voice was steady, but James could see her hands trembling where they rested on her knees. She was scared. She was also, James realized, completely certain. The fear and the certainty lived side by side in her sky-blue eyes, and the certainty was winning.

"The books say the Path of the Nine Trials leads south to Mel Valley," she continued. "There are dangers. Real ones, worse than corrupted trees and soured milk. The Echoing Woods, the Canyon of Shadows, the Southern Gate. But there's also the Living Tree at the end, and beyond it, the Mel themselves." She paused. "I've been reading about this my whole life, James. I never thought I'd actually have to walk it."

"You don't have to. I can go alone."

"Don't be ridiculous. You can't read the musical notation. You can't decipher the code. You need the Lore as much as the Lore needs the Grit."

James almost smiled. "Did you just call yourself 'the Lore'?"

"I'm trying out terminology. Is it working?"

"It's terrible."

"Fine. But I'm still coming."

James looked at his hands. Calloused, scarred, stained with flour dust and the oily black residue that still clung to his fingertip like a brand. They were the hands of a delivery boy. They were the hands of a boy who carried bread and candles and ledgers full of copper clips.

They were not the hands of a hero. But then again, they were the only hands available.

"We leave at dawn," he said.

Slicer chuffed, soft and steady, and the sound filled the small stable with something that was almost, in the dim and frightened heart of the village, like music.
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​Chapter 4: Leaving Home
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James packed in the dark.

The pre-dawn air was cold against his skin, the kind of cold that seeped through the thin walls of the Kartigin house and pressed against the back of his neck like a wet hand. He moved through the kitchen by memory, his fingers finding the items he needed without the aid of a candle: dried strips of venison from the curing rack, a coil of rope from the hook by the door, a sturdy knife with a leather-wrapped handle that his father used for everything from whittling to splitting kindling.

He paused at the knife. It was the most valuable thing his family owned, aside from Slicer himself, and taking it felt like crossing a line that could not be uncrossed.

He took it anyway.

The rest of the supplies went into a canvas pack that he'd stitched together from grain sacks the previous summer. It was ugly, practical, and waterproof, three qualities that James valued in exactly that order. He filled it with the venison, the rope, a waterskin, a tinderbox, a spare pair of socks that his mother had knitted from wool so scratchy it could remove rust, and a small pouch of copper clips, his entire savings, fourteen clips that represented two months of six-day-a-week errands.

He placed twenty clips on the kitchen table. It was Bella's money. She had pressed it into his hand the previous evening with the firm instruction that it was "an advance on the delivery fee" and "absolutely not charity," and James had accepted it because he was too proud to ask and too desperate to refuse. Twenty clips would keep his parents fed for three weeks if they were careful.

He stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at his parents' bedroom door. It was closed, and behind it he could hear his father's slow, heavy breathing and his mother's occasional sigh, the sounds of two people sleeping the fitful sleep of adults who worried about money even in their dreams.

He wanted to say goodbye. He wanted to explain. He wanted to leave a note, at least, something that would keep them from thinking the worst when they woke to an empty house and a missing knife. But every explanation he composed in his head sounded either too frightening or too insane, and in the end he settled for the only truth that mattered.

He placed the delivery ledger on the table next to the coins. On the last page, in his careful, cramped handwriting, he had written: Running an errand. Back soon. Don't worry.

It was inadequate. It was all he had.

He closed the door behind him without a sound.

Outside, the cold morning dew soaked through the leather of his boots immediately, and the shock of it, the sudden, biting wetness against his toes, grounded him in a way that the emotional weight of the kitchen had not. This was real. This was happening. He was leaving home to deliver a coded message to beings that might or might not exist, guided by a capybara who might or might not understand what he was doing, accompanied by a girl who might or might not be completely mad.

He adjusted the pack on his shoulders, feeling the familiar pull of the straps against his collarbones, the hard edge of the knife pressing against the small of his back through the canvas. The weight of the supplies was comforting. It was physical. It was something he could measure and manage, and in a world that was rapidly becoming unmeasurable and unmanageable, James clung to the physical like a drowning man clings to driftwood.

The village was asleep. The streets of Millhaven lay dark and still under a sky that was just beginning to lighten at its eastern edge, the black giving way to a deep, bruised purple that promised dawn but hadn't committed to it yet. The air smelled of dew and cold stone and the faint, lingering trace of the wood smoke that the chimneys had exhaled the evening before. Nothing moved. Even the dogs were quiet.

Slicer was waiting at the stable, and he was not alone.

Bella stood beside the capybara, her pack already loaded on his harness alongside her own provisions. She was dressed for travel in a way that suggested she had given the matter considerable thought: sturdy trousers instead of her usual skirt, a dark wool jacket that buttoned high against the cold, and boots that were scuffed and practical, a pair James had never seen before.

"I bought them from the cobbler yesterday," she said, noticing his look. "I told him I was going hiking."

"You've never been hiking in your life."

"He doesn't know that."

Slung across her back was a small harp, the one she kept in her room at the Power estate, with gut strings and a frame of pale ash wood. Tucked into her belt was a leather-bound book, the thickest of her collection, a volume called The Roads and Routes of the Central Continent that she claimed contained "everything anyone would ever need to know about getting from here to there."

"You're bringing a harp," James said.

"And a book."

"Into the wilderness."

"The harp weighs three pounds, and the book has maps. What did you bring?"

"A knife, rope, dried meat, and common sense."

"You see? We complement each other perfectly."

Slicer stood between them with the stillness of a creature who had been waiting for this moment far longer than either of them understood. His grey fur was damp with dew, each coarse hair beaded with tiny droplets that caught the faintest pre-dawn light and turned them to silver. His purple eyes were wide open and luminous, and they were fixed on the southern road with an intensity that made the fur along his spine stand straight up, bristling with anticipation.

James tightened the harness straps one by one, checking each buckle and lash with the meticulous care of a boy who understood that a loose strap on the first league meant a lost pack by the fifth. The delivery baskets had been replaced with the supply packs, heavier and more awkward, but Slicer bore the weight without complaint, his broad back and sturdy legs absorbing the load as naturally as a ship takes on ballast.

"Ready?" Bella asked.

James looked back at the village. The Kartigin house was a dark shape against the lightening sky, small and square and utterly ordinary. Through the kitchen window, he could see the faint gleam of the copper clips he'd left on the table, catching the first light of the dawn.

His mother was in there. His father. The thin soup and the leaking roof and the scarred furniture and the smell of onions and the sound of his mother singing while she mended socks by candlelight. Everything he had ever known, everything he had ever worked to protect, contained in four walls that he could still reach in thirty steps.

"Ready," he said.

They walked south.

The village fell away behind them with a swiftness that surprised James. One moment the last house was at his shoulder, close enough to touch, and the next it was a distant cluster of shapes receding into the grey, and the path ahead was no longer cobblestone but packed dirt, and the packed dirt gave way to gravel, and the gravel gave way to grass, and the grass was wild and tall and wet with dew that soaked through their boots and turned the cuffs of their trousers heavy and cold.

The Southern Road was barely a road at all this far from the village. It was more of a suggestion, a track worn into the landscape by the feet of travelers who had passed this way decades or centuries ago and left only the faintest impression of their passage. Grass grew up through the ruts. Saplings had taken root in the ditches. In places, the path disappeared entirely, swallowed by thickets of hawthorn and bramble, and they had to push through with their arms raised to protect their faces from the thorns.

Slicer navigated it with confidence. His broad feet found the hard ground beneath the overgrowth with the same unerring instinct that had led them to the corrupted oak in the Westerwood, and his pace, steady and unhurried, set a rhythm that James and Bella fell into without discussion.

"Tell me about the trials," James said after a while. The sun was up now, a pale disc in a hazy sky, and the morning was warming around them. The dew was evaporating from the grass in wisps of steam that curled up like tiny ghosts and vanished.

Bella pulled the book from her belt and opened it to a section she had marked with a dried leaf. "The Path of the Nine Trials. It's the old route to the Southern Border. According to the legends, it was designed by the Mel as a test
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