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🌿 What Happened in The Quill and the Vial 🌿

Jayce Keenstone is an apothecary burdened by her goddess-given plant magic. She can hear plants speak, which forces her to live in gloves and avoid most foods, and she carries the trauma of watching her family die in the first wave of plague and moribund attacks. Her only constant is Nels, her steadfast childhood friend with stone magic.
Crushed under debt from failed plague cures, Jayce drew the attention of Bailiff Sir Dray, a corrupt collector who threatened to blackmail her into marriage. She refused, earning his wrath. Nels offered to marry her instead, but she turned him down, determined not to trap him in her problems.
When a false plague remedy began killing her clients, Jayce traced it to the toxic plant noxbrosia. Fleeing to the Draigh monastery library to investigate, she was caught by Dray and unexpectedly rescued by Savage (Sav) Alighiri, a baron who paid off her debt. Sav, secretly a historian, claimed Jayce had seen the Plague King and pressed her for answers she could not give.
Together, Jayce and Sav uncovered the journal of exiled alchemist Dagric Wortcunning—a book written in the Cold Tongue that might contain a prophecy tied to the Plague King. Jayce's connection and attraction to Sav deepened with every step, yet she couldn’t overlook how Sav pressed her for answers she wasn’t ready to give, and the bond between them frayed, causing them to go their separate ways.
In Musport, Jayce found Wortcunning poisoned. She coaxed a cure plant to grow in time, but Dray’s mercenaries killed the alchemist before he could speak. She rushed back to Loshar, only to be imprisoned on false charges of debt evasion and consorting with Wortcunning. Sav was also being held, with Dray planning to extort him for money. They apologize and resolve their earlier argument.
With the help of Nels and her magic, Jayce escaped prison and confronted Dray in his room. She used dusk ivy to subdue him and uncovered incriminating papers linking the false remedy to a shadowy figure with the initials L.A.
Queen Lyra pardoned Jayce and Sav, while Dray was stripped of his title and exiled to the salt mines.
Now Jayce travels with Sav and Nels toward the Ivory Guilds of Enterea to have Dagric’s journal translated—her powers still uncertain, her heart divided, and the identity of L.A., the true mastermind behind the poisoned remedy, yet to be revealed.
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The Dover creaked beneath Jayce, each groan of its weathered timbers a reminder that trees kept secrets—even in death. 
Fortunately, the old, dead wood didn’t speak as loud as their living counterparts, leaving her unaware of whatever secrets they might hold.
Let the trees keep their secrets. Jayce hadn’t begun to unravel the ones that followed her from Loshar.
She sat near the bow, the sun warm on her shoulders, the wooden chair solid beneath her—but even here, the weight of the answers she sought pressed against her spine. The Ivory Guilds of Enterea held answers—about the journal, the plague, maybe the Plague King himself. If she failed to find them in time, she and her companions could face imprisonment for harboring forbidden knowledge.
Or worse—the plague would keep spreading, and there was no telling who it might take from her next.
Jayce tilted her face toward the sky and let herself pretend her troubles didn’t exist while the sun’s warmth burned off the chill her thoughts left behind. 
Footsteps sounded behind her, and Sav approached where she sat sunning herself on deck. He juggled two bowls of watery stew and a gleech for each of them.
Jayce took the bowl and slurped at the tasteless, lukewarm stew, eager to be done with it. By the time she set the bowl aside, Sav handed her a peeled gleech. 
She accepted the tangy citrus fruit. “You didn’t have to peel it. I can manage.”
“It’s a small way I can make you more comfortable. I know you don’t prefer touching them.”
She loved the taste of gleeches, the sweet and tart flavors playing on her tongue. What she didn’t like were the whispers that bloomed the moment the juice touched her lips.
He’s hiding something.
Such a suspicious fruit. The gleech couldn’t mean Sav, could it? After all, dozens of men milled about the ship. It could mean any one of them. But the whispers sounded louder than ever. Was it because Sav had handled the gleech when peeling it for her?
“We will make landfall tomorrow, early afternoon. I’ve written to a friend to have us picked up at a travel station in town.”
“That’s convenient,” Jayce said around a mouthful of gleech, warm juice running down her chin. Wiping at it with the back of her arm, she reached for another bite of fruit—then paused, catching Sav staring at her.
“Do I still have something on my face?” A second swipe found nothing. 
Sav shook his head, ducking away so she couldn’t read his face. “No, you got it. You know, the woman I met in Eastmill would have been terribly embarrassed to be seen with gleech juice on her face, by a baron no less. I like to think that means you’ve grown comfortable with me.”
Jayce raised her eyebrows. “And sleeping for several nights within the same tent didn’t prove that to you?”
Sav flushed, the pink color deepening the charm in his handsome face. His eyes reflected the blue sky as he leaned against the railing with casual grace.
Jayce wished for more cycles like this—sunlight, quiet conversation, the illusion of safety. And that their journey to the Ivory Guilds might lead to the cure they’d been chasing for so long.
Sav cleared his throat. “It will take several bells to get to the Guilds. I cannot wait to introduce you to my colleagues. We should try to get you into some classes, as well. I think I can pull some strings with the Head Dame.”
“It’s not a leisure trip, Sav. We need Dagric Wortcunning’s book to be translated as quickly as possible.”
“Well, yes, but translation takes time. I anticipate being there for cycles, if not several turns. Dire Pell still has teaching responsibilities within his Guild, and I have other business to attend as well. You’d find it boring following me everywhere. It makes sense to find something to engage you. I know how you love learning.”
Her obsession with research hadn’t done her much good. Even spending her adult life buried in books, searching for a cure or a way to defeat the Plague King, she had never come close.
Despite the lack of answers, she found comfort between the pages. With all the brilliant minds that had come to Enterea to study at the Ivory Guilds since the plague struck the mainland, some of them must have studied it. Perhaps she could consult with them or find notes they left behind. If the queen hadn’t already confiscated them in the name of her scholars finding a cure.
She wouldn’t waste time with classes or idle talk while Sav sought answers.
“The Guilds have a library, don’t they? Just leave me there until you need me,” Jayce said.
Sav laughed. “I’d never see you again. Besides, you need to make some friends. You’ve been lonely far too long, and I’m not the best company.”
She bit back the urge to disagree. He was warm and charming and the kind of handsome that made people listen. But liking him didn’t fix the fact that she didn’t quite know him.
Besides, loneliness wasn’t her whole reality. Nels had been in her life since they were children. His merchant parents had stayed in her village every summer through market season in the capital. And after his parents perished from the plague, he stayed in Loshar, visiting her near daily and providing an anchor to the real world while she dug deeper into her books and alchemistry.
She found herself searching the crowd for his familiar, tousled brown hair and lake-blue eyes before she pulled herself back. Sav had a point. Aside from Nels, she didn’t have anyone. Not anymore.
The thought coiled tight inside her. Maybe it was loneliness, or something deeper. Something she’d buried in the face of the life debt that she refused to share with anyone else.
Her hands flexed in her lap, fingers curling toward the fading marks left by the dusk ivy on her left palm and trailing up to her elbow. She couldn’t be certain whether it was a scar or some other kind of mark. She had never seen anything like it. But she hated that it reminded her of Sir Dray.
Jayce inhaled through her nose, sharp and fast. The traitorous bailiff was gone, stripped of his title and banished to the salt mines, but a threat still existed. The mysterious L.A. that Sir Dray had been working for was still out there.
A familiar voice floated over from behind her, light and teasing.
“Very serious discussion happening over here. I’m offended I wasn’t invited,” Nels said. 
He stood beside her, opposite of Sav.
Jayce smiled at him. Trust Nels to dissolve tension wherever he went.
“Not so serious, trust me. I’m trying to convince Jayce to meet people while we’re at the Guilds,” Sav explained.
“She’s already got me. Who else does she need?” Nels asked, shooting her a grin.
“You just want to keep her for yourself,” Sav jibed good-naturedly.
Nels raised his eyebrows. “Admit it. You don’t want to share her either.”
Sav hesitated. “I might be reluctant to introduce her to… certain individuals. We’ll have to be on our guard, Martin, or she’ll be married before either of us can have a say.”
Jayce burst out laughing. “I’m not getting married while I’m here! You two are ridiculous.” 
She folded her arms as the banter continued, her eyes lingering on Nels. She searched his face for any flicker of pain, any crack in the easy grin he offered. If her earlier refusal of his marriage offer had left a scar, he hid it well.
She swallowed past the regret looming like dark clouds on the horizon of her heart. Moments like this, she caught herself noticing the way the sunlight caught in his curls, or how relaxed his presence made her feel, or how he never asked anything from her. How much of her rejection 
had been fear of Dray and the repercussions of her debt rather than a true lack of attraction?
Something more than friendship lived between them, no matter how she tried to ignore it.
Sav excused himself, leaving her alone with Nels. They sat in comfortable silence, listening to the snap of the sails above and the cursing of sailors carrying about their duties.
After a moment, Nels sighed and crossed to the railing, leaning his forearms against it.
“He’s handsome and charming enough, Jayce, but I feel unsettled around him.” He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a stone that glittered golden and translucent in the sun. “Even the rocks are restless.”
Jayce snorted. “How can rocks be restless?” She felt a twinge of jealousy. He understood and used his powers without any of the discomfort she experienced when she touched plants. 
“They vibrate. During times of danger, or when they want me to pay extra close attention to something. And they want me to pay attention to Savage Alighieri. Where’s he from? Who’s his family? Where does he get all that money?”
“Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” Jayce teased. “Hard not to. He’s good-looking and well-off.”
Nels’s face grew drawn and serious. He twisted around, turning toward the sea. “You have to admit it’s odd, though. That he would seek you out, save you from your debt, and take you with him on this wild journey. What does he want? I’m not sure I believe his only motive is to hear your story with the Plague King.”
Jayce sighed and stared upward, noticing the boy crouched in the rigging, silhouetted against the sky. He waved down to the deck, and she glanced down to find a group of sailors gathered, laughing as they looked up at him.
“I don’t know, Nels. He means me no harm, if that’s what you’re getting at,” she replied.
“There are more ways to harm a person than just physically. The way he makes people feel like they’re the only one in the world… Surely, you’ve seen it?”
Sav was nice, and people liked him. And yes, she had to admit he made her feel special. After all, he’d paid off her life debt and helped her solve the noxbrosia mystery without asking for much of anything in return. 
Jayce shifted in her chair. “Sav is harmless.”
“Maybe so, but I’m going to listen to my rocks. You should do the same with your plants. And keep an eye out for each other while we’re here. I have a feeling we’re about to see a whole other side to Alighieri.”
Across the ship, Sav spoke animatedly to the first mate. As if he could sense them talking about him, he glanced back at them over his shoulder. He smiled, waving his hand. 
The thought of him as anything more sinister than an over-enthusiastic historian made her want to laugh.
Nels left to play a card game with some of the sailors, leaving Jayce alone with her thoughts.
A tall, heavyset man passed by, his dark coat flaring in the sea breeze. Jayce’s eyes passed over him, but a strange twinge in her gut caused her to look a second time, watching as he crossed the ship’s deck.
Prickling tension slid down her spine, and the distant hum of the ship’s wood and sails increased from a quiet hum to a roar inside her head.
She couldn’t make sense of what the dead wood and flaxen fibers of the sails were trying to say. But her hand, the one with the dusk ivy markings, buzzed down to her bones.
Jayce tore her eyes away from the man and eyed her hand, not noticing anything different. Her heart skipped, and she looked back toward the man, but he had already disappeared below deck.
A sea breeze caressed her face, the fresh saltiness of it grounding her back in the present moment. She rubbed at her arm until the buzzing faded, though the echo of it lingered, and turned her mind toward all of the unanswered questions.
It might be nothing. She might have sat too long in the sun, or perhaps the week at sea had her thinking too much. But the unease from the experience refused to settle.
Her gaze drifted toward Sav, drawn by the rise and fall of his voice, his sweeping hand gestures as he joked with the first mate.
What could she expect here in Enterea? Would being here reveal more of his past, and with it his true self? And who else might she meet?
She tried to relax and let go of her suspicious thoughts, but the seeds of doubt had been sown, and something in her already knew they wouldn’t stay buried.
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Getting off the ship in Starfall turned out to be a far more lengthy process than getting on the ship in Crotos. Jayce watched in fascination and curiosity as the travelers funneled into a large building and down a long hallway with three checkpoints. 
At the first checkpoint, an attendant examined Jayce’s papers. They spent an extra-long time scanning the document provided by the physician, approving her for travel.
At the second checkpoint, several assistants managed the crowd, sending individuals one at a time into two rooms. When Jayce’s turn came, she slipped through the doorway and was met with a pleasant-faced physician, who prodded her neck and tilted her face toward the light and politely requested that she undress behind a screen, put on a gown, and allow him to check for any gray patches of skin.
Shivering in the cool room, Jayce did as she was told, despite having checked herself that morning, as she always did, for any sign of the plague. This man was doing his job, and this rigorous process was likely part of the reason Enterea was untouched by the plague. In Crotos, they’d only asked if she had any symptoms. They hadn’t examined her thoroughly.
The physician lingered upon seeing the whorls decorating her left arm. “What’s this?” he asked, curiosity overcoming professionalism.
“It’s—” She faltered. How to explain to a stranger? “Magic-caused.”
The physician clicked his tongue and eyed it again, jotting a few things down on a piece of paper. “You’re clear. You can dress now and exit through there.” He gestured at a second door opposite the one she had entered through, then left.
Jayce dressed quickly and rejoined the line, relieved to see Nels and Sav both had made it through ahead of her. They shuffled through the corridor, moving at a snail’s pace.
The soft sounds of hushed conversation and shuffling feet filled the concrete space and brought goosebumps to Jayce’s arms. Or perhaps that was only due to the chill in the air.
Sav leaned over, his curls brushing Jayce’s cheek. “It isn’t true that we didn’t get the plague here. It came, but sick individuals were swiftly and brutally quarantined.”
“What do you mean?” Jayce asked, stunned that the information she’d heard was wrong.
“People would literally disappear from their homes overnight, sometimes never to be seen again, if there was even a rumor they or someone in their household might be ill. Students and graduates from the Mana Guild were trained to detect the sickness. Still don’t have a cure, but prevention is half the battle.”
On the mainland, and especially in Loshar, too many people had brushed the plague off as mild and harmless for far too long. Moribund appeared quickly, in numbers too large to manage. Hundreds had died that first age.
Could someone have planned that? The more she learned, the more she wondered if the Plague King had been intentionally created. Neldor had been on the brink of civil war between the capital and the southern half of the realm, but the plague seemed to have prevented all-out war and reunited the people.
But who would do such a thing? Risk even more lives for the sake of politics?
Sir Dray’s actions had shown her some people would do anything for a bit of fame and status. Is that what his sponsor wanted? If so, why the anonymity?
The line moved forward again, and Jayce realized it was nearly her turn. She watched the three individuals in front of her with interest. Two of them wore magenta vests lined with gold braiding with a white dove stitched onto a pocket on their right breast. The symbol of the Mana Guild. Between them, stood a traveler, a woman Jayce recognized from the boat.
The two healers lifted and lowered a hand in unison while touching their temples with a single finger from their opposite hands, as if scanning the person between them.
Jayce sensed… something. A crackling sort of energy in the air, for the briefest of moments, and then it was gone, and the two healers motioned the woman on.
They gestured for Jayce to step forward.
She closed her eyes, bracing for what she didn’t know. But the magic passed over her with only a slight tingling, and her ears popped as a bit of pressure filled the space.
The healers, satisfied with the results, sent her on her way.
A door at the end of the hall glowed with afternoon light. Jayce hurried toward it and flung it open, taking in a huge gulp of fresh air as she passed from the dim concrete building into sunlight.
She could finally take in Starfall. Sunlight glinted off red-tiled rooftops that cascaded toward the glittering harbor, where ships rocked gently against their moorings. Narrow streets wove between tall stone buildings painted in soft pastels, their balconies blooming with trailing plants. Flags fluttered above shop stalls, and somewhere nearby, someone was playing a reed pipe—its airy melody drifting on the breeze.
It wasn’t the largest city, or the wealthiest, but it exuded a certain warmth. The kind that seeped into her skin and made her want to linger a little longer.
Jayce inhaled, catching the mix of sea brine and spices in the air. A shoulder shoved her aside, jostling her, and she stumbled back, catching herself on the edge of a stone box filled with flowers.
The man who bumped her muttered an apology, frowning deeply as if it were her fault as he steered the woman on his arm away.
She had been standing in the way of those coming from the checkpoint building. Feeling flustered, Jayce straightened and moved off the path, watching the crowd as people greeted loved ones waiting for them, called for wagon drivers to hire for the next leg of their journey, and milled about the market stalls.
To her relief, the large man in the dark coat—the one who had rattled her so deeply on the Dover—was nowhere to be seen.
A whisper brushed at her mind, and a sudden shock of cold went up her left arm.
Speaker.
She startled, jerking her hand back and finding it tangled in a strand of bloomvine that was growing in the planter behind her, the delicate gold-green tendrils reaching under the sleeve of her shirt.
Her heart thudded. The warmth of the city evaporated, and the bright afternoon seemed to dim. She glanced around, but no one had noticed.
The plant recoiled innocently back into the spill of greenery.
Jayce folded her arms tightly across her chest, rubbing her forearm. What had the bloomvine called her? Speaker? It was nonsense.
She tried to shake off the fear and shock of the interaction, but the cold lingered longer than usual. She might have gained some control over her abilities with plants, but the effects of interacting with them was getting worse.
Nels joined her underneath a shade tree, passing her luggage to her. “You forgot to grab this in the last room.”
“I never saw it,” Jayce admitted, relief flooding her at not being alone.
“Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“It’s nothing,” Jayce said. She didn’t need to worry him with her obsessive fears.
They stood in silence, taking in the bustle of the market just beyond the docks. A delightful smell wafted toward her, and she breathed it in, her stomach rumbling in response. “I’m starving.”
“Me, too. Hope Sav hurries.” Nels glanced behind them and waved.
Jayce followed his gaze until her eyes landed on Sav. He carried several bags.
He dropped them with a grunt, wiped his hands on his pants, and grimaced. “Good thing we’re not walking to the Guilds. I’d break my back.”
Jayce laughed. “That’ll teach you to pack light.”
“How do you fit all your clothes in just two bags? Dresses take up a lot of space,” Sav said, sounding bewildered.
“When you only have two skirts, they don’t take up much space,” Jayce replied.
“Well then, we’ll have to rectify that while we’re here. Every lady deserves some nice dresses.”
Jayce didn’t bother correcting him. She didn’t carry a title, but she knew Sav wouldn’t have it. He didn’t seem to care about the class difference between them. Refusing his offer of new clothes would have been pointless. One thing she had learned was once Sav got an idea in his head, there was little she could do to persuade him otherwise.
“Where do we meet this friend of yours?” Nels asked, swatting at an insect hovering around his face.
Sav craned his head around the tree’s trunk to look down the street both ways, then glanced at the sun. “I reckon he’ll be here any moment. Bentley is on time for everything. It’s uncanny. I suspect the Three blessed him with the ability. They certainly didn’t give me any.”
Jayce smiled at that. The thought of someone having powers that allowed them to be on time was too ridiculous to entertain, but it was funny.
Nels walked a few paces away to another small, accent garden bed filled with rocks. He knelt and started shuffling through them, muttering to himself.
Oh, Nels. Always with his rocks. Jealousy overshadowed the fondness she felt for her friend. She wished she had such a positive relationship with her own magic. What would it be like to be friends with plants, rather than an uneasy ally?
She tugged on her gloves at the wrist, reassuring herself they were still there. Looking around, she observed all the trees, bushes, and flowers were contained to planter boxes and curated little gardens beside the shops and houses that lined the street near the docks.
Sav stepped up beside her, leaning toward her in a conspiratorial manner. “Does he always talk to rocks like that?”
Jayce laughed quietly. “Always. I can’t take him anywhere.”
Nels straightened, glancing over his shoulder at them with a grin, a rock in each hand. “Can you blame me? Look at this granite! It has an entirely unique composition compared to what I find in Neldor. I bet the Ivory Guilds have some really fascinating specimens.”
“Well, you won’t have to wait much longer. There’s Bentley,” Sav said, wiping his hands on his pants and pointing up the road, to where a mule-drawn wagon clattered up the cobblestones.
The figure driving waved as he saw them, his wide, square face breaking out in a smile.
Jayce liked him instantly.
“Bentley!” Sav called out, approaching the slowing wagon.
Bentley halted the mule and hopped down, still holding the reins in one hand, and embraced Sav with his free arm.
“Savage! You’re a sight for sore eyes. Everything has been chaos since you left. It’ll be nice to get some proper order back.”
Sav opened his mouth to reply, but hesitated.
Jayce suddenly felt like an intruder.
Sav embraced Bentley, then clapped his hands together. “Let’s get going, shall we? If we leave now, we can have dinner at the Guilds.”
“Not that I disagree, but could we get some lunch first? I’m half-starved,” Nels said.
“Me, too,” Jayce agreed, picking up two of her bags and hauling them toward the wagon.
Bentley jumped down, pushing his glasses back on his face, and took the bags from her. “Bentley Pell, milady. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced, but I suspect you’re the one Sav goes on about in his letters.”
Jayce blinked in surprise, in part at Bentley’s stature—he was half a head shorter than her—and also at the fact that Sav had talked about her in letters to his friend. What had he said?
“Y-yes, I am,” Jayce stammered, so flustered she didn’t even correct him about her station. She brushed hair from her eyes and went back to the tree to get the rest of her bags, passing Nels who introduced himself to Bentley as, “Nels Martin, purveyor and speaker for the stones.”
Nels and his flamboyant enthusiasm. He never did anything halfway.
Bentley followed Nels back to the dwindling stack of baggage. He picked up an innocuous looking bag and grunted in surprise as he attempted to lift it.
“What’s in here? Rocks?” he asked.
“Yes,” Nels replied, his expression entirely serious.
“The man tried to single-handedly sink our ship, I think,” Sav said, intercepting the bag Jayce lifted over the wagon bed edge.
He gazed down at her, clear blue eyes speaking volumes she wished she understood. It seemed so long since they’d had a moment alone. On the ship, there had always been someone nearby. Nels joining their conversations, inviting them to play games. Sailors, the ship’s captain. And Sav seeking solitude, too, leaving Jayce to wonder if she had imagined growing close in their journey together.
She turned away first, her excitement at finally being on land dampening with the thought that with all his friends around, Sav was unlikely to spend much time focusing on her. Not that he owed her anything.
Bags loaded, Jayce accepted Bentley’s offer of a hand up to the seat next to him, and Sav and Nels made space for themselves to sit in the wagon bed.
With a jostle of the reins and whoop, the mule reluctantly stopped munching grass and got the wagon moving.
“What’s your mule’s name?” Jayce asked over the rattle of wheels on cobblestones.
“Berma,” Bentley responded. “Been driving her since I was a third level. Came into town on cycles when I didn’t have classes and ran errands for people to earn pocket money, and now I do it for a living.” he laughed. “Never thought I’d end up here, but life can be surprising.”
She murmured her agreement. She’d followed her mother’s footsteps, using her knowledge of plants to serve her community. But her path had taken a turn when the plague struck, leading her to chase a cure and the adventures that had happened since then.
Bentley drove them around Starfall, pointing out various places they could stop and eat. Unlike the places Jayce had seen in Neldor, where every tavern was also an inn, several establishments in Starfall only served food and didn’t offer room and board. Bentley called them gatherhalls.
“You mean the sole purpose of this place is to eat? Where do people go to sleep?” Nels asked in amazement as they rolled past another gatherhall.
“That’d be what lodges are for,” Bentley said, pointing ahead to a multi-story building taller than anything Jayce had seen in her life, other than the castle in Loshar.
They picked up a meal they could travel with, much to Jayce’s regret. She would have liked to experience a meal in a gatherhall, but Sav pointed out they were already going to arrive at the Guilds after dark. Reluctantly, she collected her neatly packaged food and climbed back into the wagon.
She could be grateful for a non-ocean view, at least. They left the city behind them and headed for the Eldenreach Forest.
“We’ll skirt the edge of the forest for now and be heading through it near dark,” Bentley explained around a mouthful of sandwich. He steered the mule and wagon into a narrow, rocky channel. 
The sand-colored stone walls of Varyn’s Pass—named after the famous adventurer and founder of the Ivory Guilds—rose steeply on either side.
“Let’s see what story these walls have, shall we?” Nels said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together.
He stretched his arms out until he touched the closest rough wall. His brow furrowed, and his eyes closed.
How did his magic work? Was it like hers? Could he hear the rocks speak? If so, they didn’t seem to bother him the way the plants bothered her.
Moments passed, with the wagon rattling along, and then Nels withdrew his hand and wiped it on the front of his vest.
“Is there any other passage to the Guilds?” Nels asked, his voice higher pitched than normal. He scanned the rock walls, and Jayce looked, too, as if staring hard enough might reveal the warning herself.
“You can enter the forest on the north end of Starfall and go around Varyn’s Pass, but it adds nearly an entire cycle to the journey,” Bentley offered.
Another cycle would push back the translation of Dagric Wortcunning’s journal that much further. But if it kept them safe…
“What’s wrong, Nels?” Jayce asked, putting her sandwich down, all appetite suddenly gone.
“I can’t be certain. The rocks seem… excited? I just can’t get a clear…” Nels closed his eyes again, looking pained.
“We’ll be out in a moment,” Sav said, gesturing ahead.
The end of the pass was visible, though still some distance off. Looking up to the top of the wall, she couldn’t see any loose rocks.
“What could make rocks feel excited? I didn’t know they felt anything at all,” she said, shifting in her seat.
“It’s not that they feel so much as vibrate. Hard to explain. In any case, something isn’t right here,” Nels replied, pulling his hands off the wall.
“I trust the guy who talks to rocks,” Bentley said, and he urged Berma forward at a faster pace.
Jayce gripped the bench, her head knocking like a loose marble as the wagon jostled over the rocky road.
The ground shook, and a loud rumble echoed through the channel. 
“Rockslide!” Nels shouted.
She folded in, arms braced and heart hammering. Whatever words she might have offered the Three in supplication for their lives vanished beneath the rumble of the mountainside.
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Rocks pelted Jayce’s back like bee stings. Dust poured over her. She gasped in the tight space between her knees and face. 
The wagon bucked.
Arms wrapped around her from either side. A warm presence pressed against her, shielding her from the blows.
She glanced to see Sav’s dirt-covered face. He met her gaze, managing a quick, pinched smile.
The rumbling of the rockslide stilled, replaced with a deep thrumming sound.
Sav lifted his head, and Jayce followed his gaze, her mouth dropping open at the sight.
Thousands of stones hung mid-cascade above them, trembling in the air.
Sav straightened, his head inches away from a large boulder that might have landed on him if Nels hadn’t stopped it.
“Now what?” Sav asked, twisting to look at Nels.
Nel’s face beaded with sweat, his chest heaving. “I can hold it until we pass.”
“It’ll block the channel,” Bentley said.
“There’s nowhere else to put it,” Nels said.
“You can’t put it back?” Jayce suggested.
“I can’t lift it any higher. Barely… keeping it up…” Nels grunted, arms trembling like he held the weight with his own bones.
“Go,” she said to Bentley, sitting back on the bench. “As fast as you can.”
The mule, seeming no worse for the wear, took off at a trot, and then increased to a gallop. Nels groaned, and a loud clatter made Jayce glance back. Several of the larger rocks had fallen into the channel. Nels’s face was red with exertion, and Jayce exchanged a worried look with Sav.
They were still in range of the rockfall. If Nels let go now, they would get hit with hundreds of stones.
“I… can’t… hold it!” Nels bellowed and collapsed.
Jayce’s scream was swallowed in the sound of crashing rocks. The wagon jolted and bounced as the mule bolted, barely escaping the avalanche in time.
Bentley reined the mule in once they were free. The chalky smell of dust lingered in the air, and a few rocks clattered down onto the heap now filling the channel. 
Jayce shoved past Sav, scrambling to the back of the wagon. She hovered over Nels, her breath catching in her chest.
“Please be all right,” she whispered, fingers searching for his pulse.
He came up gasping, and she fell on her bottom in surprise.
Nels rubbed his arms, then stretched them out, watching the tremble set in.
“Can you breathe? Any pain or dark spots in your vision?” she asked, noting his wide eyes and fast, shallow breathing. Shock, she assumed, but she shouldn’t let her guard down until she was certain he would recover.
Nels let his arms fall to his sides. “I haven’t moved something that large…well, ever. I once moved a boulder that trapped a shepherd’s herds, but it wasn’t near as big. Good to know I’ve still got it.”
Then he winked at her.
Jayce rolled her eyes. He was fine. Still, the fear held her. She shifted her hands, suddenly aware of how tightly they’d clenched. If he ever died trying to keep her safe, she would never forgive herself. And she needed to better understand her magic to prevent that from happening, no matter how difficult or uncomfortable it might be.
Up front, Sav talked quietly with Bentley. Whatever they were discussing seemed serious and involved a lot of hand gestures.
“Does it affect you? Using your magic like that?” Jayce asked, turning back to Nels. To her relief, his pupils were less dilated, and his breathing had deepened.
“I’ll sleep like a rock tonight. Pun intended,” Nels said, shrugging and grinning.
She managed a smile. If he could laugh about it, it probably wasn’t that bad.
His face grew more contemplative. “Moving rocks and hearing their tones are two different things. Listening to the tones makes me feel crazy if I do it for too long. I’ve thought sometimes I might actually go mad.”
That sounds like the feeling I get when I listen to plants, Jayce thought, surprised by the similarities. She pursed her lips. “Well, I’ll make sure you get plenty of rest as soon as we get to the Guilds. And I have a tea that can help your muscles recover.”
“Yes, mum,” Nels teased, the seriousness vanishing from his face.
“Yes, apothecary,” Jayce replied, trying to look stern. But Nels’s goofy smile made laughter bubble out of her, erasing some of the stress from her concern.
“I’m glad you’re all right, Martin. Thank you for risking your life to save ours,” Sav said, his voice somehow deeper, and his presence imposing as he stood beside them in the wagon.
“Of course,” Nels said, nodding. “Anyone would do the same.”
“No, they wouldn’t. But you’re a good man for believing it.” Sav turned to Jayce. “I’ve just been informed that someone is waiting to speak with me at the Guilds. Do you mind if we move on?”
There was a gravity in his expression that she wasn’t used to, and she wondered what might make him feel so ill at ease.
“As long as Nels is up to traveling, I see no reason to wait,” she replied.
“I’ll be fine so long as Jayce sits back here with me. To assess me for any injuries we might have missed, of course,” Nels said. He didn’t wink this time but glanced at her with an arched eyebrow that made her want to roll her eyes again. She resisted.
“Very well,” Sav said, and he inclined his head before taking Jayce’s place up front.
Shadows passed over the wagon as they drove beneath the canopy of the Eldenreach Forest.
Jayce contemplated the trees, then glanced at Nels, who was staring at her.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked.
She struggled to find the words. “I-I’m jealous of the way you love rocks. That you can hear them, understand them. You make it seem so effortless while I muddle through and avoid plants when I can.” She held up her gloved hands for emphasis. “I keep thinking it shouldn’t be this hard, but I don’t know what else to try.”
He kept his gaze on her, his blue- gray eyes like deep, still pools. “I’ve watched you for a long time. Your gift is unusual, but the Three wouldn’t have given it to you if they didn’t think you could manage it. Perhaps it’ll take more time for you than it does others, but I know you’re going to master it. And when you do, you’ll leave us all in awe of what you can do.”
Jayce shifted to find a more comfortable position, then glanced from him down to her gloved hands. “Some days it feels like I’ll never understand it.”
“Give it time. And hey, who knows? The Three led you here—perhaps there’s someone who can help.” Nels stretched his legs out and bent his arms back. He yawned. “Yep, there it is. I think I need a nap.”
He tilted his head forward, folding his arms over his chest. No one could possibly sleep with the swaying of the wagon on the dirt road, especially after the excitement of nearly getting crushed by a rockslide, but Nels somehow managed, his soft snore carrying to Jayce before too long.
She got out her lunch, now slightly smashed, and picked at it, peeling thinly sliced meat and cheese off the bread so she could eat in peace without being whispered at.
As she chewed, a flicker of motion caught her eye. She froze, a half-eaten piece of cheese still in her hand. Just off the road, beyond a tangle of fern and shadow, something gold-bright moved beyond the trees. A swishing yellow skirt, worn by a dark-skinned woman bending over as she added a bundle of fresh-picked stems to a basket at her feet. She straightened and stared at the passing wagon.
Little pinpoints of light danced around her head. No, not light—bees. Jayce could hear their humming buzz, and she shuddered, rubbing her arms and trying not to remember the blister bees she’d been stung by the turn prior.
Jayce watched until the woman moved out of sight, the bees seeming to follow her as she went deeper into the blue-green shadows of the forest. She had a strange desire to jump down and pursue the woman and caught herself gripping the edge of the wagon as if preparing to jump out.
She shook the thought from her head, settling back and breathing the earthy scents of the forest, listening as the bees’ hum faded. There would be time enough to discover the secrets of Enterea. For now, she needed to get to the Ivory Guilds. 
Settling back, she tried in vain to nap. Patches of light filtered through her eyelids where the sun broke through the canopy. The hard wood beneath her provided no relief to her back or bottom as she tried to find a comfortable position to sleep in. How was Nels sleeping so soundly?
“Are you sure you want them to stay at the Guilds?” Bentley’s voice drifted above the wagon’s clatter and Berma’s hoofbeats.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Sav said. “Do you have a better suggestion?”
“The Head Dame has been keeping things much tighter since you last left. She suspects something, I swear she does. Are you certain Fiametta—”
“I trust her,” Sav said firmly.
Did he mean the Head Dame or the other woman he had mentioned, Fiametta?
Despite his excitement, Sav hadn’t shared any details about his time at the Guilds or who they were going to see. They would be meeting a Dire from the Lore Guild about the translation, but other than that, she knew nothing about what—or who—to expect.
“Given who she is, shouldn’t she be at the hive?” Bentley’s voice dropped, but not far enough to keep Jayce from hearing, though she couldn’t be certain she heard correctly.
The hive? What did he mean by that? She must have misheard, but she couldn’t figure out what the word should have been.
“As far as anyone else knows, she’s an apothecary interested in studying at the Mana Guild. There’s no reason
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