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Author's Note

Hello reader, Joaquín here. Before you get started, I have a short trigger warning and a few recommendations.




Content warning

This is an adult fantasy series that depicts explicit sex (oftentimes of unconventional natures), animal cruelty, drug use, rape, violence and war, parental abuse, slavery, racism, suicide, and genocide. With that said, I do not mean to scare anyone away—this is not a grimdark fantasy, yet mature themes are present through all six books.




Maps and illustrations

To properly read all the detail on the maps in the pages before this one, I recommend you see them at full resolution and in color. You don’t need to read with a map by your side, but seeing the complexity of the world and the promise of the greater story to come will enhance your experience, I guarantee it. Visit this link to find all the maps, illustrations, and other goodies.

JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book1-extras




Pronunciations & glossary

I developed an entire language called Miscamish for the world of Noss, phonetics and all. You don’t need to know it, but if you learn the pronunciations, it’ll help you figure out the sounds of this world. There is a pronunciation guide in the appendices, as well as a glossary, list of characters, locations, and more. Fear not, I made sure to have no spoilers there. These guides (and more in-depth ones) can also be found at JoaquinBaldwin.com/pages/book1-extras.




Even more goodies!

I will start sending additional free content to my mailing list, such as previews of new books, unreleased illustrations, sketches, deleted chapters, tutorials, etc. Make sure to sign up to get all the free stuff and to find out when the next books are coming out.




> Sign up to my mailing list! <





















To the queer adventurers,

who venture to wonder

and wander beyond.








Prelude










Wounded Fox


THE GRAY FOX fled through the forest, her paws quiet as an owl’s shadow, her whiskers bending like grasses fighting a storm. She glided beneath ferns and wriggled her tired body into a hollow log.


Thwump. Thwump. Thwack! Three arrows narrowly missed their target, lodging themselves into the dirt and the splintered wood.


The fox snaked out and sprinted away. Downhill she sped toward the oak groves, hearing the howl of the foxhounds behind her and the tchtchtchwick of the crossbows reloading. The smell of glacier waters from a nearby creek flooded her with determination. With her heart in her throat, she unflinchingly pressed on.


Fwip. Fwip. Thud! Two arrows missed, but the third hit the skin above her shoulder blades, sliced through it, and exited on the opposite side in a spray of blood. Despite the tearing pain, she did not slow.


The smell of iron permeated the air, rendering the cries of the hounds more ecstatic. Unless the fox found a place to hide, she would run out of breath, out of muscle. Out of sense.


Whap! Another arrow scraped by her abdomen, tearing a clean cut on her belly. She cried out a whimpering wail, yet still, she did not falter. She had seen her tribe murdered and enslaved, had cried in despair as she witnessed the light extinguished from her daughter’s eyes. Her task was too important for her to fail. She would push through to the very end and protect the ancient artifact.


She felt the energy of the forest around her, like electricity tingling her gray, orange, and white fur. Her eyes were heavy with exhaustion, but she could see without seeing. The path ahead was clear to her, as if the connections to every organism in the forest—from the smallest mite to the tallest tree—shared her pain and urged her forward.


Down a loose pebble trail lay a ramshackle old cabin. The gray fox sensed a sympathetic presence in front of it. A boy. She rushed toward him, leaving a red trail behind her.


The hounds howled.










PART ONE

Withervale










Chapter One

Lago Vaari





LAGO’S CURLY HAIR was caked with mud, his blue shirt now brown with splattered dirt and blood—but he knew most of the blood wasn’t his own, so he kept his proud, cocky smirk. He seemed unfazed that he’d gotten in trouble at school. Again.


Professor Crysta Holt wiped a wet rag on Lago’s forearm, revealing tender, pink skin. “Just why in Takh’s two names do you need to go so rough on them?” she asked.


Lago flinched, gritting his teeth. “They started it! I was just defending myself. They got what—what they deserved!” he said, a bit too righteously. “If I don’t do nothing about it, then I end up in the mud anyway. Might as well have them taste some of it.”


Crysta tilted her head in a motherly gesture. With a muddy finger she pushed a strand of auburn hair away from her eyes; it had been let loose again, instead of tied in the customary bun the female scholars wore.


“I know you didn’t start it. All I’m saying is that you get a bit too carried away.” She deflated in a sigh. “I’ll talk to Borris’s and Wailen’s parents after class, but I won’t be able to defend your actions unless you manage some level of self-control.” She wrapped a gauze around his elbow and pulled the filthy sleeve over it. “I cleaned up what I can, but there’s nothing I can do about your muddy rags. Why don’t you go home and wash up?”


“But it’s not even lunch time yet.”


“You are not dragging that mud into the classroom. I’ll see you back in class next week.” She reached for his oversized leather bag to hand it to him.


Lago abruptly pulled the bag from her hands, not wanting her peeking into his private business. “Thank you, Crysta,” he said. Most students called her Professor Holt, but Lago felt he could be a bit more personal with her, at least when his classmates weren’t around. 


Crysta tweaked the corner of her lips into a forced smile. She was somewhere in her late thirties, and aside from her biting and judging stares, she did not look exactly professorial; the coat over her blouse was of the wrong size and matched neither the color of her skirt nor her chaotically disorganized satchel.


“I’ll go clean up,” Lago said, “and I promise I’ll bring the book back on Moonday, or Khuday at the latest. I’m almost done.”


“Take your time with it. And enjoy your weekend.” She ruffled Lago’s dark curls and pulled back a dirty hand. She wiped the mud on the one clean spot on his blue shirt. “Here, I believe this is yours.”


Lago swung the bag over his shoulder, slid off the stone wall, and rushed from the school grounds, waving goodbye without looking back.


Lago had lived all of his twelve years in the Withervale Mesa, a quaint city built on a sandstone outcrop that extended northward from the granitic Stelm Ca’éli, stretching in an uphill slant like the prow of a proud ship. He thought the Withervale Mesa looked much better than Withervale proper, not only because of the impressive formation of the mesa itself, but because the city was built over the foundations of a civilization from before the Downfall. The treacherous bridges, gloomy passageways, and rune-carved archways reeked of ghost stories and the promise of ancient treasures. The old treasures were all gone by now, but that couldn’t stop a child’s imagination.


Lago’s school was on the East Flank, hundreds of feet below the main grounds of the mesa. He took the stairs carved directly into the sandstone prominence, running his curious fingertips over the textured sediments and feeling them change, layer by layer, exploring the time compressed within them as if flipping through the pages of a most ancient book. His hands were the same color as the sandstone after a light Summer rain.


To avoid the stomping traffic of muskoxen, caribou, and bison on Runestone Lane, Lago balanced himself on a drainage canal, then climbed to a stone bridge that gave him a bird’s-eye view of the East Flank and a clear line of sight to the distant Anglass Dome, stretching greener and taller than any of the mountains around him. Lago hopped onto a retaining wall, tiptoeing around planters, scaring off somnolent doves and prowling cats.


“Hey Lago!” a merchant yelled, driving his cart toward the marketplace. “Could you ask Theo to stop by the tent in the morrow? Got all them silks he asked for months ago!”


“I’ll let Dad know. Thanks, Lorr Tuam,” Lago politely replied, then hurried home.


He knew he would get in deep trouble—maybe even get a fresh beating—if his father found him in such filthy clothes. Luckily, it was only midmorning, so he had time to wash his garments, hang them to dry, and maybe find a way to cover up a few of his bruises before his father returned. Lago preferred to avoid any sort of confrontation with his volatile father, so he did what any kid in his place would do and lied—or hid the truth—often.


He turned the corner of Ashlar Street and saw a caribou-pulled cart tied to the old, crooked maple in front of his rust-colored home. He’s home early, he thought, as he creeped to the sandstone wall. He must’ve gotten a new delivery. He carefully peeked through the open window.


Arr rooff, rrowff! Bear said.


Bear was Lago’s mostly mutt, barely shepherd dog. The three-month-old pup popped his head up to the window, sensing Lago was home. Bear was energetic and as easily excitable as, well, a pup. His coat was brown, with uneven white splotches that gave his fur a textured, coarse look, like fresh graupel on a muddy road. Lago had never seen a real bear. He heard they only lived in the Stelm Wujann, or farther in the northern wastes, but he knew they were sizable and ferocious. He hoped his Bear would grow up to be that way.


“Bear, down!” came the voice of Theo Vaari, Lago’s father.


Bear tried to claw his way out, but Theo snatched him by the tail, dragged him in, and slammed the shutters. Lago flattened to the wall, his heart kicking like a trapped animal. When the next wagon passed by, he snuck behind it, escaping without being seen.


Well, at least it’s still early, he thought. He knew exactly where he could go to clean himself and his clothes: he would go to his Diamond Cave. It was a bit of a hike to his secret hideout, but Lago could be back by eventide and pretend he had just returned from a long day at school—his father would be none the wiser.


As he waited for his chance to cross Runestone Lane, Lago looked north, toward the highest point of the mesa, where the octagonal tower of the Mesa Observatory rose. This was where Crysta worked after school every day, often late into the night.


“Ye crossing or what?!” a gaunt-faced woman squawked, bumping Lago’s shoulder. He had been lost in thought and was holding up traffic. He hastened across.


He reached the edge of the mesa and began his descent, hopping down three steps at a time. He peered toward the western face of the mesa: the steep cliffside looked as if it had been slashed by a giant sword. The bottom strata had formed from compressed volcanic ash, carved by wind and rain into hundreds of pockets over millions of years. This neighborhood was known as the Hollows, where miners made their crude homes inside any large-enough holes, accessing them by precarious rope ladders and eroded sandstone platforms.


Trails of black soot smeared upward from the holes, built up from centuries of cooking and heating smoke. The whole formation looked like the hives of an alien wasp with an exquisitely perturbed sense of geometry. Lago thought it looked magical, particularly at night, when the holes glowed like a fiery constellation. In one of these holes lived Lago’s best friend, Alaia. He considered stopping by, but it was only Onguday, so she would be working at the mines.


Lago continued through the shantytown west of the mesa, where the coal mines were located, spilling mounds of tailings that dirtied up Ore Creek. He couldn’t wash his clothes in those ochre-colored waters; he was just passing by. He sauntered farther west beyond the coal mines, hopped over the perimeter fence, and strolled toward the mountain footpath.


The loose pebble trail ascended toward the oak groves, a mountain path that was always picturesque, no matter the season. It was mid-Autumn, only the fifth day of the month of Fireleaf, yet the oak forest was already littered with acorns, and the leaves were fully changing colors. Though it was a bit chilly out, the biting sun burst through the orange leaves and warmed up the heart and soul just enough, with a promise of a deeper Autumn to come.


Lago reached a field of scattered remains of ancient cabins, most of them nothing more than a few slabs of wood marooned on flimsy foundations. This was the site of a logging town, abandoned generations before Lago was born, where skeletons of dilapidated buildings protected themselves from mischievous children by flashing their splinters and rusty nails.


A bit off the pebble path, past a heavily flowing glacial creek, were a few more derelict shacks. Lago skipped on the usual rocks to cross the clear stream and approached the remains of a forsaken cabin hiding under an old oak tree. The structure had no roof other than the browning oak leaves, a scant memory of window frames, and a door that served no purpose other than to indicate where the entrance used to be, given that the walls on either side of it had toppled down long ago. Only the back wall of the shack was still mostly intact, supported by an enormous boulder.


This was where, two years ago, Lago and Alaia found their Diamond Cave. 










Chapter Two

The Diamond Cave





TWO YEARS EARLIER…


 


“This one’s not so splintery,” Alaia said, dragging a tree stump into their ‘living quarters,’ to serve as a table, or chair, or whatever it needed to be. They both liked the old shack way up by the creek, because the oak’s canopy gave it a semblance of a roof, and the nearby boulders an air of privacy.


They built their fortress there, hanging torn rags as banners of their imagined coats of arms, decorating the broken foundations with multi-colored pebbles rescued from the creek, painting the still-standing walls with mud, and hanging glittering shards of glass from the oak’s branches.


“There’s a heavy one by the creek,” Alaia said, dropping her stump with a thump. “Care to help me with it, Gwoli?” Gwoli was the word for younger brother in Alaia’s Oldrin tongue. She was two years older than Lago, and two fingerbreadths taller, and liked to tease him a bit.


The Oldrin were a race from the far east of the Jerjan Continent, in lands where the White Desert flowed into the shores of the Tumultuous Ocean. They had the unfortunate trait of growing bony protuberances on their bodies, which they called spurs. Sometimes spurs grew out of their elbows, sometimes their knuckle bones poked outward, or they would sprout horn-like bumps on their skulls, knees, ankles, or shoulders. It was just the way they were, but other races felt uncomfortable with their uniqueness, thinking the spurs might be contagious, cursed, or worse.


Alaia had two spurs. The first was a ridge of thirteen bones protruding from her spine, starting between her shoulder blades and extending to the small of her back; she called them her ‘thirteen sisters.’ The second was a rounded, horn-like spur only two fingerbreadths high, poking out from the right side of her forehead, just below her hairline; she called that one her ‘nub.’ Most Oldrin did everything possible to hide their external bones, and although Alaia kept the ridge at her back beneath her overalls, the spur on her head she displayed in a way that made it unquestionably beautiful: she would braid her hair in complex patterns radiating from it, adorning her braids with flecks of mica or iridescent feathers, as if an explosion of sparkles was spreading from her little nub.


Unlike the bronze and olive complexions of most Oldrin who worked at the coal mines, Alaia’s skin was gorgeously dark, often darkened even more after she was done with her shifts. Nearly all the mine workers were Oldrin, who started to work as soon as they were old enough to lift a lamp, a pick, or carry bundles of coal on their backs. They weren’t exactly slaves in the Zovarian Union, but with how underpaid and overworked they were, they might as well have been.


Alaia had arrived with a refugee caravan when she was only two years old. Not remembering her parents or homeland, all she knew was the life at the mines and the adventures of being a kid growing in freedom and poverty. She was optimistic, opportunistic, and could make the best out of any situation.


She put her working gloves back on, fixed the straps on her miner’s overalls and said, “Grab it from that branch, fewer splinters.” Together, they lifted the bulky log. “From your legs! Don’t lift from your back, you nubhead!” she corrected Lago, using the insult he had once used on her, one she was still jokingly mad about. 


Lago fixed his posture and picked up his end of the log. It was an exhausting struggle uphill, but they managed to carry the chunk of wood into their fortress.


“Where do we put it?” he asked.


“On top of the stump, like a pedestal?” she suggested, leading the way. She directed her side of the log down and helped Lago push his end up until the log was vertical. “Outstanding construction skills! We’ll be done building this palace before the mists of Umbra arrive.” And with that said, the precariously balanced log tipped over, smashing loudly against the back wall of the shack.


A square portion of the wall suddenly swung inward, taunting with an intriguing creak. The wooden panel was mounted on hidden hinges, as if there was a shutter leading right into the face of the granitic boulder.


“Why would they put a window against a rock?” Lago asked. He reached forward and pulled at the panel. The old hinges protested, but the panel swung open in full.


Carved into the face of the rock was a perfectly round tunnel, just wide enough for a child to crawl in on their knees, or for an adult to squeeze in on their belly. Four feet into the tunnel was a round, stained cedar door.


“Gwoli, what is that…?” Alaia muttered nearly soundlessly.


“It’s like a secret tunnel.”


“Maybe forest sprites live there.”


“Or a giant snake.”


“How would a snake turn a doorknob?”


“Dunno. Go in and ask your sprites.”


“Hey, you found it, you go in first,” she said, pushing Lago toward the hole.


“You let the log drop—”


“It fell on your side, I was—”


“—don’t push—”


Alaia pushed harder and Lago practically fell into the hole.


“Okay, fine, give me a hand then.” He brushed aside a dusty spiderweb and climbed in, inching forward on his knees until he reached the corroded, copper doorknob; it was round, cold as ice, and had a sharp, electric smell. He turned it carefully, feeling the teal patina flake off beneath his fingertips. He was afraid the doorknob would break, but with a satisfying click the door unlocked, and inward it squeaked open.


“It’s unlocked!” he said.


A musky scent wafted out, ancient, dry, forgotten.


“What’s in there?” Alaia asked, unable to contain her curiosity any longer.


Lago squinted as he let his eyes adjust. “Hold on,” he said, “I think I see the floor. Stay put, I’ll go in.” That was harder to do than he had expected, going head first. He lowered his arms until they touched the sandy ground, then pulled his legs through like a frog, then stood proudly.


“Shit!” he cried, scraping his head on the low ceiling.


“What is it?”


“Bumped my head, all fine.”


The cave suddenly darkened. Alaia was crawling in, blocking the scarce light. She dropped in a bit too hastily and toppled in a clumsy roll. She stood fast to compensate, also hitting her head in the process. “Shit!” she blurted, but she was too intrigued to be embarrassed. “It’s really cold in here,” she observed.


It was more than cold, it was frigid.


Lago wrapped his arms around himself and peered above him. “Look at the ceiling. It curves. Maybe it’s like one of the homes at the Hollows?”


Their eyes were adjusting, but they still couldn’t see much. At this time in the afternoon, Sunnokh’s rays weren’t falling directly on their fortress, so they found themselves in shadow.


“Get your lamp,” Lago urged Alaia.


She wormed out like a graceless ferret, then came creeping back in with a metal lamp in front of her—part of her everyday mining tools. Lago took it and lifted it up to reveal the most wonderful sight his eyes had ever seen.


We found the night sky trapped inside a rock, he thought. He was staring up at a dome of shining stars, at sparkling constellations just beyond the reach of his hands. The stars were simple calcium-rich crystals built up over the ages. They wouldn’t look like anything more than grains of light-colored sand in normal circumstances, but when Lago held the lamp exactly in front of him, the crystals reflected the light in a shimmering, nearly supernatural sparkle. As long as he held the lamp in the same relative position to his head, the reflective light effect followed.


“Are you alright?” Alaia whispered. “You look more empty-headed than usual.”


“Can’t you see this?” he replied in a nearly reverential tone.


“It’s nice but I—” and then the light angled just right for her to catch the effect. “Whoa, it all lit up!”


“It’s like diamonds! We found a diamond cave!” Lago exulted.


The cave wasn’t made of diamonds, but that didn’t matter. It was an ancient dwelling, carved by a civilization from before the Downfall. Thousands of years later, the dwelling was found by the people who built the now defunct logging town, who repurposed the dome-shaped space into a cellar. Debris left by the previous owners littered the ground: planks of wood that must’ve been a shelf in a previous life, iron utensils rusted beyond recognition, thick shards of shattered glass, and one half-buried jar stuffed with what at some point might’ve passed for pickled root vegetables, but by now was closer to an amniotic fluid gestating an ominous specimen.


“It looks like a dead baby,” Lago pointed out, letting the lamplight shine through the turbid liquid. “We should make a bread roll with it and give it to Borris. He’ll eat anything.”


“What do you think they did here?” Alaia asked, dabbing a finger at the salty crystals on the ceiling, then tasting them.


“It’s like a cellar? I think?” Lago guessed. “To keep food fresh. Must be the water from the creek that keeps it so cold.”


“Well, it’s our cellar now,” Alaia said, waving her arms in an inelegant spin. “And it sure could use some decorating.”


 


Every weekend, the two of them brought in rocks, bottles, and whatever they could find to embellish their secret hideout. Lago took the left side, where he built a miniature fort with sandstone bricks and slabs of wood. He littered the ground with protective pinecones and painted his name on the wall in bold, white letters: Lago Vaari.


Alaia pitched a tent with a moth-eaten blanket suspended in an armature of pine branches and decorated her side with the bones of squirrels, foxes, and hares she’d found drying around the forest. The two of them made up games, shared the town’s gossip, and even lit a bonfire once, though the smoke got so dense that they never tried that again.


It was perfection. In their Diamond Cave, they could be as loud and obnoxious as any kid ever dreamed of being, alone in their private cosmos.










Chapter Three

Sontai and the Mask





THOSE WERE THE best of times, Lago reminisced. Two years seemed like ages ago, and who could blame him? Two years amounted to a substantial portion of his life.


He was panting like a dog when he arrived at the shack. He had come alone this time, but that was alright; he sometimes came on his own when Alaia was busy, and he had some work to do anyway. He walked around the freestanding door next to no walls and hopped across a toppled beam toward the back of the cabin. After peeking around distrustfully in case spies lurked nearby, he swung open the secret panel, then crawled in, pushing his leather bag in front of him.


The bag dropped with a muffled thud. Lago didn’t go inside. Instead, he crawled out again and ambled toward the creek, where he took his muddied clothes off.


During Summer, Lago and Alaia would bathe in this creek. Despite being very self-conscious of his naked body, Lago did not feel uncomfortable being naked around Alaia; they had long ago satisfied their curiosities about anatomical differences, as children do, and would often spend time together unclothed inside their Diamond Cave, pretending to be barbaric cave dwellers.


Lago washed his clothes as well as he could, plopped them wet and flat over a sunlit boulder radiating warmth, then approached the crystal-clear pool. He loved this time of year, when the fallen leaves drew fiery spirals in the round pond. Their hypnotic circling made him so relaxed—he could watch them for hours.


After sinking his brown feet into the pool, he decided this would be the quickest possible bath: the glacial meltwater was way too cold, and even the biting light of Sunnokh would not be enough to fight the mid-Autumn breeze. He washed in haste, taking special care of his muddy curls, then shook himself dry as he imagined Bear would have. He sprawled on a hot rock, butt cheeks up and spread to let the breeze dry all his crevices. Once dry, he pissed downstream, shook it off, then headed naked into the Diamond Cave.


He sat his fully warmed ass on a hole-riddled bucket, then pulled his school lunch from his leather bag: a pear and a rice patty wrapped in morseleaf. The boy devoured it all eagerly—the fight at school, the hike, the cold water had all left him ravenous. After tucking the trash away, he pulled out a leather pouch. He loosened the drawstrings and removed a delicate wooden box that when opened revealed a series of square compartments with colorful, dried pastes in them. He scraped off a bit of paste—the blue one, his favorite—and in an empty compartment mixed it with a few drops of a sharp-smelling solvent he dripped from a tiny bottle. With a minute brush he stirred the solution and soon had just the right amount of fingernail lacquer ready to be applied. This was what had gotten him beaten up earlier at school: his classmates had peeked in his bag, found his box of fingernail lacquers, and smelled easy prey.


“You are all just jealous,” he half-thought, half-muttered. “You are the sissy, Borris. I bet your boyfriend Wailen likes to kiss your fat titties.”


Lago didn’t know why he liked to paint his nails; he just did. He looked prettier that way, and it was nobody’s business anyhow. He had gotten in big trouble the first time he did it: when his father saw his hands, he gave Lago quite a beating. Nowadays, he only painted his nails when in total privacy.


Before the blue lacquer dried up, Lago crushed and sprinkled tiny flecks of mica over his nails, which stuck like constellations of gold. Alaia had taught him how to do that.


He blew on his nails, waiting for the sparkling lacquer to dry.


He was getting cold, sitting naked in the gloomy cellar. The Diamond Cave always sucked the heat straight out of his marrow. He crawled back out, peeled his wonderfully warm clothes off the sunny boulder, and got dressed. As he walked back to the shack, he heard a distant howling.


Wolves? he thought, then turned his head to listen more intently. No, those are hounds.


He stood by the shack’s freestanding door, looking up the pebble path in the direction of the howls, and there he saw the strangest of things: a gray fox was running directly toward him.


Weird kind of fox for these mountains, he thought. Is that blood?


The gray fox halted a mere five feet in front of him, dripping red over the pebbles that adorned the shack’s perimeter. The fox checked behind her, shaking in fear and exhaustion, then looked up at Lago, as if she knew he understood her peril.


“Do you need help?” Lago said out loud, surprised that he didn’t find it odd to be talking to a wild animal.


The fox trembled, whimpered, and bled from her shoulder blades and belly. Lago felt pity for her.


The howling of the hounds sounded closer.


“Over here, I’ll hide you, quickly!” he cried out and hurried to the secret doorway. As if the fox could understand his words, she followed and jumped in, leaving drips of blood on her way over. Lago hastily closed the hinged panel over the hole, then stumbled back to the front of the shack. Shit, there’s blood on the pebbles, he realized. Without thinking too much about it, he grabbed all the tainted pebbles and hurled them toward the creek. Some fell in, some splashed blood around the shore. Lago’s heart was about to beat out of his chest. He wasn’t sure why this moment was important, but he felt an urge to follow through with his instincts.


The pack of foxhounds had just turned around the path, coming directly toward him. Five soldiers held their leashes while also holding crossbows and recurve bows. A tall woman with long, silver-blonde hair led the group; her left temple was shaved and tattooed with a ranking insignia—evidence of previous honors and victories.


Those are markings from the Negian Empire, Lago thought. Since he was very young, he had been taught not to trust Negians, who were enemies of the Zovarian Union.


“Over there!” he blurted out. “The fox ran toward the creek!”


The soldiers turned in the direction Lago pointed to without questioning him or slowing. At the creek, the hounds easily picked up the scent of the bloodied pebbles. Their blonde leader signaled to spread out: three followed the creek downstream, while the rest crossed it in search of a trail.


Once the soldiers were out of sight, Lago took a deep breath and bolted toward the Diamond Cave. He crawled in, and as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, what he saw was not a gray fox, but a much larger form slowly becoming solid to his eyes.


On the cold ground was a pool of blood, and on it lay a wrinkled old woman. The back of her neck was dripping; her hand clutched her red belly. She seemed to be wearing a skin-tight laced dress that covered her body with black, geometric patterns.


“How did you get—” Lago started, then stopped, confused. “Where is th-the fox? Where did—”


The old woman pushed herself up to her knees while protectively holding something to her chest. With crazed, desperate eyes, she wailed, “Jienn ëath elmath khe Silv, baalith khelefat ampalv! Baakiag! Baak… ia… g…”


“I-I don’t understand… I’ll go get help, I’ll—”


“Grest! No! Stay!” she gasped. “Miscamish, speak little Common…” She struggled to find the words, speaking them in a raspy, gurgling-wet voice. “Please, not let find. Agnargsilv… Please, keep safe.”


“I w-won’t let them find you. But you need help, you are bleeding. I… I need to—”


“Safe!” she snapped, red spittle dangling from her mouth. She inched closer, dragging her knees over her coagulating blood. Lago saw now that she wasn’t wearing a lace dress but was completely naked: her terracotta-colored skin was covered in tattoos. She reached toward Lago and pressed a large, black object to his chest. “Agnargsilv, ampalv, keep safe.”


“What is it?” he inquired. Whatever she was handing to him was too dark to see in the void of the cave.


“Agnargsilv…” was her simple reply.


“I… I’m Lago. Where did the fox… Was it… What’s your name?”


“Sontai,” she replied, with a hand over her sagging, inked breasts. “Agnargsilv, you take. Dangerous, you hide, keep safe. Walmalmem. Only give for my grandson, please. Secret.”


“Where is your grandson? I can take you to—”


“Bonmei, son of daughter. Bonmei. Please, promise. Agnargsilv safe, give only for Bonmei. Secret to others.” She smiled at him with bloodied teeth and gums. Lago could tell she was using all her strength to hide the pain, to hold that lamentable, pleading grin.


“I promise, I’ll keep it safe. I’ll give it to your grandson, Bonmei.”


“Voss unnith jienn, Lago, unnith. Grateful. Grateful…” And then her eyes went white with fear. “Safe, hide!” she whimpered, as the howling of the hounds echoed nearby.


“Sontai, stay here. Stay, I’ll be back.” He handed the dark object back to her.


“Promise!” she lamented.


“Yes, I promise! Stay quiet, please!” He hurried out, closing the round door first and the wooden panel after. He peeked around the edge of the cabin and saw all the hounds and soldiers gathered by the creek again. Their blonde leader calmly approached, scanning the road and even up the trees.


Lago was composing himself when he noticed one grave mistake: there was a trail of blood over the splintered boards of the cabin. He tried to wipe the blood off but only managed to smear his right hand in it. He hastily flipped some loose planks over the smears, then stood firmly by the front of the shack.


The soldier approached confidently, with a powerful, dominant stride. She wore a thin suit of the finest leather, which made not the slightest noise. Hanging at her back was a quiver along with a beautiful crossbow of red sandalwood, finely inlaid with bone and copper.


She stopped uncomfortably close to Lago, measuring him. Her eyes were the color of brushed steel. “Boy, what is your name?”


“Lago. I am-I’m Lago,” Lago stammered, concealing his blood-covered fingertips behind his back.


“Lago, our trail is running cold. I need you to tell me exactly what you saw. Do not skip any details. Think hard and remember clearly.”


“Yes, Lurr.” Lago swallowed the lump in his throat and nervously spouted, “She was a gray fox, we don’t have gray foxes on this side of the Pilgrim Sierras, so my guess is that she was from the south? Cream paws, gray back, black stripe on the tail. She had a cut on the back, like, like around her neck or shoulders, and a—and another on the belly. Seemed badly hurt. Went over that way”—he pointed with his chin—“where your dogs are sniffing about. She tried to jump the creek but fell in.”


“She?” the woman inquired.


“You can tell the girls from the boys by their size,” Lago quickly replied, digging himself out of the hole.


“Thank you, Lago. That is unfortunate, but it is as I suspected.” She squatted down so her cold, gray eyes met Lago’s. “Now let me see your hands.”


Lago’s terror was double: for the blood on his hands, for his lacquered fingernails. “I don’t know anything else, Lurr, I—”


“Just show me your hands, please.”


Lago kept his bloodied hand behind his back and raised the other one forward, palm up to hide his nails. He felt the woman covering his palm with a strong hand, placing something cold in it, and closing it tight, all without losing eye contact.


“You are very observant, Lago. Thank you for your help,” she said, then pulled forward her beautiful crossbow. “When you are older”—she caressed the sinew drawstring—“if you ever find yourself near Hestfell, look for the Arbalisters’ Commons. Tell them Fjorna Daro sent you, and mention your own name. I never forget a name. You’d make a great recruit, boy. I’ll make sure you get proper training. You’d be better off fighting for the Empire.”


“Thank you, Lurr Daro, I will.”


Fjorna smiled, for the first time; a formidable and tempestuous smile. As she stood, she ruffled Lago’s curls—he hated it when people did that, and hoped he managed to hide his displeasure.


The woman checked her surroundings, letting Lago clearly see the ranking tattoos on her shaved, left temple: they were so numerous that they ran all the way behind her ear. They looked important. She looked important.


Fjorna turned away and walked toward the creek, waving hand signals. Her squad swiftly reacted and continued their chase downstream.


Once Fjorna was out of sight, Lago finally dared to open his hand; in it was a sixteen-sided silver coin. The face of Emperor Uvon dus Grei was stamped on one side and the laurels of the Negian sigil on the other. A silver Krujel, from the Negian Empire, Lago thought. That’s so far. Fjorna must’ve traveled a long way in pursuit of… Sontai! he remembered, then rushed back to the cave.


Sontai was dead.


Lago had never seen a dead person before. It was not scary; it was simply gruesome and sad and miserable. The nutty, iron-heavy smell of blood made him nauseated. He swallowed painfully, feeling lightheaded.


He suddenly realized he had closed the door behind him earlier, leaving Sontai in complete darkness. Alone. To die.


He knew there was no helping it, but still tried pushing on the old woman’s shoulder, whispering her name. “Sontai… I’m so sorry…” he mumbled, lips quivering. Tears welled up in his eyes. “I wish I could’ve done more.” He saw the dark object Sontai had wanted him to take tucked beneath her. He respectfully moved her arm away and took the object—it was impossibly light, as if made of solid air. He carried it toward the opening to shine light on it.


What he saw was a fox mask, or maybe a wolf mask, or some sort of dog; he wasn’t sure. It was heavily stylized, uncannily black, with the most intricate details carved onto it. The mask was beautiful, severe; it exuded power and invoked reverence. It had an ominous streak of blood running over the flattened brow.


Lago looked at Sontai once more, still unable to comprehend how there had been a fox there before, and now all that remained was the corpse of an old woman. “I promised you I’d keep it safe. I will. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you… I—” he began to weep. “I will give it to your grandson. I don’t know h-how I’ll find him, but I w-won’t let anyone else know about it.”


He slumped against the cold wall and openly wept.


 


It must have been an hour later when Lago pulled himself up. He avoided looking at the dead body, but still caught a glimpse of the black-dried blood on the ground.


He carried the mask to the creek, where he washed off the blood and examined the details up close. It was wet and glistening, pure black with sparkles of sunlight dripping all over it, like the deepest starry sky. He ran his fingers over it, feeling the pointed ears, the piercing eyeholes, the hollow muzzle. The patterns on the mask flowed in the direction the fur would on a real animal but split in knotted motifs to merge back in elaborate, calligraphic filigrees. Even the tiniest surfaces described compounded forms, weaving multiple images into one, changing depending on the angle of the light.


The mask didn’t have a headband, so it was not clear how it should attach to someone’s face—Lago’s head was too small for it either way, but the concavity felt inviting, alluring. He looked through the eyeholes and briefly hesitated; but then, with an inexplicable conviction, he pressed the mask to his face.


What he experienced then was indescribable agony. He felt as if the mask fused onto his face, becoming one with it, and crunched down into his skull and spine, making his brain explode in aching torment. It was as if he could feel the anguish of everything around him: the pain in his heart, the pain of Sontai dying, the pain of the forest, of the earthworms in the soil, of the tiny crayfish hiding under rocks in the creek, of every cell in every orange leaf that fell to be washed into the stream. He felt it all, unable to stop it.


Lago was not aware that he was screaming. He wailed on the ground, scratching his head until the mask detached, and he found himself collapsing out of breath. The experience had been so intense that he wasn’t sure if it had lasted a heartbeat, or an entire day. Cheek flat on the dirt, he stared at the mask, and the voids of its eyeholes stared back, unblinking.


Once his body recovered from the shock, Lago stumbled to his feet, carefully picked up the cursed artifact, went back to the cave, and hid the mask inside his bag. “I don’t know what to do,” he told himself, or Sontai, or the world. I don’t understand what just happened, he thought, finding tears in his eyes once more.


He looked down at the corpse, truly looked at it, as if trying to convince himself that this was all real. It was still there, undeniably still there.


“I can’t leave you like this,” he told the dead woman. “I’m sorry. I’ll come back tomorrow, but I will keep—I’ll keep this thing safe.”


He wiped the snot off his nose and slung the bag over his shoulder.


“I’m so sorry,” he said once more, then left.







[image: A dark, wolf-like mask with intricate filigreed details sits on dark, sparkling sands. The mask looks ominous, the eyeholes narrow and judgmental. The ears are sharp, the brow tight, the muzzle long and solid. The space seems like a dark cave. There is smoke in the air, obscuring the already dark forms in an eerie, blue and white cloud.]










Chapter Four

The Confession





LAGO’S CLOTHES WERE dirty again, this time from rolling on the ground. It was getting dark, and he had a long walk home. Luckily, Sceres was nearly full, tinting the whole landscape with the purple light of her Amethyst season; he walked in a daze beneath her amaranthine moonlight.


He had promised Sontai he’d keep the mask a secret. He thought about telling his father about it, about her, but even entertaining the idea made guilt bubble up in his chest. But her family will be looking for her, he thought as he shuffled his feet homeward. And she deserves a proper funeral. And how am I to find her grandson all on my own? Someone must know Bonmei, but if I ask around, I might get in trouble.


He furtively peeked inside his bag. The dark mask stared back at him from within, as if judging his very thoughts. I can’t tell him. Maybe Alaia, but not him.


The lamps were alight in his house. He sauntered in, trying his best to pretend it was perfectly normal to be back so late. Bear rushed to greet him with yips and slobber. 


Lago kept the pup at arm’s length. “Shh, down Bear, stay.”


His father was fixing garments at the sewing table, facing away from him.


“You are late,” Theo Vaari said without turning to face him. “Too much schoolwork?”


Lago had been almost ready to tell him about his earlier fight with his classmates, but he saw a way out in the way his father phrased the question, so he took it. “Yes. Sorry Dad, class ran late.”


Theo sat in silence.


Lago began to glide quietly toward his bedroom.


“I saw Professor Holt earlier,” Theo said. “She was on her way to the observatory.”


Lago froze.


“She asked me how you were doing. Told me those boys beat you up real good again. She seemed to think you were home.”


“I went to the creek, I lost track of time—”


“Uh-huh…” Theo resumed working.


Lago could not measure his father this way. Is he mad? Is he over it already? Why won’t he turn around? He waited for a signal, but none came, so he decided to make his escape.


“Lago,” his father said, making him stop again. Theo lowered his tools and straightened his back. He stood, turned his chair around, and sat back down, facing his son. Lago knew this meant one of those conversations was about to happen, and much as he wanted to flee, he did not dare.


“Son, you can’t keep doing this,” Theo said, trying to remain composed but with the strain in his tone betraying him. “And look at you—you didn’t even bother to wash yourself.”


“I did, I washed my clothes at the creek and—”


“Stop. I didn’t raise you to be a liar. You are filthy as an Oldrin. Were you playing at the mines again? I told you not to associate yourself with that spur.”


“Don’t talk about Alaia like that!” Lago exploded.


“Watch your tone, boy,” Theo said, standing up and placing a thick-knuckled fist over the metal buckle of his belt. “Now tell your father the truth, before I force myself to get it out of you. Where were you, if not at the coal mines?”


Lago averted his eyes. Bear jumped at him, uncertain of how to behave with the tension he felt boiling in the room.


“Bear, stop,” Lago said, trying to keep the mutt away.


“Where were you?” Theo insisted.


“Stop, Bear, no,” Lago said. As he pushed the dog off, he noticed his colorful nails and quickly pulled his hands away, hiding them behind his back.


“What…” Theo croaked. He snatched Lago’s arm and pulled it forcefully up, nearly dangling the child from it. He stared at the lacquered nails, for a moment seeming more sad than angry. He let out a seething reprimand. “You… How dare you? You stole these lacquers from your mother’s box! I told you to never touch her things.”


“No! I mean… They… No… I, I found them at, at…”


“Not one more fucking lie, boy.” He pulled harder on the arm, bringing Lago’s face closer to his. His reddening eyes glared at Lago’s soiled clothes, scraped cheeks, and lying eyes before focusing on his nails. “Is this your little secret, then? Don’t think I didn’t know… You’ve always been a filthy lorrkin.” He began to scrape at the lacquers with his own nails, making Lago squirm.


Lago wriggled as he yelled, “Stop, stop!”


Theo let go, making Lago drop on top of his bag. Bear barked, jumping on Lago while thinking it was all just a game.


“Wash those paints off, sissy!” Theo ordered, then reached for Lago’s bag. “I’m going to put those lacquers back with her belongings, and Takh help me if you ever—”


Lago had for a moment forgotten all about the mask, but as his father pulled on his bag, he felt a compulsion to protect it. “No! Don’t touch it!” he cried, snatching the bag away and backing himself into a corner of the room.


Bear yelped and whined next to them.


“Give me that,” Theo quietly said, taking a measured step forward.


“Dad, stop, I don’t have them with me, I—”


“Give me what you stole, or I swear by the Shield of Creation that I’ll—”


Lago bolted, diving under his father’s legs.


Theo turned in a daze, then blindly reached down and seized Lago’s bag while the kid scrambled away. “What is this?” he asked, feeling the strangely solid presence inside the bag, yet confused as to why it felt so light.


Lago stopped, turning sharply while feeling his heart ripping through his ribs. He could not even utter a word as he watched his father untie his bag’s flap.


“There is more you are hiding,” Theo said. “What else did you steal?”


Lago jumped at him in a shriek, pulling at the bag so violently that the strap burned through Theo’s fingers. The bag flew across the room, but before Lago could rush to get it, Theo grabbed him by the collar, choking him to a stop.


“L-let me… G-go!”


“You lying pile of dung, no wonder those boys beat you up. Why did you turn out like this? I wish your mother had never—”


Lago wailed and thrashed so wildly that his tunic’s collar ripped. He pushed his father away and stood defiantly in the middle of the living room, placing himself between Theo and the bag. “I’m not, not l-letting you,” he mumbled. “Why do you always—”


Slap! Theo struck Lago’s face, sending him to the ground.


“Maybe those boys know best. Maybe a good beating is what you need.” Theo stood over him and raised a fist.


Bear jumped on the man, pulling him backward by his waistcoat. Theo briefly lost his balance, then kicked hard at Bear’s side. The dog flew against a chair and collapsed in whimpers.


“Bear!” Lago yelped. He rushed madly toward his father and pushed him with all the strength he could muster; it was not much, but Theo slid on the carpet and toppled backward, smashing his head on the sewing table. Lago shrieked as he jumped on top of his father, punching incoherently. “I fucking hate you!” he cried as he jabbed and clobbered. “I hate you, I hate you, I—”


Theo came back to his senses and shoved the child off him. He tried to stand but could barely keep his legs straight. “Lago, get over here! I’ll kill you, little cocksucker. It’s your fault, it’s always been your fault… I’m gonna—” His legs failed him, sending him down on his face.


Lago grabbed his bag, then struggled to pick up his injured dog. “Come, Bear, stand up,” he pleaded. “Come on, boy, come with me.” 


Theo stumbled to his feet and lowered himself onto the couch. “The very first day you showed up, you killed your mother. And now… now you try to kill your own father. You bring Takhamún’s Spear into my house, you ungrateful—” Theo touched something wet behind his head; his fingers emerged coated in blood. He stared at his red fingertips, growing even angrier for having stained his favorite couch. “See what you’ve done?! Come over here, now!”


“No, I won’t,” Lago said in tears.


“Don’t you dare question your father, you prick. Get your ass—”


“No! I don’t want… I don’t want to…” He cradled Bear with one arm while holding firmly to his bag’s strap. “I’m leaving,” he said with uncertainty.


“Put that bag down and come help your father up,” Theo said, pretending to be calm.


“No. I won’t. I’m not…”


“Don’t you dare walk away, boy.”


Lago locked eyes with his father, seeing nothing but a blur.


He slowly backed toward the door.


“Not one more step!” Theo warned.


As Lago closed the door behind him, he heard Theo’s voice one last time.


“I don’t ever want to see you again! You hear me? Do you hear me?”










Chapter Five

Professor Crysta Holt





CRYSTA WAS WORKING late, as she usually did on Ongudays and Sunndays. She paced around the observatory, double-checking her numerical charts, then took the spiraling steps down to the extensive library, which once had been the nave of a pre-Downfall temple. 


The observatory was part of the Mesa Monastery. Chest-high walls of igneous rocks surrounded the expansive grounds, which also housed the orchard, temple, cemetery, and the monks’ residences. The Havengall Congregation owned the observatory and kindly loaned it to scholars who came all the way from Zovaria to use the telescope, browse the library, or work on their research. But there were no scholars there other than Crysta, not so late at night.


She brewed a new pot of emberwood tea and took it with her back up the steps. The top of the tower was an octagonal room with eight arched windows, allowing the telescope to be aimed at almost any angle, except for directly above. It was an odd irony that Crysta mostly used the telescope to stare not up at the stars, but down, toward the Anglass Dome, which extended its viny tendrils less than a hundred miles east of Withervale.


She peered through the eyepiece and stared at the interwoven vines that made up the dome’s surface, focusing on a tenuous point of light that seeped from somewhere deep inside.


There were sixteen domes in the lands of Noss; fifteen of them spread across the two great continents, while an odd one loomed far away in the Capricious Ocean. The domes were massive tangles of vines, eighty miles in diameter, and so tall that scholars had calculated their summits reached as high as seven miles up. Crysta had spent her career studying these mysterious lifeforms. Her specialty was analyzing the fluctuations of the point-light phenomena known as wisps, which almost exclusively appeared at higher elevations—something glowed deep within the vines, something unknown, but not unknowable.


No one could tell for sure how the domes had originated, or what their purpose was. Some legends said they grew out of the ground to swallow the Miscam tribes of old; some said they had always been there, since before the Gestation Epoch; some even claimed they were constellations fallen from the skies, like spiderwebs of light, which later grew solid and green. The domes were just there, eating up vast swaths of land: impenetrable, exhaustively monumental, inscrutable. They were made of leafless, thorny vines of a scale so extreme that some branches were tiny like needles, while others were twisting pillars with diameters greater than entire city blocks. This thicket of vines formed a tight outer wall with roots that dug down for miles, straight into soil, rock, or water.


The domes had a waxy, teal-green sheen to them. The largest vines had a grayish tint, that, from a distance, gave the domes a textured surface, like the skin of a green melon. They were the highest structures in all of Noss, and as such, they piled up snow at their curved summits, yet somehow built up a lot less than the mountain ranges around them. The snowcaps gave them a coarser layering on top, with the snow accumulating more evenly on the thicker vines, while falling down through the smaller gaps. Where the snow fell to was anyone’s guess.


Crysta opened an old book to compare her observations to those left generations before her. As she flipped through the pages, she skipped through observations of other domes as well, most of which she had never seen with her own eyes.


All sixteen domes looked quite similar, with slight differences in the length and curve of their thorns, subtle hue shifts related to temperature and soil, and pattern variations at their bases due to mosses, lichens, and other plants that grew on them. The two outliers were the Ashen Dome on the southern end of the Tsing Empire, which smoked from its gray-snowed top like a volcano, and the Varanus Dome in the far west, which was still mostly dome-shaped but behaved more like an out-of-control thicket and had spread out of Fel Varanus like a tentacled creature, sinking threateningly into the Esduss and Isdinnklad seas.


No one could see very far inside the dome’s dense walls, but Crysta could at least glimpse those mysterious points of light that every now and then made themselves apparent. To her, the scattering and intensity of the wisps’ light indicated that the domes must be hollow, and that the walls of vines must be around half a mile thick at the base, and thinning as they crested up, though that was after adding too many assumptions to her data.


Daring explorers had cut into the wall before but could get no deeper than a few hundred feet. When cut, the vines oozed a white, milky sap that was corrosive to most metals, sticky, and produced painful allergic reactions known as the white hives. The remaining vines would then bend down to close the gaps, so fast that one could see them move.


Over the centuries, many attempts had been made to pierce through the vine walls, using war machines, digging underground, and even trying to burn them. Although the white sap was flammable, burning with a weak, green flame, the domes would not catch on fire, and their sap would scab and seal up any damage. Horror stories—perhaps true, perhaps not—told of careless adventurers who cut deep into the vines only to be trapped between the sap and thorns, their screams muffled as the vines closed darkness around them forever.


The domes appeared in legends that dated as far back as sixteen hundred years, over a century before the Downfall. It was now the year 1448 A.D. During the past millennium and a half, human civilization had rebuilt itself from the ruins of the great calamity. In the first year of the Downfall Epoch, something set the lands of Noss afire, killing most of humankind, decimating the flora and fauna of the two continents. Land and sea then rebounded into a glacial period that lasted for two centuries. The Reconstitution Epoch began once the cold abated, followed by the Conquest Epoch. Humans multiplied, resettled, and rebuilt, using the technology abandoned by the dead civilizations, guessing at and relearning the purpose of the old artifacts, but not remembering much about their own past—somehow all the historical writings that had survived seemed purposely contradictory, particularly when they discussed the origin of the domes.


There was an inherent anachronism to the technology of post-Downfall Noss. The resurrected machines were not always understood, and knowledge in certain basic fields was lacking, while it thrived in more complex ones. The world of Noss had found a new balance, even if a somewhat disjointed one; but it was not only in humans and their endeavors that the balance had regained its grasp, for nature too had reclaimed the scarred lands. Although most of the megafauna had gone extinct, the species that survived the cataclysm had spread with lustful eagerness and were once again thriving.


Scholars from the northern wastes of the Khaar Du, to the southernmost archipelagos of Wastyr, from the cold shores of the Quiescent Ocean to the ravaged ones of the Tumultuous Ocean, could not agree on what had caused the Downfall. But all clues pointed to the domes. 


There were two major secular ways of thought regarding the domes. One camp suspected the domes were the source of the Downfall, the point of origin for the fire and ice that had killed so many millions, now lingering as scabs, or blisters, unhealing throughout eternity. The other camp proclaimed that the domes were a force of good created to contain the Downfall, locking inside them a cancer that must never be released. Both of those ideas—and a few less-popular ones—were somewhat compatible with the religious interpretations of the Doctrine of Takh, the prevalent religion in both the Zovarian Union and the Negian Empire. The Takheists had disagreements with the secular interpretations, as they did not mention the Twin Gods, but as long as the core tenets of the Takh Codex were not directly contradicted, the Doctrine was tolerant of scholars postulating their profane theories.


Crysta had her own hypotheses, influenced by studies from the much more technologically advanced Tsing Empire: she thought that perhaps the answer resided in the heavens. The Downfall could have been caused by a meteor, a comet, or maybe a star that got too close and brought forth all the destruction. She’d place her bets on a comet. It was an unpopular idea, particularly since it failed to explain how the domes related to the Downfall, but that’s why she was studying them.


Crysta dipped her quill into the inkwell, then delicately scribbled notes; the intensity of the southwest quadrant wisp was fluctuating again, at the same magnitude as observations taken at this time last year. It was going to be a long night of careful monitoring, followed by crunching numbers. 


She finished a stale fried fig pastry and tried to take a sip of her emberwood tea. The cup was empty, and so was the teapot. Didn’t I just brew a new pot? she thought. Down she went again, for another refill. 


A knock at the front door startled her.


Who could it be at this hour? she wondered. She peeked through the keyhole and gasped, quickly unlocking the heavy oak doors.


“Lago! What happened to you?”


Lago’s eye was purple and swollen. Bear was next to him, limping, but able to walk on his own.


“Can I come in?” he shyly pleaded.








Chapter Six

The Telescope



THEY SAT AROUND a lamp-lit table.


The expansive room was dark, with the books disappearing into vertical phantoms at the upper shelves. Lago didn’t tell Crysta about Sontai, or the mask. He was already feeling guilty about wanting to tell his father earlier and seeing what that had gotten him made him feel like he had deserved it. He said nothing about that, but told Crysta everything about the fight, how his father had hit him, how he’d kicked poor Bear.


“But why?” Crysta asked, sprinkling more leaves in the pot, then pouring boiling water into it. “I don’t understand. Just because you got home late? Or did he see your new bruises?”


With a mix of fear and shame, Lago pulled his hands over the table and showed her his lacquered nails.


Crysta covered her mouth and felt her heart break. “It’s… the same reason Borris and Wailen picked on you earlier, isn’t it?”


“They… How did you know?”


“I have two kids. Eddena, the oldest, she’s like you. She went through the same struggles. Well, not just her, we went through our struggles, together. It took some time, but my husband finally came to accept her the way she is.”


Lago did not understand what he and some girl named Eddena had in common, but he nodded as if comprehending.


Crysta took one of Lago’s hands in hers. “You will find a lot of people who will hate you, or fear you, just because you are different, but you have to remain true to yourself, no matter what.”


“That’s what my friend Alaia always says.”


“The Oldrin girl with the little horn?”


“Yeah. Though she’s much braver than I am.”


“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean feelings don’t affect her the same way they affect you.” She paused. “Perhaps I could talk to your father and see if—”


“No, I can’t go back there. It’s not the first time—he’s always had it against me, since I was a kid,” he said, as if he was no longer a kid. “Not all the bruises you see at school are from Borris and… and… Dad blames me for Mom, and he never… He’ll beat me even worse if I go back… He’ll kill me.”


“Take it easy. I won’t get in the way. You can stay here tonight, and maybe Sunnday, but I’ll have to talk to the monks about it. Once Moonday arrives, there will be other scholars working here.”


“Don’t worry, I have somewhere I can go.”


“You mean with that gal? What’s her name again?”


“Alaia.”


“Alaia. But isn’t she a mine worker? She probably lives in one of those holes in the Hollows.”


“She does. Those holes look exciting, actually. It’s like our…”—he almost mentioned their Diamond Cave—“I mean, I don’t think she’d mind.”


Crysta’s tea finished steeping. She
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