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In another life, the girl had spent her summer days in the city playing games, or watching boats sail the river, or reading books in Alex’s study. Now, she barely remembered that world.

In those instances, when such memories entered her mind, they would last only a few seconds, fading away as quickly as they had arrived. It was hard to make sense of things in the underground, and although it had been weeks since she’d left the city, it may as well have been years. Time was different down here.

Dagny had been marking the days in her journal so she wouldn’t lose track, ticking each one away with a crisp, straight line. It was all just guesswork, though. She had no idea if it was morning or evening anymore. At first, she tried to estimate the hour based on the hunger in her stomach, but by now, the days had all morphed into a single, never-ending night.

Dagny didn't expect to be down here for so long, but it took a while to find the boy and took a good deal longer to convince him to come out of his hiding place. He’d seen the drowned twins, Tewdred and Galwed. They had walked right past his hole, close enough to grab. The girl with the scarred face had even stopped to have a look at him. Dagny knew that gaze, and she knew it would have terrified anyone, let alone a child. The boy thought the twins would take him then, but they kept on marching into the darkness. Disappearing along the Under Road.

Who knew how long the boy had been hiding in the wall? Dagny would’ve crawled over to him, as slight as she was; the hole was just so narrow she couldn’t make her way through. So instead, she sat on the ground outside for what felt like days, trying to reassure him.

“They’re not after you,” she said. “They’re looking for something else.” Someone to be more precise. The twins were after her sister, Gretchen. Dagny couldn’t say why she thought this, exactly. It was more of a feeling she had. A horrible, gut-wrenching feeling.

Eventually, the boy emerged—although it was probably more from hunger than anything else. His name was Melwes, and Dagny had met him the autumn before, near the old palace kitchens, during her first excursion into the underground.

“I knew you’d run out of food at some point,” Dagny said, offering a gentle smile as Melwes dusted off his clothes. “I’m glad you did. I’m almost out myself.”

She’d been nervous until then, even after the spirit lights discovered her wandering blindly along the ancient passages. It had been the fear of getting lost and starving down here that had set her heart into a near-constant panic. Of course, such fears had been obvious going in, and she’d taken as many provisions as would fit in her sack. Forgoing an extra shirt or a favorite book, to make room for a tin of crackers, more candles, or another canteen. 

Water, at least, had been surprisingly easy to come by. There were plenty of small pools and puddles, and the day before finding Melwes, she stumbled upon a deep pond, filled up over the years by dripping stalactites that hovered above like the jagged mouth of some monstrous beast. Still, even with the spirit lights as her guide, even with plenty of water to drink, she didn’t relax until that very moment when Melwes crawled out from his hole and gazed at her with those soft blue eyes of his. There was a confidence about the boy. This was his domain, and Dagny knew she could trust him. 

Dagny tried to talk to Melwes, asking if he was alright—if he was hurt or hungry—but the boy simply took her hand, led her down a crumbling staircase and into an enormous cavern. The floor there was smooth, like black steel, and if there was a ceiling, Dagny couldn’t see it. She had so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. Everything was so strange; it was a struggle just to keep up. 

They walked a good distance that first day together, surrounded by dozens of the blue glowing lights. Spirits of the Under Road, Melwes had told her. When Dagny had first seen them, they reminded her of snowflakes or glowflies. None of that was really accurate, though. Snowflakes weren’t alive, and glowflies couldn’t communicate with children or take you safely through the underground.

Dagny came here seeking her sister. Had it been almost a year since she disappeared? Grete ran off with a group of misfit musicians led by the singer Marfisi, chasing after dreams of a shifting city. Dagny believed it was the same city Marfisi was from, and she had a strong hunch that Melwes knew the way to get there.

After some time, their journey through the cavernous chamber ended. Melwes took her to a rough canvas tent, tacked against a small curve in the wall, and said, “We shouldn’t talk much in the caves. Sometimes things hear you, and follow you back.” 

“Oh, okay,” Dagny said, as Melwes held the tent-flap open. She peeked inside, observing an old mattress on the floor covered by a heap of blankets. “What kind of things?” 

“Hungry things.”

“Like me. I'm starved.”

Melwes scratched his head and wandered over to a trunk on the floor. After a moment of digging through various items, he pulled out a jar, smelled its contents and shrugged. “Here. You can eat this.”

Dagny almost asked what it was but didn’t really want to know. Her stomach was tight and empty.

It was an awkward reunion. Dagny hadn’t known what to expect when—or even if—she found the boy. She thought maybe he would’ve shouted her name and given her the tightest hug of her life. Watching him scrounge through the trunk, she didn’t know why she had thought that. He was all but oblivious to her presence. Still, he was only a child. Dagny was the adult here. She should’ve been the one to say something. It was just... well, she had a hard enough time navigating certain relationships in the world above. Down here, she didn’t know what to do.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again, ever,” Melwes said, as Dagny scooped the jar food into her mouth. She wasn’t sure if pickled pudding was a thing, but that’s what it tasted like.

“Me neither. I’m happy to see you. Are you happy to see me?” she asked.

“Yes,” Melwes said, his face buried in the trunk. “You shouldn’t’ve come, though. People like you aren’t supposed to be here.”

She was taken aback by his comment. “People like me, huh? Well, I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“I figured that.” The boy popped out of the trunk with a ratty toy animal, then stepped onto the bed next to her and plopped down. “All the same, you should probably leave.”

“You want me to go so bad?”

“No. It’s not me. It’s for your own good. Gorveil sithe... the stranger gets eaten in the dark.”

That phrase was a new one. “Eaten by what? Those hungry things?”

Melwes shrugged again.

“I see...” Dagny said, nodding her head. “I can’t leave. Not yet, anyway.”

Melwes squeezed the toy animal and moved its arms around, staring blankly at the floor. “Why did you come back?”

The boy knew Grete. He was the first one to find her, all those months ago, hiding in the palace gardens. Dagny told him about what had happened since then—about how Grete had run off, and about the men from Limer’s Town. And she told him about Jud.

Melwes continued playing with his toy, more as a distraction than out of any sense of joy. “If she left you,” he started, “maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

“Grete was trying to protect me. That’s why she left,” Dagny said, speaking as much to herself as to the boy. “She knew something was after her. I can’t let her go. I need to find her.”

“You think she came down here?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe she passed through on her way.”

“To Jud?”

“Yeah,” Dagny said, watching the boy scratch at his backside. “Do you know it? Could you take me there?”

“You shouldn’t go.”

“I have to... One way or the other. I have to find out where she went. Can you help me?”

Melwes considered her question before responding. “I suppose. But you need to wait until the door opens.”

The “door,” it turned out, wouldn’t open again until summer’s end. “It’s hard to explain,” Melwes said. “You can only get in when the city wants you to.”

Summer’s end? That was months away. “I need to get there sooner than that,” Dagny said. Too much time had passed already. Grete disappeared last autumn, and Dagny spent the entire winter and part of the spring sitting around the Benzara house doing nothing. The guilt over her inaction ate a hole in her belly, but it had taken so much time to figure everything out. And now, with the Gort twins breaking free and entering the Under Road... “I have to find another way.”

Melwes replied with a nonchalant shrug and a terse, “You have to wait.”

“Aren’t there other doors?” she asked.

“Yes, but this is the only one I can show you.”

“Why?”

“Some doors have faded away. And some are far underwater. And some, you can only pass if you have an invitation—and I don’t have one,” the boy said emphatically. 

And that was it. As Melwes said, Dagny would just have to wait, sitting for months in the underground with the boy and his spirit lights, and just wait for summer’s end. 
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“How do you know so much?” Dagny asked one day as they scrounged for salt bugs in the Upper Reach.

“What do you mean?” Melwes replied.

“Well, you’re only a child.”

Melwes twisted his mouth and scrunched his face. “I don’t know how to answer your strange questions,” he said. 

Maybe she did ask strange questions, but that’s just how she was. At eighteen, there would be no changing it now. At least she got along well with children. Usually. 

The salt bugs weren’t bad, and food in the underground wasn’t too hard to find if you knew where to look for it. They caught black fish in a place called the Murgdens and gathered bluish roots in a series of caverns littered with ancient bones. The mushrooms were common and surprisingly delicious, and one time they found a sludge that seemed to pulsate—Dagny passed on that one. 

The smell took some getting used to. Portions of the underground were incredibly musty, and the only opportunity to wash their bodies was at a trickling, ice-cold stream nearby. It was already chilly enough without getting wet, so Dagny would only make use of the stream to wash those parts of herself that were absolutely essential to keep clean. 

In the beginning, the boy’s stink was awful. Dagny tried her best to be nice about it. Melwes would curl up next to her on the mattress when he went to sleep, and she had to spend those first nights breathing through her mouth. Luckily, after a couple of weeks, she barely noticed. Besides, Dagny knew she must’ve reeked like something special, too (honestly, she was fascinated by the smell her own body could produce now). Sometimes, back home, she’d go days on end without bathing. This, however, was unfamiliar territory. 

One of her biggest mistakes was only bringing two pairs of socks. She’d worn her first pair for a week straight, and by the time she finally got around to washing her feet, the socks had turned so rancid there was no saving them. After that, she spent most of her time barefoot, unless they went somewhere far, and then she’d take her socks off and wash them as soon as possible.

Socks were just socks, though. There was only one thing that held any real importance to Dagny: her sister’s bracelet. A tin circle, engraved with simple flower petals. She’d found it in Grete’s hiding place, under the wigmaker’s shop in Limer’s Town, shortly after losing Morgan’s coat. The stars had offered her a trade, in a weird kind of way—a memory of her brother for a piece of her sister. Although the bracelet was tight on Dagny’s small wrist, she hadn’t taken it off since coming down here. She didn’t think she ever would. 

The lights were always around. Sometimes only a few would appear, dimly illuminating their path, while on other occasions, they would be surrounded by hundreds. When they went to sleep, the lights went out, but Dagny knew they were still there. Invisible; watching over them.

“How come you’re alone?” Melwes asked one day. “Did you lose all of your friends?”

“I still have friends,” Dagny responded, somewhat defensively. “I didn’t want to endanger them... thought it best I should do this myself.”

Melwes nodded. “In case you died, you mean? In case you fell into the Gorge, or the twins got you. You didn’t want the same thing to happen to them.”

“Right.”

“Do you miss them?”

“Of course,” Dagny said, but the underground was so enthralling that her friends, Max, Alex’s family... it all felt like a vague dream. 

Dagny tried to ask Melwes questions, too. There were some topics that were clearly off limits—like anything concerning the boy’s past. Dagny made that mistake early on, asking Melwes if he had a family. The boy didn’t talk to her for a whole day after that. Dagny was afraid he might never talk to her again until finally he poked her in the back after breakfast the next day and asked if she wanted to see the Fire Gorge. 

She thought it would be lonely in the Great Below—she had a hard time imagining anyone besides Melwes down here. But on their way to the Gorge, they had lunch with a mute traveler who communicated with Melwes using hand signals. He had stooped shoulders and a hunched back (probably from years spent ducking in the tunnels), and wore a dinged-up bucket helmet. Not for battle, but to protect his head from those same low ceilings.

She wanted to meet more travelers of the Under Road, but Melwes warned her, “Not everyone is friendly here.”

Melwes spent their waking hours showing off his favorite places in the underground. In addition to the flame-spewing Fire Gorge, there was an abandoned temple for miners from some forgotten age, and an empty way station that Melwes said used to house sailors of the Silent Sea.

In the quiet hours, when Melwes would count his buttons, or go off and talk to himself, Dagny would sit and try to think about the life she had left behind. She wondered if any of those people really missed her. She wondered if she really missed them. She knew she cared about Max and the others, only now, she questioned how strong those feelings had actually been. She was keenly aware of her ability to detach from things. To open the boxes in her mind, fill them with her thoughts, and then seal them away forever. She didn’t know if it was a skill or a curse.

The days turned into weeks, and the weeks into months, until finally the time had arrived for Melwes to take her to the door. He’d barely spoken of Jud since their first conversation. Every time Dagny tried to bring it up, Melwes would just change the subject. She tried to be delicate about the whole thing. She could tell something about it upset him. Maybe it was the thought of her leaving again, or maybe it was something about the shifting city itself. But Dagny had wasted so much time already, she needed to know what she was getting herself into. So the night before their journey to the door, Dagny intended to be more forceful about it. She’d barely gotten the word “Jud” out of her mouth when Melwes cut her off.

“Do you know about the Cat Prince of Veil?” he asked with sudden excitement.

Dagny shook her head.

“He was an abandoned house cat who lived in the city a long time ago, and his family just left him behind one day. He had no idea where they went or why... and he was sad and alone and got picked on by all the other cats. He was blind in one eye and his ear was chewed almost clean off. He was also really nice and would climb as high as he could, away from all the other mean cats, and would sing his songs, hoping his family would hear him and come back.”

“One day, the cat was climbing higher than he ever went before and came across the tallest tower in the entire city. He entered a window into a young girl’s bedroom, but someone had bricked the door up from the other side. A small bird had also made its home there, and it told the cat that the little girl’s family had angered the king, so they bricked her up inside...”

“That’s horrible,” Dagny said. 

“The cat and bird stayed there for a while, and one day, while bathing himself in front of the mirror, the cat accidentally kicked it with his paw, and...” Melwes paused for dramatic effect, “it went straight through! Like water. It was a magic passage to a hidden castle. There weren’t many people there, but cats protected the place. And they were all nice. The Queen of the castle was the little girl who had been bricked up all those years before. She’d escaped through the mirror. The cat had many adventures, made a lot of friends, and was taken in by the Queen to live with her, becoming the Cat Prince of Veil.”

“That’s nice. I’m glad it had a happy ending,” Dagny said. Although she thought it was an odd thing to talk about right now. She opened her mouth to speak again, when Melwes started back up.

“Did you know that the entire city of Jud used to be a single enormous tower back in the first days? Did you know that?”

“No.” Dagny said.

“It stretched across time and up to the stars. And it was ruled by someone called the Thorned Prince, who had stickers and thorns that pierced his skin. There was no entrance to the tower-city, and if one wanted to see the Prince and to see the stars, they had to make a sacrifice. It’s called a tribute. Do you know what that is?”

“Yes,” Dagny said.

“Okay... because I didn’t. I had to figure it out... it’s when you have to cut off your own ear and scrape out your own eye... or cut off a finger, or sometimes your whole hand, and who wants to do that? But the entire land was sinking, actually all the lands were, and all the people were desperate to escape. So they came to the Tower and begged the Prince to allow them inside, to open the gates so they could be safe with their children. But the Prince refused—he refused them! Only those who would pay the tribute were allowed inside. Most tried to run away and tried to find a hill or something, only there was nowhere to go and they sunk under dark waves. Some did make the tribute... only a few though because it’s really hard to do something like that to your own eye and ear... the Prince drenched their faces with silver milk and they became his companions.”

Dagny took a moment before speaking, making sure the boy was done. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Sometimes the same story has different versions. It’s important to remember that.” Then Melwes rolled away from her on the bed, pulling his stuffed animal close to his chest.

She tried to ask about Jud one more time, speaking gently. But Melwes didn’t respond, and eventually they drifted off to sleep.

***
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They started the long walk after a breakfast of sweet porridge that Melwes had acquired shortly before Dagny’s arrival. He’d found it in the world above and was saving it for a special occasion. The meal brought back memories of sitting in the Benzara kitchen with Lucas and Abrielle before Dagny would have to rush out for school. It was another memory that wouldn’t stay, and by the time Dagny had tied her boots and grabbed her pack, it was gone. 

They would travel over the Fire Gorge and toward the Lower Reach. “That’s where the main pathway is. The one that goes closest to Jud,” Melwes said.

“You’ve been there before, haven’t you?” Dagny asked, as they walked.

“Mm-hmm.”

“Maybe you can help me figure some things out.”

“Alright,” Melwes said under his breath. The spirit lights swirled around them, reflecting off of the smooth dark floor. “There’s plenty of time for your questions now. I know you’ve been dying to ask them.”

Dagny stifled a laugh. She’d grown used to the boy’s coarseness, but every so often it still caught her off guard. “I guess the first question I have is about Odestinas. She was the first queen of Jud.”

“I know that.”

“Right... This is going to sound weird. I think Grete is looking for her. Do you know where she’s buried?”

“Somewhere hidden. Probably somewhere very deep. That’s not really important. It’s not what you should be asking about.” Melwes turned his head and whispered something to several of the spirit lights.

“Okay. What should I be asking?”

“Don’t you want to know how Jud stays hidden? Why all you people are so dumb about it?”

“I do. I do want to know,” Dagny said. “Every time I try to bring it up, though, you change the subject. Last night you told me those stories, and I still don’t have any idea what they’re supposed to mean.”

“Jud is the shifting city, because it doesn’t really exist here. Part of it does. But part of it doesn’t. It exists in dreams.”

“Dreams? Like we can dream about it?”

“Not people’s dreams. The land’s dreams. You can get lost if you don’t know your way—which you don’t. If you go in the wrong building, or go down the wrong street, and the shift happens, you could get trapped for a very long time.”

“I don’t understand,” Dagny said. “How can that happen?”

“And that’s not the worst part. There’s old things still around, guardians watching the gates—like the one we’re going to now. Hopefully, this one’s sleeping, but who knows for sure? The guardians have been there for so long, they’ve lost all their sense. They just sit around watching the gates, even though Jud fell apart after the Withering and no one goes there anymore.”

“Is that why people are searching for Odestinas? To try and save the city?” Dagny caught herself. “Wait, do people think Odestinas is still alive? Are they trying to save her?”

Melwes shook his head in frustration. “You don’t understand anything. There’s nothing to save.”
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They rested by an enormous vine wall stretching up into the misty, underground sky. There was a faint light here. Natural, murky, distorted light, coming from somewhere high above. The last remnant of sunlight perhaps, making its way into the Lower Reaches... breaking off of cavern walls, bouncing through ancient tunnels, funneling across the deep until the last rays of a distant sun finally died on the cloud-like mist overhead. It should have felt gloomy, but Dagny thought it was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen. It had been months since she last saw sunlight. She was not meant for the underground.

Would she see the sky in Jud? Dagny still didn’t know what to expect. Everything out of the boy’s mouth had been so cryptic. Even though he’d been answering all of her questions since they started their walk today, she felt clueless.

Melwes was watching the light as well. He almost always wore a serious expression, but Dagny thought she saw hints of a smile there.

“When’s the last time you’ve been outside?” she asked.

The boy broke his gaze from the light, responding solemnly. “Yunis. Guardian of the Hidden Door. First among many. She was one of those great cats of the Under Road. The Drey Garders. She is now the last of many.”

“The Drey Garders are all gone?”

“Except for Yunis.”

Dagny nodded. “She’s sleeping, you said?”

“I hope she’s sleeping.”

“Right.”

She didn’t want to leave Melwes once they found the gate. She wanted him to come with her. Past the hidden door and into Jud, all the way until she found Grete. Even longer, if possible. He stank just as bad as when they first met, and strangely enough, she knew she would miss it. 

Melwes brought his copper crown for this journey—two sharp triangles popped up from the sides of it, like the ears of some metal fox, framing his sweet, innocent face. But his eyes held the wisdom of someone much older. She was afraid to ask him to stay with her. She didn’t want to upset him. The first time she asked that question back at Lomenthal Station, he had run away, disappearing into the underground. Dagny thought she had lost him forever then.

“I’ve never seen her,” Melwes said. “You should know that. I’ve only heard stories of Yunis.”

That relaxed Dagny somewhat. “So you don’t really know if she’s alive, do you?”

Melwes stood and stretched his arms wide. “I just want to be honest. I don’t know what will happen.”

“I understand. But you’ve been to Jud, right? Or was all of that just based on things you heard, too?”

It took a moment before the boy responded. “That was a long time ago, before I was re-born into the light.”

Dagny let out a nervous laugh. “How long could that have possibly been? You’re like ten years old.”

Melwes glared at her and scrunched his face.

Dagny smiled. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You’re probably the smartest ten-year-old I’ve ever met. And you’ve helped me more than you could ever know.” She reached over and touched his arm. “I’d never have gotten this far without you.”

“I know.”

Her thoughts shifted to Grete. What odd world had her sister stepped into? Dagny vividly remembered the way Grete looked the night she left: her cropped hair, dyed blue like their brother’s; her pretty, dark face and worried eyes. They had played one last game of Talvarind while hiding in Tash’s house outside of the city. Grete had acted calm, but Dagny sensed something was off. If she’d only known what Grete’s intentions were...

In some ways, Dagny felt like a failure. She had tried so hard to find Grete the first time. Traveling across the lagoon and into Limer’s Town. Traversing the old palace with Jauson Tasher. Running from the twins. Almost dying in the forest. She thought she had done it—secured a life for them both, but the world had different plans. Some people slipped away, no matter how hard you tried to hold on, like sand from a fist. It changed nothing, though. It was just the way things were. Dagny was on the path now, and she’d follow it to the end.

There were other people she allowed to slip away. Like Max. She couldn’t understand why she felt so distant now. She cared about him a great deal. That was true. And it was true she didn’t want to put him in danger. That was the reason she had snuck out before dawn that day... Or at least, it was a reason. Still, she couldn’t help thinking there was something else going on with her. If she loved a person so much, shouldn’t she be missing them more? And why were these thoughts coming to her now at the edge of the underworld, at the gateway to Jud? It was a lot to unravel.

“How much further is the gate?” she asked.

Melwes stepped away and whispered into a cluster of spirit lights, asking for guidance, most likely. Dagny stood as well, dusted herself off, and examined the wall. Underneath the moss and vine was heavy, stacked stone. Evidence that someone had constructed it in the distant past.

She almost called out to Melwes, then stopped herself. The boy seemed to be engaged in a deep discussion. Dagny never strayed too far from the lights, as the darkness of the underground could be all-consuming, but there was enough natural light here to see her way around. She reached under a weave of vines and touched the stone, then gazed down the chamber. The wall stretched on for some distance before curving away and vanishing in the misty black.

What are you hiding? she thought, wondering why someone had built such a thing so far from the world above. Could this be related to the gate they were searching for? There were so many mysteries down here, who really knew? Before she realized what she was doing, Dagny had wandered away from Melwes and was halfway to the bend.

She continued to poke at the wall as she walked, scooping out loose bits of crumbled stone and sand; rubbing it over her fingers and between her nails. Dagny liked the feeling; something about the grit of dirt on her body in places where it shouldn’t be.

What would the city people say if they could see her now? She hadn’t encountered a mirror since leaving home, and knew she must look quite ghoulish. Her hair—messy and wild on a normal day, was no doubt fantastically deranged. And the smell. What would they make of that? The thought made Dagny chuckle.

The light ended where the wall curved. Dagny was hesitant to wander any further from the boy. She had no way of knowing if any dangers lurked in the shadows ahead. She thought they were alone, but she’d been wrong before.

Instead, she stood there, listening for a moment, taking in her surroundings. There was a dripping sound coming from somewhere beyond, and she caught a whiff of staleness in the air—faint and unsettling—that made her nose twitch. Dagny turned to head back, but the next time she inhaled, the smell was overpowering. Dagny covered her mouth and stepped away, trying not to retch. As accustomed as she’d become to the scents of the underground, this one was different. Sourly sweet. Rotting. Almost putrid. Like someone had opened a grave.

Dagny ran to Melwes, gagging as tears flowed from her eyes. “There’s something wrong back there,” she spit out. The spirit lights swirled around them both, then darted away, toward the smell. The boy seemed unconcerned.

“When the amber kings came to Jud, they sealed it off from everywhere else,” he began. “Most people believed the kings wanted to trap the city, keeping it all for themselves. Others said the kings could predict the future, and saw that a new kind of man was coming... and that enchantments of Lazim were needed to protect the city.”

“Lazim? That’s the forest, right?” Dagny asked. Marfisi had mentioned it that day in the woods with Grete, in the shadow of the Nedgling Tower. What did she call it? The Eternal Forest?

“Lazim used to stretch across the world,” Melwes said, then walked away, following the lights.

“Wait,” Dagny said, reaching toward him. “Is it safe? The air smelled toxic. It could be poisonous.”

“We can stay here if you want,” Melwes said but didn't stop.

Dagny bit her lip and pulled her shirt up over her face, walking cautiously behind the boy.

“Sometimes people and things get trapped inside,” Melwes said over his shoulder. “Then they can’t get out until it opens again, and like I told you, that only happens once a year... sometimes longer.”

“You’re talking about the door? Is it here?”

The boy stopped and faced the wall. A narrow opening had appeared, like a small window into the stone, barely big enough for Dagny’s head and shoulders to fit.

“That wasn’t there before,” she said. “I would’ve seen it.”

“Come,” Melwes replied, clambering up the wall.

“Hold on.” Dagny walked up to the hole, still covering her nose and mouth, as Melwes dropped inside. Disappearing into the darkness stretched a long tunnel. The lights fluttered ahead, illuminating the frames of old paintings hanging on the interior walls and a high-arched ceiling. “That smell... is it from something dead?”

Melwes turned and faced her. “You don’t have a lot of time to be asking so many questions,” he said. 

“How long do we have? I don’t want to get trapped in there.”

“Usually, about a day. The shift usually happens at twilight. When the dreams of the land begin again. But it’s hard to say for sure.”

Dagny placed her free hand on the stone. “How far away is the exit?”

Melwes sighed and waved her forward impatiently. “Come.”

Dagny dared to take another sniff. The air seemed a little better than before but was still quite putrid. “Alright, just a second,” she said, then climbed over the edge and plopped into the hallway.

In the pale, blue glow of spirit lights, Dagny could make out shapes on the ground. A body, maybe? Or bodies? How many things had been trapped in here over the years?

“Hey, once we make it to the other side, how do I come back?” she asked, as they made their way along the passage.

“From Jud?”

“Yeah. What if I need to return?” There was a large object in the shadows ahead, blocking most of the hallway.

“You have to wait until summer’s end next year, or find another path,” Melwes replied. “Like I said, there are other ways.”

Dagny shook her head. Thanks... That’s very helpful, she thought. “What is this place exactly?”

“Nowhere. We’re inside the outer wall. It’s not really a place.”

The shape of the object became more defined as they moved closer. Dagny saw an axle and a wheel on the ground. Smooth, ornate wood twinkled in the light, and a crest was emblazoned on its side.

“A carriage,” Dagny muttered. “This is an interesting place for it, huh?”

“Things get lost here.” Melwes stopped near the broken axle, looked down an intersecting passageway, and scratched his head. 

Dagny glanced inside the carriage as she walked by, half-expecting to see the skeletal remains of the former coachman. There were plush, velvet seats, and what appeared to be a rumpled wedding gown on the floor. “I wonder what happened to the bride,” she said.

“Let’s keep going straight,” Melwes said. “This other tunnel doesn’t feel right.”

“Okay...” She didn’t like his lack of confidence in what direction they should be heading.

They were in a no-man’s-land. The outside of the wall seemed quite real, but here, on the inside, there was a strangeness that was hard to define, like they were passing through a waking dream. The hallways reminded Dagny of palaces she’d imagined as a young child: elegant and grand. Then, the passage abruptly ended, and they crawled through a small door, sized for an infant, finding themselves standing in a flooded wine cellar, with water up to their ankles.

The lights never dimmed. Never left them alone. Even now, dozens of them floated in the air. Some twinkled, while others held a steady glow, bathing everything in gentle blue. If she’d been traveling alone, Dagny doubted she would’ve had the courage to enter this weird, hypnotic tomb. There was something so special about the spirit lights; they made her feel safe and hopeful. Protectors of the Under Road, indeed.

“When did you first see them?” Dagny asked, as they sloshed through the cellar. “The lights.”

“During the Second Rupture. They found me near the breach at the gates to the old sanctuary.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“You don’t need to. The old sanctuary is lost now, anyway.” The boy stepped onto a large wine rack that had toppled over and gazed around the chamber. “Look for stairs.”

“Where are we now? What is this?” Dagny felt like she was losing her grip on reality. Only moments before, they had been walking through grand hallways—desolate, but at least they were dry. “This is my last pair of socks,” she muttered to herself.

“It’s all part of the same place,” Melwes said, hands on his hips like the stalwart first mate of some slow-sinking vessel. “We’re still inside the wall. The castle just got jumbled around. Probably during all the shifting. It’s hard to hold things together for such a long time.”

“The castle, huh?”

“Yeah.” Melwes pointed into the darkness across the room. “Check over there. I’ll explore this corner.” Then he splashed into the shallow water and wandered off. A cluster of lights joined Dagny, illuminating the space.

“Don’t go too far,” she called, but didn’t get a response.

Stairs should have been easy enough to find. Dagny kept her gaze focused on the ceiling while trying to avoid the mess of broken wood and glass bottles hidden by the water. The ceiling, like everything else, seemed strangely out of place. It appeared to be made of packed earth, and there were no rafters. “Stairs... see any stairs?” she asked the lights. A pair of them fluttered around her head briefly, then darted away. She didn’t really expect them to answer. “You’ll speak to him, but not to me?” she asked, half-jokingly. “Even after all the times we’ve shared? That’s okay, I get it.”

Dagny made it to the opposite wall. “You see anything yet?” she called to Melwes.

“No!” he shouted from across the room. “You probably won’t see ’em unless you’re real close. Just watch your step!”

My step? Dagny thought. He couldn’t mean... She called back into the darkness, “Wait! Are you telling me they’re under the water?”

“Watch your step!”

Dagny sighed. The boy’s style of communicating could be so frustrating, like talking to one of those legendary hyena-men who only spoke in riddles. She scanned the water but couldn’t see anything beyond a couple of feet.

“Can’t you look and tell me if you find anything?” she asked the lights. This time, a single orb floated up in front of her eyes and rested on her nose.

“I’ll take that as a no...”

Suddenly, the boy shouted gleefully, “Over here! I found ’em before you did!”

Dagny had to laugh at that one. “Hold on, I’m coming.”

She sloshed across the room, and the lights joined together, brightening the water even more. Sure enough, several feet below the surface, a gaping pit angled awkwardly into the floor. Or was it the ceiling upside down?

“So, look—” Dagny began.

“You don’t want to go. That’s alright, I guess,” Melwes replied, somewhat disappointed. 

Dagny took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. It wasn’t the first time she’d been confronted with dark water. It seemed to be a recurring theme in her life. 

“I don’t like getting wet either,” Melwes continued.

“It’s not that. My whole family drowned when I was your age, caught up in a flood. I barely got out... I had nightmares for years. I hate the water.”

“Your whole family except your sister, right?”

“Right.” Dagny only found that out later, though... For most of her life, she believed Grete had drowned with the rest of them. She could still recall waking up screaming in the night, with thoughts of her sister gasping for air while floodwaters pulled her down.

As if they were sensing her hesitation, a large group of lights swirled around Dagny’s head and torso. 

“They like you,” Melwes whispered. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

“I’m not as afraid as I should be.” In her prior life, the one spent aboveground, Dagny had been terrified of the thought of going underwater. But now, for some reason, she felt... calm. “Is that because of the lights?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It could be.” Melwes shrugged. “Maybe it’s just you.”

Several orbs flew into the underwater pit, lighting up the stone.

“I guess I’ve stayed dry for long enough,” Dagny said. “It’s about time I had a proper bath, huh?”

Melwes stared at her, his expression dead serious. “I didn’t wanna hurt your feelings, but you smell bad.”

“Yeah...” Dagny said. “I suppose I do. Okay, let’s go. I don’t want to think too much.” She grasped her pack close to her chest, took a deep breath, and dropped into the pit.

She wasn’t a strong swimmer. Despite her fears, Alex and Cate had forced her into swimming lessons back in Rork. Dagny had thrown an enormous fit, threatening to run away forever, but Cate was unrelenting. It was simply too dangerous for a girl living on the lagoon not to know how. So Dagny spent the better part of that summer, angry and terrified, neck deep in neighborhood pools, trying her best to learn the basics so she would never again be forced to swim. 

The cold water rushed over her head, and Dagny felt her feet hit the stone underneath. She spun her body around and kicked off the wall, deeper into the oddly shaped stairwell, focusing on the lights ahead. 

A second later, she heard a muffled splash from behind, as Melwes jumped into the flooded staircase. Otherwise, there was only a stillness. The passage twisted and dropped, and Dagny couldn’t tell if she was going up or down, but she had no sense of fear. She just knew everything would be alright. Shortly after releasing a small bubble of air, Dagny saw the lights break out of the water and illuminate another room.

She gasped for breath as soon as she popped up, her lungs burning hard. She hadn’t realized how close she’d been to the limit of what her body could handle. Dagny pulled herself onto an old flagstone floor; a quick glance revealed a meeting room of sorts with an enormous fireplace and several heavy, wooden tables. The stuffed heads of strange animals gazed down at her from the walls, but she had no time to study them further. Spinning around, Dagny watched the water for Melwes, readying herself to jump back in, when the boy splashed out with a gasp of his own.

She reached down and pulled the boy out, letting him catch his breath before speaking.

“Are you alright?” she asked after a moment.

“I’m fine,” he said, while trying to slap the water from his ears.

As much as Dagny wanted to ask where they were, she was aware she'd been repeating that same question since they entered the wall. It was embarrassing how little she knew.

Melwes looked up at the animal heads and frowned.

“Kinda sad, huh?” Dagny said.

“It’s the knights. When they were bored, they slaughtered things.”

Dagny nodded her head, like she knew. Melwes glanced at her like she didn’t. “The Knights Perilous,” he continued. “After the Queen vanished, they were made to try and find her.”

Dagny nodded again. This time she knew which queen he meant. Odestinas.

“Who was she, exactly? I know she was the first queen, but not much else. Why was she so important?”

Melwes sat down at the table and pulled off his small boots, dumping water onto the floor. “Everything was connected to her. And when she left, it all fell apart. The Kings... the Imposter... the Giant... they wanted what she had, but it wasn’t meant for them. In the end, none of them could control it.”

“They all ruled Jud?”

“They tried to.”

“Right. Who rules it now?”

“No one. It can’t be ruled,” Melwes said. “You’ll see.”

Dagny took her own boots off, then tried ringing the water out of her socks. “And what became of the knights? This place looks like it hasn’t been used in quite a while.”

“Oh, they’re still around. Maybe you’ll meet them, or maybe you won’t... If you’re lucky,” Melwes said, laughing at his own joke.

“The knights I heard about were always helping people, defeating wicked men... Those kinda things. That was all from old stories, though.”

“These knights are different.”

“Oh yeah? Are they bad?” Dagny asked.

“Depends who you ask.” A small group of lights swirled around Melwes, lighting up his face.

“You,” she said. “I’m asking you.”

As if he was listening to the lights, and not her, Melwes stood up and stared across the room. “They found the path.”

“Okay, is it much further?”

“A bit,” he said, putting his boots back on.

Dagny gave her best smile, but she was worried about the boy getting back home after taking her through the castle. She didn’t want him getting trapped in here. Although without him, she’d be lost.

“We need to go,” Melwes said, then suddenly marched off into the shadows.

Dagny quickly stuffed her bare feet into her boots, shoved her socks into a pocket, and chased after him. “You sure you’ll be alright?” she asked. “After you take me to the other side—you’ll be able to get back, right?”

The boy reached the far wall and opened a door, ushering her through. “One thing at a time.”
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They entered the castle’s windowless library. Large chandeliers loomed overhead, and books covered the floor. Piles of them. In fact, there wasn’t a single book on any of the shelves. Bone-white statues and suits of armor lay strewn about as well. Nothing was in its right place. Pastoral paintings hung crooked on the wall. Vases and other antiques, smashed to bits on the ground.

“What happened to this place?” Dagny asked.

“Not sure,” Melwes said. “I’ve never been here.”

“Could it be the shift you’ve been talking about? Walls changing... buildings getting shook around?”

The boy scratched his head. “Yes?”

They skirted the piles, carefully stepping over broken things. 

“There’s something else I should mention,” Melwes said. “Time is sneaky here. Sometimes you forget how long you’ve been walking or sitting around for, and before you know it, everything changes.”

That comment concerned her. “Are you saying we might not have as much time as we think?”

“Only that we don’t wanna take a nap or anything.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

At the end of the library, a single, enormous painting remained undisturbed. It took up almost the entire wall and featured an angelic-faced woman gazing across a mist-covered field. As old as it was, the details were crisp. She wore a crown of leaves; thorny vines weaved around her face and throat; and she flashed a faint, sweet smile.

“That’s her, isn’t it?” Dagny said. “She looks rather... normal. I mean, for a fairy-tale queen of a mythical city.”

Melwes gazed up at the face. “Yes. I suppose she does. Not like I imagined.”

“You’ve never seen a painting of her before?”

“Uh-uh.”

Dagny studied the image again, taking it in like they were standing in some posh gallery back home.

“Odestinas brought the animals, you know,” Melwes said softly. “The guardians. She came from the forest and was birthed from the mist of the Sillweed. The animals and her were the same.” The boy looked at Dagny. “That’s why people think she’s still alive, because the guardians are still here.”

“Is she? Still alive?”

“No.” Melwes pointed at the painting. “Not like that anyway.”

“How can you know for sure?”

Melwes nodded at the lights. “They know.”

“My sister, Grete... I think she’s connected to Odestinas, in a way.” Dagny glanced at Melwes before continuing, but he didn’t react. “And it’s not just me; other people think it, too. Like that Marfisi I told you about, her and that band, The Mirage. That’s why they took Grete away.”

“I remember.”

“It sounds weird, but Grete told me of this dream she had. She was trapped in a palace made of wood, and she found this woman torn open. In the dream, Grete reached into the woman’s chest, pulled out her heart, and ate it.”

“Gross...”

“I wonder if that was Odestinas in her dream. Grete had this puzzle box, some ancient artifact found near the lagoon. She thinks she solved it while dreaming and really ate what was inside.”

Melwes yawned. “All this dreaming talk is making me tired. We need to keep moving. You don’t wanna fall asleep here.”

“Yeah, you said that already.”

“Just making sure you heard me. That’s how Mia went,” Melwes said, pointing at one of the lights. “She dozed off and didn’t get out again for a year. By then she was... well... kinda dead.” The orb, presumably Mia, grew bright for a moment, then darted forward.

“I guess she wants us to move now,” Dagny said.

They left the library and entered the castle’s main hall. Everything was disheveled here, too. The rugs were torn, and it looked as though something had busted large holes in the wall. They walked over the debris-covered ground, making their way toward the front of the chamber and a set of enormous wooden doors.

They had to be getting close, Dagny thought. It seemed like hours had passed since they entered the wall. She watched the boy in front of her and felt a sudden weight of sadness, knowing she would lose him soon, but that it had to be done. “I think you should head back now,” she said, more forcefully than she intended. “Tell me what I need to look for, and I’ll find the exit from here.”

“No,” he said.

“No?” Dagny stopped and gently grabbed the boy’s sleeve. “Look, I don’t want you getting trapped here. It’s too dangerous and I’ve asked you for too much already. I couldn’t live with myself if something bad happened to you.”

“Bad things have already happened.”

Dagny softened her tone. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s nothing to be done about it. Anyway, I’ve made my decision.”

“Huh?” Dagny suddenly felt very nervous. “And what decision is that?”

Melwes stared at the ground, his voice becoming so quiet that Dagny could barely hear him. “Through the underground and into the briar wild. With the twilight hour, bringing the untamed mist. It won’t be long now.”

“Can you stop that, please? What are you saying?”

“I’m taking your path now. Into Jud. It’s been decided.”

“Really?” Dagny knelt down so she could see his face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Melwes... I don’t know what to say...” Her sadness evaporated. She felt like she could cry. Dagny reached out and grabbed the boy, pulling him into a tight embrace.

“Stop that.”

Dagny released him. “Sorry. You really don’t like hugs, do you?”

“You were wrinkling my clothes.”

Dagny couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing, much louder than she should have. It might’ve been the loudest Dagny had ever laughed in her life. She knew she sounded ridiculous, but she couldn’t stop. Tears welled in her eyes.

She expected Melwes to scold her for being so loud in the castle, but when she glanced down, he was smiling, on the verge of laughing himself.

“Stop... it,” he said, struggling with the words. “Seriously. We need to go. You can laugh when we get out.”

Dagny covered her mouth and tried to take a deep breath, finally calming herself enough to speak again. “Okay. Where to?”

Melwes motioned toward the set of double doors in front of them. “Beyond there should be the atrium, then the courtyard and then the gatehouse.”

“And then Jud?”

“Mm-hmm.” The boy kicked a half-busted vase across the floor. “The castle road leads right to the Sanctuary. Most everyone lives around it. Your sister is probably there.”

Grete. Dagny couldn’t believe they were so close now. She reached down and grabbed Melwes’ hand. “C’mon! We can go faster.”

Melwes smiled at her, and the two of them went sprinting toward the exit. The spirit lights zipped playfully around them, and a small cluster blazed ahead, twinkling brilliant blue over the sea of broken glass.

“This is beautiful! Isn’t it beautiful?” Dagny exclaimed.

They reached the doors, both of them placing their hands on the solid wood at the same time.

“On the count of three,” Dagny said. “One... two...”

The darkness overtook them immediately. Everything went black, the spirit lights extinguished in an instant. Dagny could still feel the cold wood under her palms, could smell the musty breath of the chamber; otherwise she was blind.

“Melwes... are you there
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