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Chapter 1
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Elarion was never truly dark, even at night. Three small moons hung above the horizon,Ilyra, Doth, and Ase,trading their watch across the sky in slow rotation, and the old people said the light they cast was the last breath of the guardian spirits who had kept the land before men arrived. The spirits themselves had been gone for a long time. What remained were only their traces: rivers that ran clear through the driest months, fields that yielded without amendment, and a thin mist that draped the old forests as though concealing something that did not wish to be found.

The village of Verlen sat in a small valley ringed by hills, the quietest settlement in what remained of western Elarion. Its wooden houses lined a single cobbled road, their rooftops mantled in green moss so thick the buildings seemed to have grown from the ground rather than been built upon it. At the southern end of the village, a stone watchtower from some long-collapsed kingdom stood alone,used now only by nesting birds and children playing at concealment. The population was small, fewer than two hundred, and nearly all of them had known one another since birth.

Verlen was not a place travelers sought out. The routes east wound wide, threading through the Quiet Forest and crossing the Kelam River, which ran too fast to ford except in the dry season. Because of this, when a young woman arrived three days ago with a full pack and eyes too curious for an ordinary traveler, the village had talked of little else,almost as often as they talked about the quiet young man who lived alone in the workshop near the south gate.

The morning mist had not yet lifted from the rooftops when Akago opened his workshop door.

He stood a moment in the threshold, looking at the empty road, then stepped out and locked the door behind him with a motion identical to the one he had performed yesterday, and the day before, and some uncounted number of days before that. Two turns of the key. Always two. He had never counted them consciously. His hands simply knew.

At the far end of the road, Bibi Yora was sweeping her shop steps. She raised a hand.

"Akago! Come eat first, child. I've just made bread."

"No, thank you, Bibi. Work is waiting."

His voice was level,not cold, not rude, simply flat, the way a water surface is flat when no wind has touched it. Bibi Yora paused her sweeping and watched his back until he turned the corner. She was used to that kind of answer. Everyone in Verlen was used to it. Ten years was long enough for something strange to become ordinary.

He walked the cobbled road toward Tetua Bram's house, where a storage room hinge had been broken since last week. Along the way two small children ran past him laughing, nearly colliding with him. He stepped aside without thinking,his body had learned to navigate the world on its own, even when his mind moved along some other track, one that never quite intersected with what was happening around it.

He wasn't angry at the children. He wasn't annoyed. He simply walked on.

At Bram's house, two village elders sat on the veranda with cups of herb tea. Akago crouched and examined the hinge without greeting them, and as he worked he heard a fragment of their conversation behind him.

"Seven years since that night. Do you remember how the sky went black? Not an ordinary darkness. I've never seen anything like it before or since."

"Don't speak too loudly," the other answered, voice dropping. "The boy is right there."

The conversation stopped. Akago did not turn around. His hands continued working, unscrewing the rusted hinge, setting it aside. He had heard conversations like this one many times across his life,always partial, always cut short the moment someone noticed he was within earshot. When he was small he had asked directly. The answer was always the same: You were too young to remember, child. Let it be.

He had stopped asking long ago. Not because he had found the answer. Because whatever part of him should have felt curious, or angry, or simply unsatisfied,that part had never properly lit. Like a lamp with a wet wick.

He fitted the new hinge, tested it twice, and stood.

"Finished, Elder."

Bram nodded and pressed a few copper coins into Akago's hand. "Your work is always clean, boy. Nothing to complain about."

"Thank you."

No smile accompanied the words. Not because he was withholding one. His face simply did not know how to move in that direction without a reason clear enough to require it.

Sei had first noticed him in the market, three days after she arrived.

She had been bargaining with a stubborn fruit seller over mountain apples when her eye caught a young man crossing the road on the opposite side,dark leather jacket, steps too measured for someone not in a hurry, and a face that was simply empty. Not sad. Not guarded. Empty, the way a canvas is empty before anyone has touched it.

She let the fruit seller win the argument, left the apples, and followed the young man at a distance just wide enough not to seem odd.

He stopped at a small stall, bought a piece of bread, paid the exact amount without the seller needing to make change, and walked on toward what she would later learn was his workshop. Sei cut across the road and stepped into his path before he could turn away.

"Hello."

He stopped. Looked at her. Brown eyes, flat, neither surprised nor curious.

"Excuse me," he said, and moved to go around her.

She shifted to block him. "Aren't you curious why I stopped you?"

"No."

The word came so quickly, so honestly, that it made her more interested rather than less. Most people, stopped by a stranger on the road, would show something,suspicion, confusion, mild offense. This young man's face showed nothing. Like a door that wasn't merely locked, but seemed to have no handle at all.

"My name is Sei," she said, and held out her hand.

He looked at the hand for two full seconds before he shook it,briefly, formally, like a transaction. "Akago."

"Do you live here?"

"Yes."

"For how long?"

"A long time." He stepped forward slightly, the smallest possible signal that the conversation should already be over.

Sei didn't move. She crossed her arms and studied his face the way an artist studies something difficult to draw. "You know, I've only just arrived and people are already talking about you."

Something shifted in his eyes,not emotion, more like a small awakening of watchfulness. Almost invisible, if you weren't looking. "What do they say?"

"That you never smile. That you never get angry. That something happened to you when you were young, and since then you've been," She stopped, searching for the right phrase. ",like a house with all the lights off, but someone still inside."

The line of his jaw tightened. Just barely. Enough for her to know the words had touched something. He didn't answer. He simply walked past her, this time without asking to be excused.

She let him go. A small smile settled on her face as she watched his figure disappear around the corner.

Interesting, she thought.

That night, Akago sat alone in his workshop, sharpening a knife that didn't need sharpening, because his hands needed something to do while his mind circled back to a sentence that shouldn't have bothered him,yet somehow did.

A house with all the lights off, but someone still inside.

He set the knife down on the workbench harder than he intended. The metal struck the wood and rang out briefly in the dark.

He didn't understand why the words kept returning. He had heard many descriptions of himself across the years,strange, cold, not right,and not one of them had ever interrupted his work. But this one was different. Not because it was crueler. Because it was more accurate.

He looked at his hands in the lamplight. His fingers were trembling slightly. A small thing, rarely seen, and he did not entirely understand why.

Sei found him the next morning sitting at the edge of the small stream at the village's boundary, fishing rod in the water, no real intention of catching anything. She sat down next to him without invitation, feet hanging toward the water.

"Still not angry about yesterday?"

"No."

"You don't seem pleased I'm here either."

"I don't mind," Akago said, eyes on the surface. "You can sit if you want."

She tilted her head, studying him again. "Do you always talk like this? So flat?"

"This is how I talk."

"Why?"

He was quiet a moment. His hands stopped moving the rod. "I don't know," he said finally, and for the first time his voice sounded slightly different,not warmer, but more honest, as though he had just admitted something he rarely admitted even to himself.

Sei didn't rush to fill the silence. She plucked a stem of grass and turned it between her fingers, letting the quiet exist without trying to improve it.

"I believe," she said at last, "that everyone has their own shape of love. Some shapes are like fire,quick to ignite, quick to burn out. Some are like stone,slow, but they don't really go away. Some are like water, always finding the gaps."

Akago's expression didn't change, but something close to dryness entered his voice. "And mine? Empty?"

She turned to him quickly. "I didn't say that."

"But you thought it."

"What I thought," Sei said, her voice quieter now, more serious, "is that a person doesn't lose the ability to feel things without a reason. Something happened to you. And I think you know what it is, but you've chosen not to remember it."

He pulled his line from the water,no fish, just the bare hook,and stood. "You don't know me."

"Not yet," Sei corrected, standing too, matching his pace as he began to walk. "But I'd like to."

"Why?"

The question came out faster than he'd wanted it to, and he realized it half a second later,the word was evidence of interest, which was something he was not supposed to have.

Sei smiled. This time it was warmer than before, none of the earlier sharpness. "Because the people in this village talk about you as though you're a mystery to be avoided. But I don't think you're a mystery. I think you're a question that's never been answered correctly."

Over the next three days, she kept appearing,at the market, near the workshop, once simply waiting outside his door at first light. He never invited her. He never truly turned her away. There was something in her presence that, though he couldn't name it, he did not entirely refuse.

On the fourth day he came home to find her sitting on the bench outside his workshop, holding an old book with a worn leather cover, its pages read many times over.

"What's that?" he asked, setting down his tools.

"A travel journal. It belongs to a wandering mage called Orin. I met her a few months ago in a harbor city." Sei opened to a page where the corner had been folded down and showed him a rough sketch of a glowing crystal. "She told me about something called the Heart Crystal. She said it can restore what's been lost from a person. Memory. Feeling. Even," She looked at him directly. "Even emotions that have been buried."

Akago was quiet. His eyes dropped to the sketch. Something in his chest moved,not hope, he'd gone too long without knowing that sensation to recognize it immediately. More like a small vibration, like a door that felt, for the first time in many years, slightly less locked.

"You believe that?" His voice was still level, but there was something underneath it now,a caution that resembled hope that did not want to be admitted.

"I don't know," Sei answered honestly. "But I want to find out. And I think," She closed the book and looked at him with eyes that had gone suddenly serious, the brightness behind them replaced by something steadier. "I think you want to know too. Even if you'd never say it outright."

He didn't answer. He sat down beside her and looked at the open door of his workshop, and let the quiet fill the space between them.

"If you're wrong," he said finally, "if the crystal is only a story, I'll have wasted time on something useless."

"If I'm right," Sei replied, "you'll lose your reason to keep living the way you do."

The sentence hung in the air longer than it should have. Akago looked at his hands. His fingers were trembling again,this time more visibly.

That night he couldn't sleep. He lay on his back in the workshop, listening to wind outside, turning Sei's words over and over. You'll lose your reason to keep living this way.

Eventually he got up, lit the oil lamp, and pulled out a small wooden box from beneath his cot,a box he rarely opened. Inside was a strip of cloth, pale blue, faded, threadbare at the edges. The only thing that remained from a night he had never been able to remember. He didn't know where it came from. He only knew that whenever he touched it, something felt both familiar and foreign at once,like hearing your own name called from a great distance, in a language you only partially understand.

He held the cloth for a long time, his eyes fixed on nothing.

For the first time in many years, he felt angry. Not at anyone. Not at anything he could point to. At himself, at the emptiness that had become the only thing he knew. The anger didn't break open. There were no tears, no outburst. Only his grip tightening on the pale cloth until the knuckles of his fingers went white.

In the morning he found Sei sitting on a large flat stone at the edge of the village, looking toward the forest that stretched far to the eastern horizon. Her pack was full, buckled closed, ready for the road.

"You're leaving today," Akago said.

"Yes." She stood and dusted off her skirt. "East. Toward the harbor city called Dessa, where there are supposed to be more records on the Heart Crystal. After that, we follow whatever we find."

They stood facing each other. The morning wind moved her loose hair. For a moment neither spoke. Sei waited,not pushing, just waiting, like someone who already knows the answer but wants to hear it said aloud.

Akago looked back at the village. The mossy rooftops. The old stone tower. The cobbled road with its familiar gaps and cracks, every one of which he knew by feel after seven years of walking it. Then he looked at the pale blue cloth folded in his pocket,the thing he had held until his knuckles ached, that he had touched a thousand times without ever understanding why.

"I'll come," he said.

Sei didn't smile wide, the way someone else might have. She simply nodded, a slow and measured nod, and in that nod there was something deeper than satisfaction,a kind of recognition, as though this answer had always been inevitable, and she had been waiting for him to reach it himself.

"Bring what you need," she said. "We leave at midday."

Word that Akago was leaving Verlen spread faster than he expected. By the time he returned to his workshop to pack,a few small tools, a change of clothes, what copper remained from the week's work,Bibi Yora was already standing in his doorway with a cloth bundle of bread and cheese.

"So it's true." Her voice was careful, the way a voice is when someone is trying to sound ordinary and not quite managing it. "Where to?"

"East. I don't know how long."

She handed him the bundle. "For the road. Don't forget to eat the way you always forget." She studied his face for a long moment, searching for something she had never successfully found in ten years. "You know, when you first came to this village,you were too small to remember any of it,I was the one who sewed your first shirt. You didn't cry once that night. Even newborns cry. You just lay there and stared at the ceiling, like you were waiting for something."

Akago took the bundle, his hand pausing briefly in the air. "I don't remember that."

"I know." Bibi Yora smiled, small and quiet, her eyes bright. "But I do. And I've always hoped you'd find whatever it is you lost. If this journey is the thing that leads you there, then go."

Across the road, a small group of villagers had gathered,not to stop him, only to watch, the way you watch something rare in a small place. Tetua Bram made his way over, his walking stick tapping the cobbles in a slow rhythm.

"So you're really going," Bram said, looking Akago over from head to foot, assessing the readiness of a young man who had never once stepped outside the village's boundaries. "Seven years here, and you never asked once why we kept such a close watch on you."

For the first time, Akago met Bram's eyes directly. "Why?"

The elder was quiet for a moment, seeming to weigh whether this was finally the right moment. Then he shook his head. "It's not mine to tell, boy. But if you travel east, you may find the answer from someone who has more right to speak of it than I do." He extended one hand and clapped Akago's shoulder once,briefly, stiffly, but without artifice. "Be careful on the road. And if you find what you're looking for,come back, even if it's only to let us know you're well."

Akago didn't reply immediately. He looked at the faces around him,faces he had seen every day for seven years without ever truly seeing them, faces that had been nothing more than backdrop to his routines. Something was pressing against the inside of his chest. Not grief exactly, not its clear shape. But a kind of unfamiliar weight when leaving somewhere he had always thought meant nothing to him.

"Thank you," he said finally. The words felt too small for what he was reaching toward, but they were the only ones he could find. "For everything."

Sei stood a short distance off, leaving the moment to complete itself. When Akago finally turned toward the south gate, his pack on one shoulder, the gathered villagers began to shift and murmur,some waving, some simply watching in silence. Bibi Yora turned away quickly and pressed the corner of her apron against her eye before anyone could see.

At the gate, Sei was looking at the sky, which had brightened fully now. "Ready?"

Akago turned and looked at the village one last time. Mossy rooftops. The old tower. The road he knew every crack of. For the first time, he realized he didn't know whether he would miss this place. He didn't know what missing something felt like.

"Ready," he said.

They walked together up the road that climbed toward the hill line, leaving Verlen and everything he had known at their backs. The morning air carried the smell of damp earth and the forest ahead,different from the village air, which always mixed chimney smoke and road dust. In the distance, two hawks circled above the Quiet Forest, their wings almost motionless, riding something invisible. Sei walked half a step ahead, glancing back once to make sure he was following, though she never seemed to doubt that he was.

"Do you know the eastern road?" Akago asked, breaking a silence that had gone on long enough.

"Not entirely. But Orin gave me a rough map to Dessa. After that, we follow what we find." Sei reached into her pocket and produced a folded sheet of worn paper, glanced at it briefly, then tucked it away. "I prefer it that way. Plans that are too neat tend to come apart first."

"And if a plan that isn't neat also comes apart?"

Sei laughed,not a mocking laugh, more like surprise, the pleasant kind that comes from hearing something closer to humor than you expected from someone who three days ago spoke like he was reading a list of supplies. "Then we come apart together. That doesn't sound so bad."

Akago said nothing, but something at the corner of his eye shifted slightly,not a smile, still too far from that, but no longer quite the same emptiness that had been there on the morning he first opened his workshop door. In the middle of the road he paused for a moment and looked at his hand, watching the steadiness of it. Still flat, still no trembling he could explain,but for the first time, there was something in the act of looking that resembled wanting to know rather than only having noticed.

He didn't know yet if it was hope. He only knew that for the first time since the night he could never remember, he wanted to find the answer.

They walked on.
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The hill road climbed steeply for the first quarter-mile, then leveled into a ridge path with the valley behind them and open country ahead. Akago had seen this view from a distance before,the valley's edge, the drop into the western lowlands, the dark line of the Quiet Forest beginning a few miles to the east,but he had never stood at this precise point on the road. In Verlen, certain distances had become boundaries simply by remaining uncrossed, and this ridge was one of them.

He stopped and looked back.

From up here the village was smaller than he'd expected. The rooftops blurred together under their moss. The stone tower at the southern end looked frail at this distance, its purpose long since consumed by time. He could still see the south gate, or thought he could,a narrow notch in the wall where the road passed through,but he wasn't sure. Maybe he was only seeing what he expected to see.

"The first time is always strange," Sei said.

She was standing a few paces ahead, watching him without apology. He had the sense she'd been watching him for longer than a polite person would and had decided that courtesy was less interesting than observation.

"The first time you leave somewhere you've lived too long," she said. "You turn back and it looks wrong. Too small, or too ordinary, or not the way you thought it was." She paused. "Did it look the way you thought?"

"I don't know what I thought," Akago said, and turned away from the valley.

They walked on.

Sei had a habit of talking to herself when she walked. Not in full sentences,more like half-finished thoughts that appeared to require no response, addressed to no one in particular, arriving and dissolving in the same breath. She would notice something at the roadside and say a word or two about it, then move on. A burst of mushrooms clustered at the base of an oak: useful, maybe. A place where the road dipped and old stones showed through the soil: older than the village, probably. Two crows arguing in a bare branch above them, ignoring travelers entirely: they never care at all, do they.

He said nothing. He wasn't sure she expected him to.

She carried her pack with the ease of someone accustomed to the weight, adjusting the straps without thought, leaning into inclines without breaking conversation. She wore a short travel jacket over layered clothing, practical but not uniform,the look of someone who assembled what worked rather than what matched. There were small things hooked to the outside of her pack: a tin cup, a folding tool he couldn't identify from behind, and a strip of bright fabric tied to one strap that served no obvious purpose. He noticed it and said nothing.

Around midmorning they came to a fork where a wagon track split off north toward what might have been a farmstead or might have been nothing at all. Sei stopped, consulted her map, and then held it out so Akago could see.

It was roughly drawn on paper that had been folded so many times the creases had worn pale. The lines were confident but not always accurate,Akago could tell, because he could see the valley behind them and the road ahead, and the map's proportions were wrong in small ways that a person who'd never walked these particular roads might not catch.

"You drew this?" he asked.

"Orin drew it. I copied it." She considered. "I may have improved some things."

"The distances are off."

"Yes."

"By how much?"

She tilted the map and squinted at it the way someone does when they are hoping the squinting will resolve the problem. "Not catastrophically."

He said nothing.

"We go right," she said, and folded the map and put it away, and went right.

By late morning they had descended into the lowland flats, where the soil changed,darker and damper, the road softening underfoot, lined with scrub willows and stands of tall grass still holding last night's dew. The world felt larger here. In Verlen, the hills had framed everything; sky was something seen between ridgelines. Here the sky simply existed, broad and pale, with clouds moving across it at a pace that suggested distance rather than speed.

Akago noticed that he was looking at things.

This seemed trivial, and perhaps it was. But in Verlen, looking at things was something he did for specific reasons,to assess a joint, gauge material quality, measure whether a beam had warped. He didn't look at things the way Sei did, which was to say he didn't look at things to see them. He looked to extract what was useful and discard the rest.

But here he found his eye catching on details that served no purpose. A heron standing in the shallows of a ditch, one leg raised, impossibly still. The particular color of the grass on the windward side of a low hill versus the sheltered side,how one was paler, more silver, because the wind dried it differently. The way the road's stones grew gradually older and more moss-covered the further they got from the village, as though even the roads aged outward from human settlement.

He registered these things and didn't know what to do with them.

"You're quieter than usual," Sei said.

"I'm always quiet."

"Quieter than your usual quiet. You keep stopping almost."

"I'm walking."

"You're walking and almost stopping. There's a difference."

He didn't answer. He was watching the heron, which had still not moved. Its patience seemed unreasonable. He wondered what it was waiting for and then found this an odd thing to wonder, because the heron was a bird and it was waiting for a fish, which was not complicated, and yet the question felt like more than that, though he couldn't say more than what.

"Something wrong?" Sei asked.

"No."

She watched him a moment. "You were looking at that bird."

"Was I."

"Yes. For about forty seconds."

He turned from the heron and walked on. Sei fell into step beside him without comment, and that was the end of it, except that it wasn't quite the end, because he kept noticing things after that,kept finding his attention pulled toward the edges of his vision in ways that had not happened before, or had not happened in a very long time.

They stopped to eat at midday near a stone bridge crossing a narrow run of water. The stream was shallow enough to see the bottom, clear over smooth flat stones, with small fish darting in the shadow of the bridge's arch. Sei sat on the bridge's low wall and opened her pack, producing Bibi Yora's bread and cheese along with her own provisions,dried fruit, a strip of smoked meat, and something wrapped in cloth that turned out to be two flat cakes of compressed grain she called wayfarers' biscuit, which was apparently what they were called everywhere except the places that called them something worse.

"These are terrible," she said, eating one with complete equanimity. "But they keep forever and they fill you up, so."

Akago ate without opinion on the matter. He wasn't much accustomed to being asked his preferences about food,in Verlen he had eaten what was available and what he'd bought and what Bibi Yora pressed on him when she was feeling persistent, and the quality of any of it had rarely seemed important enough to remark on. Food was fuel. He ate when he needed to and stopped when he didn't.

Sei clearly did not share this relationship with food. She tore the bread carefully, examined the cheese before each piece, and ate the dried fruit one at a time rather than by the handful. Not wastefully,there was nothing excessive in how she ate,but deliberately, as though she expected to actually taste what she was eating and was giving it a fair opportunity to deliver.

"You're staring at me," she said, without looking up.

"I was watching you eat."

"That is what staring at someone is."

"I meant I wasn't aware I was doing it."

She looked at him then, assessing. "Do people stare at you often?"

"In Verlen they stopped years ago."

"But before that."

"Yes," he said. "Before that."

She considered this for a moment. "Does it bother you? When they stare."

He thought about it, which was itself slightly unusual,he didn't normally think about whether things bothered him. They either registered or they didn't. "No," he said finally. "It never bothered me. I never understood why it should."

"Most people find being looked at uncomfortable."

"I know. I've never been most people in that regard."

Sei didn't say anything immediately. She ate another piece of dried fruit. Then: "I don't think it's that you can't feel discomfort. I think it's more that the things that make most people uncomfortable don't land the same way for you." She wasn't pressing, just stating,the way she might state that the map's distances were off. "Like something's slightly out of tune. Not broken. Just not quite receiving the same signal."

"And you think the Heart Crystal fixes that."

"I think it's worth finding out," she said. "I'm not a mage. I don't actually know what it does. Orin knows more than I do."

"You talk about her like you know her well."

"I've known her for about four months. She found me in a harbor city and told me I was the nosiest person she'd ever met." She smiled. "I took it as a compliment. She didn't mean it as one, at first."

"What changed?"

"She needed someone to help carry things up six flights of stairs to her rented rooms. I was there. We negotiated."

He looked at her. "That's why she told you about the crystal?"

"She told me about it because I wouldn't stop asking questions. The stairs were how I got into the rooms where the books were." Sei shrugged. "She's a very good mage. She's also very bad at locking doors."

They walked through the afternoon. The road east curved gently, following the natural contour of the land rather than fighting it,old roads in this part of Elarion had been laid before anyone thought seriously about efficiency, and they tended to wander in ways that were pleasant unless you were trying to be somewhere quickly. They were not, particularly. They had days of travel ahead of them before anything like Dessa, and there was no advantage in hurrying at the cost of arriving exhausted.

Sei explained this to no one in particular. She explained many things to no one in particular,the general principles of long travel, the best way to preserve boots against wet ground, the specific type of cloud that signaled rain within twelve hours and the separate type that only looked like it did. She'd been walking long distances for several years, and she'd developed strong opinions that she voiced freely, without seeming to expect agreement. She was simply narrating what she knew. He found this, after a while, less intrusive than he would have expected. He didn't always listen to the words. He listened to the pace of it,the way it moved, the rhythm, the intervals where she fell quiet.

When she was quiet she was thinking. He could tell by the way her pace slowed slightly and her gaze dropped to the middle distance. She wasn't the kind of person who treated silence as a gap to be filled. She filled it when she had something to say and let it alone when she didn't. That, too, was something he hadn't expected.

"Can I ask you something?" she said, around mid-afternoon, when they had been walking quietly for some time.

"You've been asking me things since you stepped in front of me on the road two days ago."

"I've been asking you things. I'm asking now if I can ask you something." She glanced at him sidelong. "There's a difference."

He waited.

"The night the sky went black," she said. "Do you have any memory of it? Even fragments?"

He was quiet for a moment. The road curved ahead, disappearing into a stand of young birches whose leaves had turned gold at the edges but not yet released. "I remember a smell," he said. "Not smoke. Something else. Something that didn't belong. And cold,more cold than made sense for the season. And then nothing until morning."

"Morning where?"

"In a bed. In Verlen. It was Bibi Yora's house. Someone had put me there. I don't know who."

"And you were,how old?"

"They think ten. Maybe nine. No one was sure. There was no one left to ask."

The birches closed around them briefly, golden light filtering through, and then the road curved back into open land. Sei said nothing for a moment. When she spoke again her voice had changed,quieter, more careful. Not pitying. More like someone choosing which words to pick up and which to set down.

"The cloth," she said. "The one I saw you put in your pocket this morning. Is that from before?"

"I've always had it. I don't know what it is or where it came from."

"But you kept it."

"Yes."

"Why, if you don't know what it is?"

He thought about this genuinely, the way he had thought about the heron and the question it asked without meaning to ask anything. He still didn't have a complete answer. "I couldn't put it away," he said finally. "Not permanently. Every time I tried, I took it back out. I don't know what that means. But it seemed like something I should take note of, even if I couldn't explain it."

Sei nodded slowly. "Sounds like the beginning of something."

"Of what?"

"Instinct." She looked at him briefly, then back at the road. "Most people have it without thinking about it. They reach for things, avoid things, keep things,and they don't ask why. They just do it. You notice the process, which is interesting. You pay attention to the mechanism instead of just running it."

"That sounds like a polite way of saying I'm not normal."

"It's a truthful way of saying you're different," Sei said. "Polite and truthful don't always overlap. In this case they happen to."

They made camp just before dark at a flat place off the road where a fire ring of old stones suggested other travelers had stopped here before,many times, over a long time. The stones were blackened and settled, and someone had stacked extra wood against a nearby tree, not recently but not so long ago that it had rotted. Whoever had left it had left it for the next person. This was the custom on the eastern road, Sei explained, in the matter-of-fact way she explained things: if you used the site, you replaced the wood. If there was no site, you made one and left it better than you found it.

Akago gathered the wood while she coaxed the fire. She was efficient at this in a way that suggested long practice,she didn't fuss over the arrangement, just built it in a sequence that worked, and the fire caught on the second attempt and held. She put water on, found her tin cup, settled cross-legged on her bedroll, and immediately opened a small notebook and began writing in it.

He sat on the opposite side of the fire and watched her write. Not covertly,openly, the way he'd apparently watched the heron, without being entirely aware he was doing it.

"Journal?" he asked.

"Notes." She didn't look up. "Things I want to remember. Routes, landmarks, conversations worth keeping. Observations. I've got about twelve of these." She paused, pen held still. "Most of what I write I probably don't need. But there's no way to know which part I'll need until later, so I write everything and sort it afterward."

"What did you write about me?"

She looked up. The firelight was warm on her face, catching the small crease at the corner of her eye when she smiled. "Several things."

"Such as."

"Nothing I'd read to you directly." She went back to writing. "Ask me in a year."

He didn't press it. The water had come to a boil; she made tea, poured two cups, passed him one without asking whether he wanted it. He drank it. It was plain herb tea, the same kind Bibi Yora made, though brewed differently,shorter, stronger. He noticed this and filed it away in the same wordless place he'd been filing things all day.

The fire crackled. In the middle distance, something moved through the brush,small, quiet, minding its own business. Above, the moons had appeared in their rotation: Ase first, then Ilyra, the familiar progression. But they looked different from here. In Verlen the moons rose behind the hill to the east and appeared over the roofline by the time they were worth watching. Here they simply rose from the horizon, the whole arc visible, nothing in the way.

He hadn't known that would look different. He hadn't thought about it.

"What are you thinking about?" Sei asked, without looking up from her notebook.

"The moons."

"What about them?"

"They look different from outside the valley."

She glanced up briefly, at the sky, then at him. "Most things do." She set her pen down and closed the notebook. "Different how?"

"More complete," he said. "In Verlen you only ever saw part of the arc. I didn't know there was a rest of it."

She looked at the sky again, longer this time. "That's a good observation."

"It's a very simple observation."

"Simple observations are good observations. People who make complicated observations just to sound like they're paying attention mostly aren't."

He drank his tea. The fire had settled into its working stage, steady and reliable, the kind of fire that would still be coals in the morning if you left it. Sei pulled a small piece of cloth from her pack,the same strip of bright fabric he'd noticed on her pack strap,and began retying it. It had come loose during the day, apparently. He watched her fingers work the knot.

"What is that?" he asked.

She held it up. It was orange-red, faded at the edges, about the width of two fingers and perhaps a foot long. "My grandmother gave it to me. She tied it to my wrist when I left her village, very young. Said it was a color that was hard to lose sight of, so I wouldn't lose myself." She tied it back to the pack strap, tugged it twice to check the knot. "She meant it practically. If I fell or got lost, rescuers would see the color." A pause. "I've kept it because it was hers."

He looked at the pale blue cloth folded in his own pocket, visible where the flap had shifted.

"Yes," Sei said quietly, noticing where he was looking. "I know."

He didn't answer. He didn't need to.

The fire went on burning. Somewhere a night bird called once and fell silent. Sei reopened her notebook, wrote one more line, then closed it again and set it aside and lay down on her bedroll facing the fire. Within a few minutes her breathing had slowed and evened.

Akago sat awake a little longer, feeding the fire when it asked for it. He was not unused to sitting quietly,he had done it for years, in the workshop, in the evenings, in the spaces between tasks. But this was a different kind of quiet. In the workshop, the quiet had been empty. The same silence, night after night, filling the same shaped space.

This quiet had things in it. The fire. The brush moving. The moons at the full arc of their crossing. Sei breathing on the other side of the flame.

He reached into his pocket and held the blue cloth without looking at it. He had done this a thousand times. But tonight it felt like the beginning of a question rather than the repetition of one, and he was not sure what had changed, except that something clearly had.

He let the fire burn down to coals and then lay back and looked at the sky. The stars were out, more of them than he could see from inside the valley, and they stretched from the dark line of trees on one side to the dark line on the other, and the moons were there among them, and all of it was simply there, in a way that required nothing from him and did not care whether he noticed it.

He noticed it anyway.

That was new, too.
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Chapter 3
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The Quiet Forest was not as quiet as its name.

What the name meant, Sei explained as they entered the tree line, was that the animals inside had learned to be still when strangers passed. Years ago, hunters from the eastern settlements had worked through here so regularly that the deer and the forest birds had developed an almost uncanny silence in the presence of unfamiliar footsteps,not flight, just stillness, a collective waiting-out until the strangers had gone. The forest itself had no particular opinion about visitors. The name was the animals' opinion.

Akago absorbed this without responding, which was how he absorbed most things she said.

The path they followed was narrow but visible, packed earth between roots, light filtering down in fragments. Mid-morning, by the quality of the brightness, though the canopy swallowed most of it before it reached the ground. Sei walked ahead with the confidence of someone who trusted her own sense of direction, checking the moss on bark here and there, occasionally looking up at the way the light fell before adjusting slightly left or right.

He watched her do this without comment. She navigated the way certain craftsmen worked,without second-guessing, without announcing each decision. He noticed it the same way he noticed a well-fitted joint or a blade with the right balance. Not with feeling. Just with attention.

They had been walking for perhaps two hours when she glanced back at him.

"You haven't said anything in a long time."

"You haven't asked anything."

"Fair point." She ducked under a low branch, holding it briefly for him though he was tall enough to manage without help. "What do you think of the forest?"

He considered it. "It's useful cover from weather. The soil looks fertile. I don't know who owns the timber rights."

Sei looked at him for a moment. "That's what you see when you look at a forest."

"What do you see?"

She turned forward again, scanning the trees. "Right now? I'm thinking about the way the light comes down in that gap over there,you can tell the canopy is thinner to the east, which means we're roughly on course. Also, one of those birds has been following us for the last ten minutes. Same call, same direction."

Akago looked where she had been looking. He hadn't noticed the bird.

"And before that," she continued, "before the practical things,I was thinking it smells like rain, even though there's no rain coming. Old rain, maybe. Water in the soil. I like that smell."

He said nothing. But he drew a breath through his nose, testing it.

She was right. There was something underneath the resin and leaf rot,something older and damper, water that had fallen days ago and been absorbed into the ground. He hadn't registered it as anything until she named it. Now he couldn't stop noticing it.

They stopped around midday where the path crossed a shallow stream, the water too narrow to be on any map but running clear over pale stones. Sei sat on a root and pulled a piece of dried fruit from her pack without making any announcement about stopping, simply having decided to stop. Akago remained standing for a moment before sitting on the bank opposite her.

"How long have you been traveling?" he asked.

"Three years, roughly. Not always alone." She broke the fruit in half and held out one piece. He took it without thinking. "I grew up in a coastal town on the western side. When my grandmother died, there wasn't much keeping me there."

"No other family?"

"Not really. She was the last one." She said it without particular weight, the way you say something you've had time to accept. "She was the one who taught me to read maps. And how to find water in dry country. And to trust moss over instinct when you're tired enough to confuse the two."

Akago turned the piece of dried fruit over in his hand. Plum, slightly tart. "She sounds practical."

"She was. She was also the most stubborn person I've ever known, and I've met some competition." Sei finished her half and dusted her hand on her knee. "She had a saying: the question that frightens you is always the one worth asking. I try to remember it."

"Is that why you asked me about the night everything went dark. The first day we spoke."

"Yes."

He looked at the stream. A few insects moved above the surface, dipping without landing. "Most people don't ask that question. They mention it and then stop."

"I know. I noticed."

The water ran over the stones in a constant small sound. Somewhere upstream, something moved,a branch shifting, or an animal finding its footing. The bird Sei had mentioned was gone now, or silent.

"I've tried to remember it," Akago said. "The night. I used to try seriously, when I was younger. I'd lie awake and push against the blankness. There was never anything on the other side."

"Nothing at all?"

"Light. Or the absence of it,I'm not sure which. And cold. And the feeling of being set down somewhere and not knowing who put me there." He paused. "And the cloth."

"The blue cloth."

"Yes."

She didn't ask him to describe it again. He was grateful for that, though he couldn't have explained what gratitude felt like from the inside.

In the afternoon the path became steeper, working up a ridge before dropping toward the lower land that lay between the forest's edge and the first valley settlements. Sei moved easily over the incline, adjusting her pack with a quick tug at the straps. Akago kept pace without difficulty,seven years of carrying tools and materials had built a particular kind of endurance,but he found himself watching how she managed the uneven ground, the small corrections of weight and placement she made without apparent thought.

"You're efficient," he said.

She looked back. "Is that an observation or a complaint?"

"Observation."

"I'll take it." She picked her way around a stretch of exposed root. "You're efficient too. Different style, though. You watch the ground two steps ahead. I watch the ground one step ahead and the surroundings."

He thought about this. "More information that way, but more chance of missing the step."

"That's the trade." She smiled briefly. "I've fallen down slopes before. What about you?"

"Once. Ice, in a dry season,someone hadn't salted a section of road. I was carrying a load of ironwork."

"Were you hurt?"

"Cuts. Nothing serious. I was more concerned about the ironwork."

"Of course you were." There was amusement in her voice but nothing unkind in it. "And was the ironwork all right?"

"Most of it."

She laughed at that,a short, genuine sound that disappeared into the trees, and Akago noticed it the way he noticed the smell of old rain: not as something to feel, but as something he was now aware of in a way he hadn't been before.

They came down out of the forest as the sun was westering, entering an open stretch of country,rolling hillsides with grass turning dry at the tips, a stone wall in the distance marking the boundary of some farmhold. The road improved here, packed gravel instead of earth, and widened enough that they could walk abreast.

Sei had gone quiet for a while, which he had learned meant she was thinking rather than trying to draw him into conversation. He was beginning to understand the difference.

"There's a waystation about two hours ahead," she said eventually. "Small, but it'll have a roof. I'd rather not camp if we don't have to."

"I've camped before."

"I know. I just find I sleep better indoors." She glanced sideways at him. "Tell me something I haven't asked yet."

"About what?"

"Anything. You choose."

He thought about it with more seriousness than the question probably required. "Bibi Yora's bread tastes different depending on the season. In late summer, when she uses the grain stored from the previous harvest, it's heavier. Denser. Most people don't notice because they've never been without it long enough to compare."

Sei looked at him. "That's the thing you chose."

"You said anything."

"I did." She was quiet a moment. "When did you notice that?"

"I've always noticed it. I just never had occasion to say it."

She walked with this for a while. Then: "What else have you noticed and never had occasion to say?"

It was the kind of question he might have deflected a week ago. He wasn't sure why he didn't deflect it now. "That the old men in Verlen argue loudest in the evenings because that's when their joints hurt. That the two boys at the north end of the road have been building the same structure out of sticks for three years and it keeps falling down, but they keep starting it again. That the water in the well near Bram's house has been slightly saline since the spring before last, and nobody's mentioned it because mentioning it would mean someone had to fix it."

Sei was watching him as they walked, and he was aware of her attention without finding it uncomfortable.

"You paid attention to all of that," she said.

"Attention is one thing I've always had. Feeling was the other kind, and it was missing."

She didn't immediately respond. The road passed a stand of old trees, their roots lifting the gravel in places, and she stepped over the ridges with care.

"Maybe that's why," she said at last.

"Why what?"

"Why you noticed everything. When you can't feel it, you compensate by cataloguing it. You learn the shape of a place the same way a blind man learns his house,by touch and repetition and exactness, because touch is the only language available." She paused. "Does that sound wrong?"

He thought about it genuinely. "No."

"Good." She reached up and adjusted the strap on her pack again. "I don't always think before I say things."

"You said you ask the question that frightens you."

"That's different. That's deliberate. Regular speech, I'm less careful."

"I noticed."

She gave him a look,part exasperation, part something closer to pleasure,and he filed it away without knowing precisely what to do with it.

The waystation was exactly what she'd described: four walls, a thatched roof in need of attention, and a firepit outside that had been used within the last week. Someone had left a bundle of split wood near the door, which was a small courtesy from whoever came before them.

Sei immediately began sorting through her pack for food, moving with the brisk economy of someone running through a familiar sequence. Akago took the wood and laid the fire without being asked, building it correctly,not too large, kindling underneath and larger pieces angled to draw without smothering,and had it going before she'd finished organizing what she'd pulled from her pack.

She looked at the fire. "Where did you learn to do that?"

"Bram's eldest son. He spent two years as a forester before coming back to the village. He was particular about fire construction."

"Were you friends?"

"We worked together sometimes. I don't know if that counts."

"Was he fond of you?"

He hadn't considered the question before. "I think he found me strange. But he still showed me things."

"That counts," Sei said, and handed him a strip of dried meat.

They ate in the firelight with the last of the evening behind them, the sky over the tree line going from blue to a purple-gray. Neither of them felt the need to fill the quiet. Akago watched the fire do what fires do,consuming, settling, rebuilding its own structure as it ate,and found that he was watching it in a way that felt different from how he usually watched things.

He was watching because he wanted to.

He wasn't certain when that had shifted. He had been watching things his whole life,attending to the world with the careful attention of someone who couldn't feel it, because attending was all he had. But this evening the watching had a different quality. A fire that was interesting rather than merely a fire that was there.

He didn't say any of this.

"Orin's journal," he said instead. "The person who wrote it. She's a mage."

"A researcher, mostly. She doesn't like being called a mage,thinks it makes people expect conjuring tricks." Sei had stretched her legs toward the fire and was looking up at the darkening sky. "She spent twenty years following references to the Heart Crystal across ruins and old libraries. She found most of them led nowhere, but the ones that didn't all pointed in the same direction."

"East."

"East. And specifically toward Dessa, eventually. There are records there, she said,military and merchant both, things that survived because they were copied and distributed instead of kept in one place."

"Is she in Dessa now?"

"I don't know where she is. We met once, talked for three days, and she moved on. That's how she is." Sei paused. "She told me about you."

He looked at her. "She told you about me specifically?"

"Not by name. She described a village in the western lowlands where a young man lived who couldn't feel anything since a night seven years ago when the sky went dark. She said she'd heard the story from a traveling trader who'd passed through." Sei met his eyes across the fire. "When I arrived in Verlen and heard the same story, I thought,well. Some things aren't coincidence."

"You came looking for me."

"I came looking for someone who might be looking for the same thing I was." She tilted her head. "Was that wrong?"

He thought about it. In another iteration of himself,the one who had opened his workshop door every morning for seven years and never asked why,the answer might have been yes. The intrusion might have registered as wrong even if it couldn't be felt.

"No," he said. "But I would have said no eventually regardless of whether it was right."

She smiled at that, a genuine one, and looked back at the fire. "I know. That's why I was careful with you."

The fire settled and threw sparks briefly upward. The forest made its nighttime sounds,things moving at the edge of hearing, a distant bird, the small continuous work of living things that didn't stop when the light did.

"Akago."

"Yes."

"Do you want to find the crystal?"

The question was different from asking whether he intended to go, or whether the journey made sense, or any of the practical questions people had asked him when he was packing. It was asking what he wanted. Not what he planned.

He sat with it for a moment,the sensation of being asked what he wanted.

"I don't know what wanting feels like," he said. "But I know I've spent seven years not asking questions I should have asked. And I know that when I think about continuing toward Dessa, I don't feel the same flatness I feel when I think about anything else." He stopped. "I don't know what to call that."

"You could call it the beginning of wanting," she said. "It's not required to have a name yet."

The fire burned down slowly after that, and they spoke less. At some point Sei lay on her side and went quiet, and Akago sat with his back against the waystation wall and watched the coals. He had planned to sleep, but he found he didn't want to. Not yet.

The night was cooler than the day, the damp smell stronger now that the sun had gone. He could hear the stream they'd crossed hours ago,or another one, or he was imagining it, the sound of running water being the kind of sound you hear when you're not certain what you're hearing.

He was somewhere he had never been before. Not just in the physical sense, though that was true. He had never left Verlen. He had never slept outside its borders. He had never sat beside a fire with someone who talked to him as though she expected him to have something interesting to say and generally wasn't disappointed.

The life he'd left that morning had been the only one he knew how to describe. Seven years in the same workshop, the same road, the same faces. He understood now, in a way that might simply be observation but felt like something edging slightly beyond it, that he had been waiting inside a very small world. Not unhappy in it,he hadn't been capable of unhappy. Not happy. Just there.

Now he was somewhere else. And the somewhere else felt,not joyful, not frightening. But present. Larger than yesterday.

He looked at his hands, as he sometimes did when he was trying to locate what was happening inside him. They were still. No trembling. The same hands that had fitted hinges and sharpened blades for seven years, calloused in the same places, marked by the same small scars.

He thought, without attaching much weight to the thought: something is different.

He didn't sleep until late, and when he did, his sleep was not the flat and empty thing it had always been. It was full of the sounds of the forest. Of a fire dying into coals. Of Sei's voice in his memory telling him that wanting didn't need a name yet.

He would think of that later as the first night he slept like someone who had a life to continue into.

In the morning, she was already awake before him, the fire rebuilt, water heating in a small pot from the stream she'd apparently located in the dark. She didn't say anything when he sat up. She just poured a cup of heated water and set it beside him, the way you do something for someone without making it into an occasion.

He drank it. It tasted of minerals and smoke. He noticed that too.

"Ready?" she said.

"Yes," he said. And this time, the word came from somewhere slightly different than where words had always come from before,from somewhere that, tentatively, meant it.
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Chapter 4
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They found Orin on the far side of the waystation road, early in the morning on their third day of travel.

She was sitting on a fallen log with her back to them, smoking a short clay pipe, and she did not turn when she heard them coming. She let them approach, let them stop, and then said,still without turning,"You're the one from Verlen, I expect."

"I am," Akago said.

She turned then. A woman in her middle years, compact and unhurried in the way of people who have stopped trying to look younger than they are. Her travel robe was a faded greenish-grey that had been washed many times and would take many more, and her walking staff was carved with a running pattern of symbols he didn't recognize, worn smooth at the grip. Her hair was iron-grey and loosely bundled. Her eyes, sharp and light-colored, moved over him with the directness of someone who had learned to form assessments quickly and revise them only when necessary.

"Sei told me about you," she said.

"When?"

"She's been writing to me since the harbor city." She drew on the pipe and let the smoke out slowly. "I received her last letter six days ago. I've been ahead of you since yesterday morning."

Sei, beside him, was caught somewhere between amusement and relief. "You could have said you were coming."

"I said I might. That was all I was prepared to commit to." Orin stood, her knees making the small sounds of a body that had been sat on cold ground for too long. "The Whispering Forest is two days east. If you're going that way,and you are, there's no faster route to the coast road,I'll walk with you. I know the forest better than most. Better than you," she added, looking at Sei. "Considerably better."

"You've gone through before," Sei said.

"Once." She knocked the pipe against her boot and tucked it away. "I'll tell you about it when we're closer. No point in frightening people prematurely."

Orin walked the way she spoke,economically, with no wasted motion. She took the middle of the path, leaving no particular invitation for either of them to walk beside her, though she didn't object when Sei moved up. She didn't explain herself as she walked. She simply walked, and occasionally said something of use, and left gaps wherever she thought gaps were appropriate.

Akago found this easier than he expected. He had not been comfortable in the presence of most adults who knew about his condition,there was usually something in their manner, a careful quality, a practised avoidance, that made him feel like something fragile. Orin treated him like a fact. His inability to feel was a fact, the journey was a fact, the forest ahead was a fact, and she was going to deal with all of them.

On the first evening she told him what she knew about the forest's history, and she told it without ceremony, as she might have recounted a problem with a structure or a piece of land. Centuries ago it had been a battlefield. Not one battle,a succession of them, across a period of roughly forty years, in the wars that had eventually collapsed the old Aldris dynasty. The dead were never properly recovered. The magic that had been used there,military magic, offensive and large-scale, the kind that had since been banned by every major power in the region,had soaked into the soil and the root systems and the water table, and what it left behind was something that was still not well understood.

"The souls that linger there are not malevolent," she said. "Not exactly. They don't want to harm you. But they are desperate, most of them, and desperation takes many forms. They feed on longing. They were people, once, and people want things,they want to be recognized, they want to be returned to, they want what they never finished. The forest learned from them." She looked at the fire she'd built with two strikes of a flint, efficient and practiced. "What you see in there will be real. The sensation will be real. The danger is in forgetting that the thing you're seeing is not actually there."

"What did you see?" Sei asked.

Orin was quiet for a moment. "Something I'm not going to discuss. That was many years ago, and what I tell you now is the result of a long time spent
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