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			PRAISE FOR THE SECRETS OF UNDERHILL

			“With rich, confident world-building and a setting so lush and brimming with magic the branches of ironwood trees practically curl from the pages, The Secrets of Underhill is a gorgeously rendered story of strange magic, environmentalism, and what it means to care for the ones we love and the world we live in. This is the exact kind of book that would have hooked me as a young, reluctant reader. I adored every page.”

			—REBECCA MIX, New York Times best-selling author of the Mossheart’s Promise duology

			“Readers will immediately want to take root in this wonderfully crafted environmental adventure filled with whimsy, heart, and hope. The delightful characters and magical world captivate and make clear that there is a great beauty and importance in allowing plants—and our unique, inquisitive selves—to fully bloom.”

			—JUSTINE PUCELLA WINANS, award-winning author of the Stonewall Honor Book The Otherwoods

			“A journey to the heart of a spellbinding new world. The Secrets of Underhill is a dazzling, deeply rooted story about how vital it is to feed curiosity, tend to our communities, and nourish a lifelong love and respect for all living things. I loved exploring Underhill with my new favorite arborist and left with a renewed sense of wonder at what lies beneath my feet—and at the connections we as humans share to each other and to the natural world.”

			—NINA VARELA, author of Juniper Harvey and the Vanishing Kingdom

			“Enthralling. Kali Wallace has created a lush world full of natural magic and wonder, and I loved getting to join Nick, Oliver, and Lizard as they fight to protect that world.”

			—LIN THOMPSON, author of The House That Whispers

			“A transportive ecological fantasy as lush in its message as it is in its prose. The Secrets of Underhill reworks the way we view the environment and questions our part in its care, treating the landscape as a character as important as its eclectic cast.”

			—ESME SYMES-SMITH, USA Today best-selling author of the Sir Callie series

			“A wonderful, heartfelt adventure, The Secrets of Underhill celebrates friendship, curiosity, and finding magic in the world around you.”

			—MARIEKE NIJKAMP, New York Times best-selling author
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			ONE

			Unusual Plums
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		There was something wrong with the plums of Springhaven.

		It was a warm summer day in the rolling hills around the Middle River. The sun had been shining when Nick and Theo had first arrived in town, but soft gray clouds had crept across the sky after noon. Now a gentle rain was falling, pattering on the plum trees with a musical sound. It was just enough to dampen the dusty roads and fill the orchards with a clinging mist.

		“Look at this,” said the mayor of Springhaven. She was a tall woman who spoke with a strident voice, like she was trying to be heard across a crowded room. She stood underneath an umbrella held by her assistant, who was left out in the rain to get wetter and wetter. “Look at this. It’s not supposed to be like this.”

		In her hand, the mayor held a single plum. At least, Nick thought it was a plum. It had the expected reddish-purple skin and it was about the right size, but it looked more like the closed bud of a flower than a stone fruit.

		“Oh, that is curious,” Theo said. She leaned closer for a better look. “May I?”

		“Take it,” said the mayor. She dropped the plum into Theo’s hand. “Take all of them. They’re useless now. The entire crop is ruined. Everybody is talking about how our fruit is strange and unnatural now. And it’s all because of that.”

		The mayor flung her hand out to point across the orchard.

		Standing above the plum trees on a small hill wrapped in fog was the silhouette of Springhaven’s ironwood grove. It was a small grove, from what Nick could see, with maybe two dozen trees and none of them very large. But there was no mistaking it. No other trees had that strange, twisted shape, as though they had been buffeted by hurricane winds from every direction since they were saplings.

		“How old is the grove?” Nick asked.

		The mayor glared at her. Nick realized she had interrupted the woman midsentence. She hadn’t been paying attention, because the mayor wasn’t saying anything important.

		“This is serious business,” the mayor said, her voice sharp with disapproval. “It is not a matter for children.”

		“I apologize for not making an introduction,” Theo said. “This is my daughter and apprentice, Nick. She is a very skilled arborist herself.”

		Nick puffed up at her mother’s praise and the mayor’s disbelieving expression.

		“She has been helping me investigate this ironwood blight. And she asks a good question. How long has the grove been here?” Theo asked.

		“Ten years,” said the mayor. “We have always treated it with the very best care. It is extremely valuable to Springhaven.”

		Theo’s eyes twitched, but it was so slight Nick didn’t think the mayor would notice. Theo turned the odd plum over in her hands, poking gently at its purplish skin. “Tell me more about these plums. Are they inedible?”

		The mayor made a disgusted look. “Of course! Who would eat that? I didn’t hire you to ask ridiculous questions. I thought you were an arborist, Master Sixsmith, not a pie maker.”

		Her assistant cleared their throat delicately. “The flavor is very bitter and causes a bit of an upset stomach.”

		“Thank you.” Theo smiled at the assistant and tossed the plum to Nick, who caught it easily. “That is very curious. When did the symptoms first appear?”

		“The farmers didn’t say anything until the fruit began to ripen.” The mayor sniffed in disapproval. “Perhaps we could have done something if they had noticed sooner.”

		“I’m sure they know their orchards best,” Theo said.

		“They know as much as farmers know,” the mayor said.

		“Exactly.” Theo was smiling placidly, as she had been since the mayor started talking, but Nick recognized the look on her mother’s face. That was the look Theo wore when she wanted to shove a distraction aside and get to work—and right now the mayor was a distraction.

		Theo often said that being an arborist meant dealing with people as well as trees, and the people were always going to be more difficult. Nick was glad dealing with people wasn’t part of her job, at least not yet. Nobody took an eleven-year-old seriously, especially not one who was short and freckled, with messy brown hair tied back in a ponytail, mismatched patches on her trousers, and mud on her boots.

		It went both ways: Nick had trouble taking people like the mayor seriously. She didn’t see the point in talking to somebody who didn’t know anything and wasn’t interested in listening to people who did.

		Nobody knew as much about the magical ironwood blight as Theo. It was a relatively new blight, only spreading within the last year or two, with a wide variety of symptoms. The disease always struck an ironwood grove first, afflicting the sickly trees with patches of dark, soft wood. Next, it would begin to have magical effects on the surrounding fields, forests, and farms. Those effects varied a lot, so it was a difficult blight to study, but Theo and Nick had been tracking it carefully for over a year.

		Nick ignored the adults to examine the strange plum. It was firm and smooth, exactly as a plum should be; it smelled sweet and ripe. Even though the assistant had warned of a bad taste and a stomachache, she wanted to take a bite of it, to test it for herself. She thought maybe just a lick of the juice wouldn’t hurt. It might give her some valuable information.

		Nick pressed her thumb into the soft flesh, right into a seam where the petals would be wrapped in the sepals, if it were the flower bud it appeared to be. Her fingernail split the skin easily and juice welled up.

		But before Nick could decide if she really wanted to taste it, the plum continued to open. It split right along the seams, unfurling with a strange, soggy sluggishness. Nick yelped in surprise and dropped the plum.

		“Nick?” Theo said, alarmed. “Are you hurt?”

		It landed on the muddy ground with a soft splat, but it didn’t stop opening. The purplish-red skin parted to reveal a pale yellow inside.

		“What did you do? What did she do?” the mayor asked.

		“All I did was break the skin,” Nick said. There was still a bit of juice on her thumb. She wiped it on her trousers rather than tasting it. “I swear that’s all I did.”

		As they stared down at it, the plum blossomed into a five-petaled flower. It resembled a plum blossom, except that in its center, where a cluster of stamens would normally surround the pistil, there was a tight yellow knot of something that looked soft, almost feathery.

		That little yellow shape trembled and elongated, as though waking up from a nap with a lazy stretch. With one short, energetic shake, it spread open to reveal butterfly wings. It wasn’t a proper butterfly, as it had no body or legs, but the wings fluttered and it rose a few inches into the air, its bright yellow color seeming to glow. Nick gasped in delight.

		Her surprise turned to dismay when the butterfly wobbled and tumbled to the ground. Its wings were uneven and crinkled; it tried again but could not lift more than an inch off the ground. After the second try, it collapsed into the mud, the gleaming yellow now muted. A few raindrops were all it took for the butterfly to disintegrate into a soft yellow powder.

		Theo crouched to study the remains of the plum blossom. She drew gardening shears from her tool belt and used them to nudge the plum. It was now motionless. Whatever magic had caused the plum to open like a flower and sprout a butterfly was gone.

		Theo looked up at the mayor’s assistant. “I take it this is the strangeness that has people talking?”

		“Yes,” said the assistant. “The rumors are getting a bit…dramatic.”

		“We can’t have our summer harvest turning into—into that.” The mayor’s voice was high and strained. “This can’t be what Springhaven is known for! It will be a disaster! Nobody will buy our crops ever again. How long will it take to fix it?”

		Theo held out her hand; Nick dug around in her bag until she found a small jar. Theo scraped the plum into the jar and sealed it closed. “Nick and I are going to take a look at your ironwood grove first. We’ll let you know what we find.”

		“That’s it?” said the mayor. “That’s all you have to say?”

		Theo’s thin smile returned as she stood up. “For now. Why don’t you go back to town and get out of the rain? It will take us some time to complete our examination—we do like to be very thorough. I don’t want to keep you from your important duties.”

		The mayor looked like she might object, but before she could speak a gust of wet wind whipped around them. She grimaced and shook droplets from her sleeve. Her assistant subtly wiped their face dry.

		“Very well,” said the mayor. “You will give your report at the end of the day.”

		“Perfect,” Theo said cheerfully.

		She kept smiling until the mayor and her assistant had walked out of earshot. Then she let out a sigh and shook her head.

		“The rain’s stopping already,” Nick pointed out. There was even a bit of sun peeking through the clouds over the green hills.

		“Yes, but at least they’re out of our way for now,” Theo said. She handed the sample jar to Nick and tucked the gardening shears into her belt. “Let’s get to work.”

	
		
			TWO

			The Ironwood Grove
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			Nick skipped a few steps ahead of Theo, peering into the plum trees as she passed. Not all of the plums had been transformed into those strange, magical blossoms, but even those that hadn’t were withered and small and unripe. Up close, the trees showed more signs that all was not well: faint golden veins tracing through the green leaves, odd dark patches where the wood was harder or softer than it ought to have been. The ground was littered with underripe plums that had dropped, split open, and wilted into the soil.

			Theo stopped to examine one tree more closely. “The mayor claims it’s only affected this one orchard so far. But I’m not sure I believe her. She seems to be more concerned about making the problem go away than with understanding the extent of it. The blight seems quite advanced.”

			Nick grabbed her notebook and pencil from her bag to take notes. She doubted the mayor’s claim as well. Ironwood trees were powerfully magical, which meant they were always capable of affecting the living things around them. Normally the effects were harmless or even helpful, such as when ironwood groves imbued the plants or insects nearest to them with magical characteristics, or when they attracted other magical species to them. But when ironwoods were sick, their sickness could spread to the flora and fauna around them, and it often did so in strange and unpredictable ways.

			To protect Springhaven’s orchards, they would have to heal the ironwood grove. But Nick and Theo didn’t yet know how to cure this particular blight. Normally tree blights were caused by insects or fungi or parasites, things that they could identify and understand. But this one was different. In all their research over the past year, Theo and Nick hadn’t been able to identify a cause.

			Theo brushed her fingers over some leaves, turning them gently to look at both sides. “See here? The veins are discolored.” She plucked one leaf and held it up; the veins glinted golden and bright.

			“It’s pretty,” Nick said, as she wrote the symptom in her notes.

			“It is, but it’s not healthy for the trees. And look at this.” Theo pried a piece of bark from the trunk. Although it was woody and rough on the tree, the bark became smooth and thin as soon as it was detached. It curled up and paled, and within seconds it looked more like paper than plum tree bark. “I don’t know how long these trees will be able to survive.”

			Nick added the withering bark to the list of symptoms. Ever since Theo had noticed the blight last year, they had found it in many places, but the signs were always different. To the west they had visited seaside gardens where seashells bloomed instead of rosebushes and freshly plucked pods split open to spill polished stones instead of peas; to the east they had examined wheat fields where entire rows had changed into grasping brambles overnight, their wickedly sharp thorns reaching out for every farmer or animal that passed too close. They had visited a desert oasis where the grass holding back the dunes had transformed into delicate paper over a matter of days before blowing away on the wind, and they had spent a week studying an open woodland where trees had begun trying to snatch birds out of midair or grab travelers as they passed by.

			Theo patted the trunk of the tree and started walking again. The sun broke through the clouds as they reached the edge of the plum grove. A fresh mist rose from the wet soil. The ground sloped upward as they climbed a low hill, on top of which stood Springhaven’s cluster of ironwoods.

			Theo said, “Tell me three things wrong with this location.”

			Nick rolled her eyes. “That’s too easy. There are a million things wrong.”

			“So tell me three of them, Apprentice Sixsmith.”

			Nick looked around, taking in the hillside, the orchard, the rolling hills and farms all around them. Ironwood trees used to grow only in the vast Cloud Forest, which sprawled over thousands of acres of steep hills and deep valleys far to the south. People had been growing ironwood trees outside of the Cloud Forest for only a few decades, and it was difficult to care for them properly, because ironwoods were finicky and unpredictable outside their native habitat. Traveling arborists like Theo and Nick were always busy.

			Nick counted on her fingers. “One. They planted the grove on the top of a hill, but ironwoods should be in valleys where they aren’t as exposed to the wind and sun.”

			“Very good,” Theo said.

			“Two. There are trees all around, but they’re orchard trees, so they’re all the same species, and there’s no underbrush. Ironwoods grow best when they’re surrounded by forests with lots of different kinds of trees and a lot of underbrush.”

			“That they do.”

			“Three. The river is a long way away. There aren’t even any irrigation ditches. But ironwoods like to be right next to running water. Usually growing right over and through creeks or rivers.”

			“Indeed,” said Theo. “Very good.”

			Nick beamed. “I told you it was easy.”

			“What a very clever teacher you must have,” Theo said, with an innocent smile. “Now, let’s have a look at these poor trees.”

			The ironwood grove was a small one, with about twenty trees. Most were rather young and spindly, but at the center stood one tree that was older and larger than the rest. The mayor had said the grove was ten years old, which meant that a decade ago they had brought this tree from the Cloud Forest. The other trees of the grove would have sprouted from the roots of the first tree, trunks twisting together and branches braiding to form a dense canopy, all connected in an intricate tangle.

			That was how ironwood trees grew: with a single tree at the heart and a beautiful, complex grove all around it. In a thriving grove, the blade-shaped leaves and copper-brown branches would be so intertwined it would be impossible to tell where one tree ended and another began. Magic would flow between them, sometimes visible as shimmering blue or green or golden light, mysterious but unmistakable.

			This was not a thriving ironwood grove.

			“You told me the three things,” Theo said. She spoke quietly now, the laughter gone from her voice. “And they were all correct. But can you tell me one more? One more thing the people of this town have done wrong?”

			Nick found a sturdy trunk that curved low to the ground and scrambled onto it. She climbed closer to the heart tree. She tried to avoid the leaves—some would be sharp enough to slice her clothes or skin if she brushed against them carelessly—but she gripped the bark tightly. Theo was always saying that you couldn’t be an arborist if you kept your feet on the ground. To understand trees you had to get close to them, to know what they felt like and notice things other people might overlook.

			Ironwood trees were not the only magical plants in the world, but they were, in Nick’s opinion, by far the most interesting, because they were magical in so many different ways. The strong, dense wood vibrated faintly where Nick touched it, revealing the property that allowed ironwood to be used for wheels, gears, levers, and other machines, propelled into motion until the magic slowly ran out. The thinnest, most whiplike of the branches were strong but flexible and could be braided together, which made ironwood useful for springs, ropes, and nets. Veins through the wood often shone with colorful light. That magical glow was used in lamps and lanterns, but Nick had always liked it best in the living trees. Even in the middle of the night it was rarely dark in a healthy ironwood grove.

			One of ironwood’s most curious characteristics was its ability to protect itself. The wood was very difficult to burn, as the trees were able to contract and reshape their wood, expelling water quickly to douse any flame before it spread. That made it useless as fuel wood, but useful for moving water through pipes and troughs. If bent or broken the branches would recoil and sometimes snap back painfully, which made harvesting ironwood a difficult task. The long, blade-shaped leaves shivered with a faint musical sound as Nick brushed past them; they could detect movement and respond. If Nick was careless, the leaves might lash out and cut her. As a result, ironwood was dangerous to work with but useful for fences that would keep deer out of gardens and foxes out of chicken coops, or for safes that protected valuable goods, such as rare spices or jewels from distant lands, in merchant caravans traveling across the continent.

			It was no easy task to coax ironwood’s magical properties to do what you wanted, but there were ironwood workers who spent their entire lives developing powerful—and highly secretive—methods for using the trees in countless ways. Workshops across the land were always experimenting with new ways of drawing stronger magic from the wood, making the magical effects last longer, and discovering entirely new uses.

			And the hidden parts of the ironwoods were just as magical and a lot more mysterious. Ironwood roots grew very fast and stretched very far. Sometimes they emerged into the air again to sprout another tree, and sometimes they burrowed down so deep they carved caverns into the ground. They could even grow through solid rock. They carried so much magic that plants and creatures living on or near ironwood roots would often develop magical characteristics of their own—and that included people. In the city of Mistwood, in the heart of the ancestral ironwood grove, the roots were so vast and so deep they had created a system of caves large enough for people to live in. It was a whole underground neighborhood: Underhill. Because the roots were the most magical part of ironwood trees, the Underhillers living among them were said to have unique traits caused by the magic, like hair and skin of unusual colors and textures—or so Nick had heard. She had never been to Mistwood, so she had never seen it for herself.

			Nick had long wanted to visit Mistwood and the ancient, sprawling Heart Grove that stood at the center of the Cloud Forest, but Theo always said their work was needed elsewhere. There were plenty of ironwood experts in Mistwood, but there weren’t nearly as many willing to travel to the far-flung groves across the rest of the land.

			Nick didn’t have to climb far to see what Theo wanted her to see in the Springhaven grove.

			The first thing she noticed were the leaves. Ironwood leaves were supposed to be green and supple year-round. On these trees, however, some of the leaves were dull yellow and mottled with brown splotches. Nick tried to bend one of the yellow leaves; it snapped in half instead.

			The second thing Nick noticed was the wood itself. The trees weren’t called ironwood for no reason; the wood was incredibly dense and strong, which was part of what made it so valuable and so difficult to work with. But there were spots on these trees where the wood was soft and spongy instead, so weak it gave way when Nick pressed her thumb into it. The patches of dark, soft wood were isolated and small, none bigger than her hand, but there were a lot of them.

			The third and final thing she noticed was the most worrying, even though it wasn’t a symptom of the blight. All throughout the grove, from the thickest trunks near the ground to the thinnest branches high above, there were fresh scars and smooth stubs where branches had been cut off. A few of the trees had been almost completely stripped of their branches.

			“They’re harvesting too much,” Nick said. She leaned over to look down at Theo. “Some of the trees barely have any branches at all. And over there…” She held on to the trunk with one hand and pointed with the other. “Look. They’ve cut new saplings.”

			Theo walked over to the cluster of thin stumps jutting from the ground. She nudged at one with the toe of her boot and shook her head. “These were barely a year old when they were harvested. This grove is not being well cared for at all.”

			“Is that why it’s sick?” Nick asked. Then she frowned. “Not all of the groves we’ve seen have been harvested this much.”

			“No, they haven’t,” Theo said. “That would make things simpler, wouldn’t it? But we’ve also seen blight in groves that haven’t been cut so much.” She sighed heavily. “It’s very frustrating. We’ll look around here some more, but at first glance it’s like the others. There are no harmful insects, no fungi, no rusts, no molds. There’s no sign of damage caused by a magical source. It doesn’t seem to be an infection. There aren’t parasitic plants or animals, magical or mundane. The blighted groves aren’t growing in the same climates, and they don’t have the same surroundings. I just can’t figure out what’s causing this disease.”

			Nick dropped down to join her mother on the ground. She was just as disappointed as Theo. Every time they visited a new grove, they hoped to find the cause of the blight. But they hadn’t found it yet. And once the blight struck, there was way no way of predicting how it would spread.

			“The mayor won’t be happy,” Nick said. None of the mayors and town councils and landowners they had met recently were happy. “She wants us to fix it.”

			Theo ran her hand up and down one tree trunk, wincing at the nubs where branches had been cut away as though she felt the saws herself. “I wish we could fix it. For now, we’ll tell the townspeople what they should change to care for their trees better. It isn’t a cure, but it’s all we can do for now.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			A Problem with No Solution
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			Nick was right. The mayor did not like what they had to say.

			Theo and Nick had spent the rest of the day taking samples of leaves and soil, counting rings in the lopped-off branches and trunks, and testing the ironwood for strength, flexibility, and magical defenses. When they left the ironwood grove, they walked a long circle around it, passing through the surrounding orchards, to map out the extent of the blight. For now only the single plum orchard showed obvious symptoms, but they knew from experience that the blight did not care for fences or property lines. It would reach the other orchards before long.

			After they had finished their survey of the area, they wrote a report for the mayor, with Nick reading from her notes while Theo wrote it all down in the pompous language that mayors liked so much.

			By the time they were done, the evening sky was a glorious painting of pink and orange and blue, and Nick’s stomach was rumbling with hunger. Springhaven was still bustling with activity, as shopkeepers were closing their stores and farmers were packing up their market stalls. Several of them greeted Theo and Nick, some cheerfully and some worriedly, asking what they had learned about the blight. Theo smiled at every query and told them she was on her way to report to the mayor and council. But Nick could see the tightness around Theo’s eyes and hear the regret in her voice, because she knew they did not have the solution Springhaven was hoping for.

			The mayor had gathered with several merchants and landowners in the town’s central plaza. Among them were the group of half a dozen wealthy citizens who owned the ironwood grove. There were a few farmers and workers as well; Nick could tell by the way they were dressed in practical, mud-stained clothes rather than clean shoes and fashionable finery. But the farmers kept to the back of the crowd, murmuring amongst themselves, as Theo explained what they had found.

			“We still don’t know the cause of the blight,” Theo said, “and so we cannot prescribe a cure that is guaranteed to work, but—”

			“Why did we hire you, then?” one merchant asked loudly.

			Theo ignored him. “But there are several ways you can improve the health of the grove to make it hardier and more resistant to the blight. Most of it is simply about changing how you care for it.”

			She handed over the report she had written up. The mayor passed it to her assistant without even looking at it.

			“You must be mistaken,” said the mayor. “We take excellent care of our ironwood grove. It is the pride of Springhaven.”

			“I’m sure you care for it very much,” Theo said evenly, “but there are things you can do better.”

			Nick didn’t like being surrounded by so many people, so she left Theo to deal with them and wandered away. She sat on the edge of a burbling fountain in the center of the plaza. The statue in the middle of the fountain was mostly stone, but there was an ironwood pipe in the center through which the water was flowing. That was one of the most useful magical properties of ironwood: the way it could move water without any kind of pump. This fountain was trickling weakly; Nick wondered if the magic was running out.

			She took out her notebook and pencil and flipped to a clean page. At first she thought she might take notes about the meeting, but before long she found herself doodling instead of writing anything down. Theo said that arborists had to understand people too, even the most unpleasant and stubborn of townspeople, but it was so much harder to collect data on how people behaved than it was for trees.

			Trees, at least, didn’t argue with you just because you were telling them something they didn’t want to hear.

			“We’ve had several arborists praise our methods,” one man was saying. Nick sketched him in her notebook; his hat was too small for his head and it wobbled precariously when he nodded. “There was that one fellow, the one from the city? He said that with a new fertilizer, our grove could grow twice as fast, and produce twice as much magic that would last twice as long.” He looked around at the others expectantly. “Didn’t he say that? And he came here straight from Mistwood. He said the Forestry Company doesn’t want anybody to know about his fertilizer, because they don’t want us to be able to grow our own trees so much faster.”

			Everywhere Nick and Theo went, people were always talking about how glad they were that they didn’t answer to the Forestry Company. The Company was in charge of all the ironwood trees in Mistwood and the Cloud Forest, including the ancient Heart Grove. Decades ago, some people had decided they didn’t like ironwoods being under the control of one company in one city, so they had smuggled out saplings to plant elsewhere. That’s why there were now groves all across the continent and the Forestry Company didn’t manage any of them.

			Nick didn’t know much about how the Company took care of their own groves, but she did know that every town with a grove outside the Cloud Forest tended to and harvested their ironwoods in their own ways. There weren’t many traveling arborists like them, and Theo frequently exchanged letters and notes with the few others, discussing new caretaking tips and arguing over the best way to grow ironwoods in different environments.

			“Of course, you should consult other experts.” Theo stood before the townspeople with her hands folded in front of her, smiling calmly as they argued. Nick drew her next: her short, plump mother in sturdy work clothes and muddy boots, surrounded by the town’s landowners in their expensive clothes over their puffed-up chests. “But there’s no denying that your grove is unwell and will grow weaker unless you make some changes. The rate at which you harvest wood, for example—”

			The man let out a loud laugh. “Ha! We harvest exactly as much as we need. We aren’t beholden to all those rules and regulations the Company puts on their own trees. We are a modern town. With our bounty we’ve just built a new ironwood drawbridge across the river—surely you’ve seen it.”

			“Yes, I have,” Theo said. “It’s very impressive. But your grove—”

			“I’m interested in that new fertilizer,” one woman said, speaking up loudly to interrupt Theo. “We should get that fellow back here. He said he could—what did he say?”

			“His fertilizer is proven to prolong ironwood’s magical properties after harvesting,” somebody else said.

			The mayor cleared her throat. “We will certainly take your opinions into account, Master Sixsmith, as well as those of other experts. We’ve had our grove for over a decade, and we’ve never had problems before. Why has this blight happened now?”

			“I haven’t yet identified how the blight spreads,” Theo said. “We know so little about how magic travels between living things, it makes investigating a disease like this quite difficult. Do your farmers cultivate other magical plants?”

			Somebody said something about how they knew a farmer who still kept a plot of gripvines to make ropes for riverboats the old-fashioned way, and another person mentioned an old woman in the hills who had a garden full of rare magical herbs and flowers.

			“We have no need,” the mayor said, raising her voice to be heard. “Springhaven employs only modern farming methods. We don’t trouble ourselves with…” Her lips pinched distastefully. “Folk nonsense.”

			By the fountain, Nick rolled her eyes. There were countless magical plants and animals in the world, but few people bothered to learn how to care for them. Theo said it hadn’t always been that way; people used to grow and tend magical flora and fauna just as much as they did the nonmagical species. But magic could be unpredictable and fussy, never quite losing its wildness no matter how it was bred or cultivated. Over time, people had lost interest in most magical plants—except for ironwood trees. Theo said that was because everybody believed ironwood trees were an easy way to make a lot of money.

			Eventually the group broke up. The mayor paid Theo in exchange for the written report, although she looked aggravated about it, and the landowners and merchants wandered away. Nick made a face at their retreating backs, which she quickly dropped when Theo approached.

			“Well, that was very frustrating,” Theo said. “I certainly have no love for the Forestry Company, but that doesn’t mean harvesting as much wood as you want, anytime you want, is a better way to care for a grove.” She leaned over to look at Nick’s drawing, in which she had sketched the townspeople as puffed-up roosters in ill-fitting hats. “Oh, dear. They really did look like that, didn’t they?”

			“What do you think they’re going to do?” Nick asked.

			“They’re going to send for another arborist,” Theo said with a roll of her eyes. “They’ll keep doing that until they find one who will give them an answer they like better. I suspect they’ll also bring in that merchant promising fertilizer that’s guaranteed to make ironwood trees thrive.”

			“They should listen to you,” Nick said. There were no arborists who knew the ironwood trees better than Theo. “What kind of fertilizer is it, anyway? Is it more rocksnake poop like in that one town?”

			“I certainly hope not,” Theo said with a shudder. “There are times I think I can still smell that foul concoction. Whatever this new fertilizer is, this is the first I’ve heard of it.”

			“I know fertilizer can make trees grow better,” Nick said, “but can a special fertilizer really make ironwood magic last longer?”

			“Not that I’ve ever heard, and it seems like that would be big news if it were true. The kind of news that everybody would be talking about. We’ll ask around about this fertilizer salesman when we’re on the road, see if anybody knows anything. Are you ready to go?”

			Nick slapped her notebook shut and jumped to her feet. “Finally! I’m starving.”

			“Oh, are you starving? Have I never fed you?”

			“Never,” Nick said. “I can’t remember the last time I ate.”

			Theo bumped her shoulder against Nick’s as they walked through Springhaven’s quiet evening streets. “Hmm, I’m pretty sure we had some lunch.”

			“That was ages ago. Did they have to talk for so long?”

			“Well, you know how it goes. They always want to argue.”

			Nick scowled. “They’re stupid.”

			“Nick.” Theo stopped to look at her directly. “Don’t call people stupid.”

			Nick kicked at the cobblestones. “But they didn’t listen to you.”

			“They might not have listened today, but we told them what they needed to hear,” Theo said.

			“I think they’re mean,” Nick said. “They should listen to you.”

			Theo put her arm around Nick’s shoulder. “They might be mean, or they might be scared and worried so it’s making them act mean. People get used to doing things a certain way and don’t like it when somebody tells them they have to change. But that doesn’t mean we stop telling them.” Theo looked up at the evening sky and sighed. “And they’re right about one thing: we don’t have the answers they need. Even if they take every one of our suggestions for caring for their grove, we still don’t understand the blight. I really wish we did.”

			“Me too,” Nick said.

			She didn’t like that this blight was a problem they simply did not know how to solve. Helping people care for their ironwood trees was so much easier when the troubles were caused by burrowing blinkwasps or parasitic toothshrooms or even an infestation of aggressive wormfish. They knew how to deal with all of those problems, both magical and nonmagical. But this one was different, because they didn’t know the cause.

			Nevertheless, their work in Springhaven was done. They would be moving on in the morning. They were always moving on. They rarely stayed in the same place for long, especially in the summer. During the winter, they might stay in a village or town for a month or two at a time so Nick could go to school and Theo could write up her research, but never much longer than that.

			Sometimes Nick wished they could live in one town for a little longer, maybe even a whole school year, if only so she might have a chance to make friends her age. But there was always more work to be done, and she enjoyed their life on the road. She liked seeing new places, from the highest cold mountains to the warmest seashores, and she liked learning about the people and plants and animals that lived in them. She also liked being Theo’s apprentice. It was much more interesting than schoolwork, and it felt nice to be doing something that not a lot of people knew how to do.

			“So,” said Nick, skipping ahead to splash in a puddle of a rainwater, “where are we going next?”

		

	
		
			FOUR

			A Message from the City
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		They followed the road to the edge of Springhaven, where a travelers’ inn stood on the banks of the Middle River. Theo and Nick didn’t need rooms at an inn, but the innkeepers had agreed to let them park their wagon nearby while they were in town.

		The tall wagon sat in a patch of the day’s last sunlight, with the glittering river right behind it. The wagon was painted in a dizzying rainbow of colors, from the deep summertime blue that covered the side panels to the vibrant reds and oranges on the trim. The door at the wagon’s rear was bright yellow beneath splatters of mud, while the bench and the wheels were a rich green. The frames of the windows were vivid purple; that was the freshest color, as Theo and Nick had painted them just a couple weeks ago, on a warm summer day between jobs.

		Nick loved their wagon. It might seem like a strange home to others, but she could never imagine living anywhere else.

		Their horses, a roan mare named Twig and a dappled bay gelding named Crabapple, were grazing with a few others in the grass beside the inn’s stable. Sprawled across the wagon’s bench in the sun was their small black cat, Sprocket. Needlenose, their red dog, was asleep in a heap beside the wagon wheel, but he perked up and bounded to his feet as soon as he heard them approaching.

		With Needlenose bouncing after her, Nick walked around to the door at the back of the wagon. She stopped abruptly when she saw somebody sitting on the steps.

		“Auntie Maris!” she cried. She broke into a run for the last few steps, and the visitor rose to her feet.

		“Oof!” Maris laughed as Nick barreled into her. She hugged Nick tightly enough to lift her off the ground. “I just saw you a month ago, and already you’re taller! You’ll pass your mother any day now.”

		“Like that will be hard,” Nick said. “She’s short.”

		“I’m right here, you know,” Theo said.

		“Oh, there you are!” Maris said, looking around with exaggerated confusion. “I didn’t see you down there!”

		“Both of you better watch your mouths or you won’t get any dinner,” Theo said, but she was laughing as she gave Maris a hug.

		“I brought dinner from town,” Maris said. She gestured to a cloth-wrapped bundle on the wagon’s top step. “It’s so nice, I thought we could sit outside and have a picnic.”

		“We didn’t even know you were coming,” Nick said. She looked at Theo accusingly. “Did we know she was coming?”

		Theo hesitated for a moment before answering. “Not exactly. But this is the best kind of surprise. Let’s get washed up before dinner, okay?”

		Maris wasn’t Nick’s aunt by blood; she was an old friend of Theo’s. They had both grown up in the city of Mistwood, but they’d left before Nick was born. Nick didn’t know any of her relatives, but she’d known Maris for her entire life. Maris also had a job that kept her on the road: she traveled from place to place helping farmers, foresters, fishermen, miners, and all other kinds of workers get fair payment and good treatment from their bosses. Her path inevitably crossed with Theo and Nick’s several times a year, although their meetings could be unpredictable so Nick was always excited when Maris showed up unexpectedly.

		They dragged an old blanket out to a flat area above the riverbank, and Maris unwrapped the food she had brought. There were skewers of spicy meat and vegetables, rounds of fresh flatbread, and a tangy cheese made from goats’ milk and rolled in stewed fruits. Nick dug in happily, although she had to keep shoving Needlenose away, while Theo told Maris about their day. Nick stopped eating only when she wanted to chime in.

		“The blight is getting worse,” Theo said. She gestured toward the distant fields with a torn piece of bread. “This time last year, there were only five or six groves affected, and they were all fairly close to one another. But now we hear about a new occurrence every few weeks, and so many of those are in places that aren’t near the other locations.”

		“I made a map,” Nick said.

		She dug into her bag for her notebook and opened it to the right page. Her map detailed everywhere they had traveled, from the cold northern plains to the southern seashores, the western deserts to the rich eastern farmlands they were in now. On it she had marked all the places they had been summoned to deal with the blight, as well as the groves where other traveling arborists had noticed symptoms and described them to Theo. The markings were scattered more or less randomly across the land.

		The randomness bothered Nick. Other tree diseases tended to follow predictable patterns over time: spreading from grove to grove with the wind, or growing more intense as the seasons changed, or moving along roads or rivers because travelers accidentally carried insects or molds with them. But if there was a pattern to the way this blight spread, they hadn’t yet found it.

		“I don’t think it really helps,” Nick said apologetically, smoothing her hands over the map.

		“Just because we can’t see the answer yet doesn’t mean it’s not there,” Theo said.

		Maris slid the notebook over for a better look. She had to peer at the pages closely; it was growing dark now that the sun had set. She traced her finger through a large blank spot toward the south, following the long Serpentine River from its source in the mountains all the way to the sea.

		“You don’t have any marks in the Cloud Forest,” she said.

		“Because we never go there,” Nick said, with just a little bit of petulance. She had wanted to travel to the Cloud Forest for as long as she could remember, but Theo had never agreed. Nick glanced at her mother hopefully. “We might see a pattern if we went. It’s more data, and more data is always good, right?”

		“We haven’t heard rumors about blight in the ancestral grove. But the Forestry Company arborists tend to be very…” Theo considered her words. “Uncommunicative.”

		“That’s one way of putting it,” Maris said. “Some of them are still angry about the smugglers who took the first saplings out of Mistwood, even though it happened before most of them were born. But arborists aren’t the only people who notice when something isn’t right with the ironwood trees.”

		Theo tapped two skewers together. “Have you heard anything? Is that why you’re here?”

		Nick sat upright slowly. Theo was looking out over the river, but her expression was attentive, almost tense.

		“I got a letter from Penny,” Maris said.

		“Your sister?” Nick asked. Maris’s family, like Theo’s, lived in Mistwood, so Nick had never met them and didn’t know much about them. All she knew was that Maris had a sister who still lived with their father.

		Maris nodded. “That’s right. She’s younger than me, only just turned twenty. She recently started working as a journeyman forester with the Forestry Company.”

		Nick glanced at Theo quickly. Theo had no fondness for the Forestry Company and rarely tried to hide it. But Theo didn’t comment on Penny’s choice of work. She only said, “What did she have to say?”

		“She said there have been some problems in the ancestral grove lately, but the Company isn’t talking about it.”

		“Well, that’s not surprising,” Theo said drily. “What sort of problems?”

		“She didn’t go into much detail. She mentioned hearing some rumors from the logging camps. The foresters say it’s getting harder to meet their quotas because more and more of the wood is soft and damaged.”

		“That could be the blight,” Nick said excitedly. She rubbed her thumb and forefinger together, remembering the way the blighted ironwood had felt, soft and spongy, when she had pressed into it. “Doesn’t that sound like the blight?”

		“We shouldn’t jump to conclusions. It could be any number of things,” Theo said, but there was a resigned wariness in her tone. “Is that all that Penny has noticed? What about effects on the surrounding forest?”

		Maris nodded. “More rumors. Mostly birds and insects and some forest plants that have taken on magical characteristics when they previously had none. She mentioned a type of fungus that disguises itself to look like other plants and a flowering vine that is suddenly starting to smother saplings and underbrush.”

		“Those could be magical species nobody has studied before,” Theo pointed out. “We know so little about the flora and fauna of the Cloud Forest, and even less about how magic moves between different species.”

		“But…but it could be the blight, couldn’t it?” Nick looked between her mother and Maris. She didn’t understand why Theo was questioning what Maris’s sister had written. Usually Theo jumped at any suggestion of symptoms, but this time she seemed to be trying to explain them away.

		“Penny thinks so,” Maris said. “She’s going to look into it some more. But she’s seen enough that she would really like to talk to you and show you what she’s found. She’s tried talking to the Company arborists and other foresters, but she’s not having much luck getting anybody to do anything.”

		Nick’s heart skipped. She looked eagerly at Theo.

		Theo shook her head. “It’s so far out of our way.”

		“But you said you haven’t decided where we’re going next!” Nick burst out. “We can go to Mistwood next. Can’t we?”

		“That’s not where our work is,” Theo said.

		“Yes it is!” Nick bounced excitedly on her knees. “If there’s blight there, that’s where we should go! Let’s go, let’s go, let’s—”

		“Nick.” Theo’s voice was sharp enough to startle Nick into silence. “It’s more complicated than that. The Forestry Company takes care of the trees in the Cloud Forest, and we have not been asked to help.”

		Nick settled back on her heels. She hadn’t thought about that; normally they only traveled to places where the mayors or town councils had summoned them. She wanted to point out that Maris’s sister had invited them, but she knew that wasn’t the same thing.

		Maris leaned back on her hands and smiled. “Since when do you care if the Forestry Company has asked for your opinion or not?”

		Theo gave her a narrow look but didn’t respond.

		Maris went on. “Penny wouldn’t be asking if she didn’t think it was important. She’s not exaggerating.”

		“I’m not saying she is,” Theo said.

		“I know you know that you can learn more about the blight in the Cloud Forest. Not to mention how it might be helpful to talk to an expert in ironwood magic,” Maris said. “And you know where to find the world’s foremost expert. Even if it does mean going back after all this time.”

		Nick held her breath. She didn’t know why Theo never went back to Mistwood, and in truth she rarely thought about it. Their home and their work were on the road, not in the faraway city of Theo’s birth. She had always assumed they stayed away from Mistwood because they were needed elsewhere, not because Theo was avoiding the city for a particular reason.

		Theo let out a tired sigh. “It would be important data, I suppose.”

		Maris shook a skewer at her. “I know you love your data.”

		“But it’s only for the data,” Theo said.

		“Right. Of course,” said Maris.

		Nick began to bounce on her knees again, and her heart thumped excitedly. “What? Are we going? Are we going to Mistwood? Can we really? Can we go see the Heart Grove? And the Cloud Forest? Can we go to Underhill?”

		“This is work,” Theo said. “Not a vacation.”

		“I know, I know, I know, but—are we going? Can we go? Please?”

		Theo looked between Nick and Maris, then threw up her hands in surrender. “Fine! Fine. But only because this blight is so frustrating to figure out and Penny has asked for our help. And anything we learn will also help other people.”

		Nick whooped and jumped to her feet. She knew their work was important, but right that moment she didn’t care about the reason. It was enough that she would finally get to see the Cloud Forest and the ancestral grove of ironwood trees for the first time in her life.

		Needlenose, startling out of his doze, leapt up and began bounding around her in excitement. As she caught him around his middle to wrestle him on the grass, she heard Maris say, “It won’t be that bad.”

		And Theo responded, “I hope not.”

	
		
			FIVE

			The Journey South
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		The journey from Springhaven to Mistwood would take seven days, winding south through the fields and farms along the Middle River before turning east, toward the forested mountains that wrinkled the edge of the continent. The roads bustled with traffic, and every town and market and roadside stop was crowded with travelers. At first the landscape was familiar to Nick, since she and Theo had traveled extensively through the broad, fertile river valleys and plains. But as soon as they began to climb into the mountains, the land changed. There were fewer towns in the forested hills, and the road was much less crowded. What farms they passed were small, carved out of the dense forest in a ragged patchwork around clusters of houses.

		“Where did everybody go?” Nick asked on the third night. They were high enough in the mountains that the evenings were cool and damp, so they were huddled inside the wagon with mugs of tea rather than sitting outside around a campfire. “The roads were so crowded before, but now we barely see anybody.”

		Maris reached for Theo’s tattered, marked-up map and spread it out on the table. She pointed to Springhaven, the town they had left behind four days ago, and explained, “Most people going south into Mistwood will travel by river.” She traced her finger over the map. “Down the Middle River to where it meets the Serpentine, then down the Serpentine to Lakeport.”

		Even on the map, the Serpentine River was much larger than the Middle River. It flowed from east to west, right into a long, narrow lake tucked into the mountains.

		“And from there, they take boats down Black Lake to Mistwood,” Maris said, moving her finger along the lake to its far end.

		“Why aren’t we going that way?” Nick asked. “That sounds more fun than this.”

		Theo bumped her shoulder. “Because we’re taking this trip to work, silly, not just to sightsee. What kind of data would we collect if we spent the entire time on boats?”

		“But we haven’t collected any data yet,” Nick said. “All we do is travel, and the roads are so bumpy. There aren’t even any ironwood trees.”

		Maris reached across the table to tap Nick’s nose with her fingertip. “That’s because we haven’t reached the natural range of ironwood yet.”

		“Are we even in the Cloud Forest?” Nick asked.

		“Have you seen any clouds?” Maris replied.

		“Not enough to name it for them,” Nick said.

		While the nights were chilly, the days were still clear and sunny and warm. Nick felt a little foolish for being annoyed with such perfect summer weather, but she had always imagined the legendary Cloud Forest to be something special, unlike any other forest she had ever seen. Nothing they had passed yet seemed special enough.

		She scowled and slumped down on the bench. “I just want to see something interesting.”

		Maris laughed. “There’s a whole forest of interesting things right outside, if you just take the time to look. They might not be ironwood trees, but that’s not all there is in the world.”

		Nick squirmed uncomfortably. It wasn’t the first time Maris had said something like that. She was always asking if Nick was learning about anything other than ironwood trees, or if she ever thought about what she might want to do when she grew up. Maris had even offered to let Nick travel with her sometime, to see places that didn’t have ironwood groves and meet people who had concerns besides tending to ironwood trees.

		Theo said Nick was allowed to go with Maris if she wanted, but Nick didn’t know what she wanted. She knew Maris was right, there were lots of other interesting things in the world, but she still had so much to learn about ironwoods. Besides, she didn’t want to leave Theo alone. Nick had never really considered being anything other than an arborist when she grew up.

		But she tried to keep Maris’s words in mind as they traveled. The forest was interesting. As they wound through the steep, rugged mountains, the trees grew taller and taller, reaching from the valleys and hillsides toward the sky. They were a mixture of pines and deciduous trees, including many species Nick had never seen before. The road was impressively old, paved with massive blocks with grooves worn into the surface from the passage of countless travelers. Even though they stayed high in the hills, the air grew warmer and more humid as they journeyed south. Every day and night was filled with the raucous sounds of unfamiliar insects, birds, and animals.

		Soon there were more people again, both on the road and living in little hamlets carved out of the forest. Although some of the villages were quite rustic, they were all busy, bustling places. The people dressed differently from what Nick was used to as well. While she and Theo usually wore plain shirts and trousers in dark colors that made them easy to clean and mend, the mountain villages were filled with people dressed in loose, flowing clothes in countless shades of green and blue. Auntie Maris liked to dress in a way that reflected whoever she was working with or wherever she was traveling, so she cheerfully bought a moss-green shawl to wrap around her shoulders.

		In every village they passed through, Theo asked about strange sights or odd magic that might indicate the blight. The blight’s effect on nonmagical plants looked different everywhere they went, so they never knew what to expect. Nick carefully noted down everything people told them: the sunflowers that blossomed from apple trees, the blackbird eggs that hatched bright pink chicks, the tree snakes that kept tying themselves in knots when they emerged from their holes. In one town people swore a troop of monkeys had learned to speak human language; in another it was the trees that were suspected of chattering noisily through the night.

		Theo never expressed disbelief or skepticism, even though Nick suspected some people were embellishing their stories because they liked that somebody wanted to hear what they had to say. Theo also asked if anybody from Mistwood or the Forestry Company had come to investigate, but nobody had.

		Around noon on the fifth day, they stopped at a small hamlet for a break. Nick let Needlenose out of the wagon to stretch his legs. She tossed a stick for him a few times, then she walked over to where Theo and Maris had struck up a conversation with a group of local women. The women were braiding supple vines into ropes, their fingers working swiftly to coil the slender strands into baskets at their feet. All of them wore deep green scarves around their necks and over their hair, making them blend into the forest behind them in a way that was both pretty and a little eerie. They were seated on what first looked like benches, but as Nick drew closer, she realized the benches were in fact the exposed roots of trees.

		Not just any trees, either. It took Nick only a moment to recognize them: sturdy roots curving out of the ground, the long, sharp leaves, and the reddish-brown wood in a tangled knot of trunks.

		“This is an ironwood grove!” she exclaimed.

		One of the women laughed. “This can’t be your first sight of a proper grove, can it?”

		Nick shook her head, then changed her mind and nodded. “I’ve only seen planted groves before, never a wild one. This is a wild one, isn’t it?”

		“That it is,” another woman said. She patted the roots affectionately. “I’ve heard about the ones planted beyond the mountains. It seems unnatural to me, to cut them away from their roots and their ancestors.”

		In many of the places Nick and Theo visited, the ironwood trees were kept apart from other plants. Sometimes they were surrounded by a clearing or ditch, sometimes a fence, and in a few cases towns had even constructed high walls of metal and stone to keep people and animals out. Most towns also tried to keep the grove free of underbrush and moss. Only some towns listened when Theo told them it was better not to clear everything away. Even fewer listened when Theo advised that it would be better to let the groves develop into natural forests. The town councils didn’t want to do anything to slow the growth of the ironwood trees or make them more difficult to harvest.

		This ironwood grove, sprawling roadside by a tiny cluster of homes in the mountains, was like nothing Nick had seen before. The roots were as thick around as a person, and in places they arched out of the earth to form dark alcoves and hollows, some so deep Nick couldn’t see how far the alcoves went. The trunks twisted and braided together, making it impossible to tell where one tree ended and another began. Birds and insects and other small animals chittered and cheeped noisily in the canopy, which was so dense in places it blocked out the sunlight entirely. The web of roots and soil covering the ground was blanketed in ferns, moss, and thick grasses.

		“It’s a lovely grove, isn’t it?” one of the women said.

		Nick nodded. “Can I—is it okay if I—”

		“She wants to climb,” Theo said with a laugh.

		“Yes! Can I? I won’t hurt the trees, I promise!” Nick said.

		“Go right ahead,” the woman said. “It takes more than one little girl to hurt these strong old trees.”

		Nick climbed onto the roots, then found a sloped trunk to scramble up. It was much knobbier and rougher than she was used to, which made climbing easier. Growing on the trunks was a soft, thick moss that rippled with shades of bright blue and green when she touched it. Nick had heard of magical watermoss before but she had never seen it. She brushed her fingers over a patch, delighted, then kept climbing. A gentle whisper surrounded her; the leaves of the ironwood trees were vibrating as she passed. Blue light shimmered in the deepest shadows. Nick could spend hours exploring the grove’s complex maze of branches, trunks, and roots without getting bored.

		She was about ten feet off the ground, stepping carefully into a Y-shaped split in the trunk, when she found the first spot of blight.

		In the shadows beneath the canopy, with the glow from the magical moss making the light shift and shimmer, it was hard to see the discoloration on the bark. She felt it instead when she touched a spot that was far too soft. Nick withdrew her hand quickly and leaned in for a closer examination. The patch was very dark, almost black, and squishy to the touch. It was no bigger than her hand, but there was no mistake. It was the blight.

		Nick pressed her thumb into the spot, hoping to get a sense for how severe it was. The bark gave way easily, and when she withdrew her hand the indentation remained.

		The blackened bark cracked in the center of the divot. The wood creaked faintly. A green shoot emerged from the spot, as slender and delicate as a piece of grass, and split to produce two buds. The shoot continued to grow and grow, stretching longer as it darkened from green to brown and its smooth surface became rough with bark. The buds opened to become fresh new leaves.

		“Nick?” There was a rustling sound as Theo joined her in the grove. “Did you find something?”

		Just as quickly as they had grown, the leaves withered and died. The branch dried and cracked, its bark visibly aging as Nick watched. It became so brittle it couldn’t support even its own slight weight. The branch snapped off the trunk and fell.

		Theo caught the slender branch and let out a gasp of surprise when it crumbled in her hands.

		“That came from up here! From one of the blight spots,” Nick said. “All I did was touch it to see how soft it was and the shoot grew out and the leaves opened and then it all dried up and broke.” Her heart was thumping and she couldn’t get the words out fast enough. Ironwood trees could protect themselves, but this was not a defensive trait Nick had ever seen before. “It just happened! Just now!”

		Theo found a sturdy branch to climb up beside Nick. “Show me.”

		They found two more blighted spots on nearby trunks. They tested each one, pressing their fingers into the soft wood, and both produced a small branch that grew and withered in the span of seconds. They examined the grove and collected some samples, but the blight didn’t seem to be very widespread in this patch of trees. After they had learned what they could, they returned to the road to speak with the locals some more.

		Theo explained what Nick had found, and the women nodded knowingly.

		“We’ve noticed that,” said one. She took the branch from Theo and looked it over before passing it to the woman beside her. “It’s been happening since spring. That’s when those spots began to appear. We’ve been keeping an eye on them.”

		“Have you noticed anything else unusual? Maybe when the branches are cut or the trees are harvested?” Theo asked.

		The woman shook her head. “We don’t harvest much wood here, and this is the only oddity we’ve seen.”

		“Has anybody from the Forestry Company come to look at it?” Theo asked.

		The woman scoffed. “We sent word, but all we got was a visit from that insufferable man—what was his name again?”

		“Greeves,” said another woman. “Mr. Greeves. He said he was personal assistant to the Company chair, I think.”

		“Not an arborist?” Theo asked, surprised. “Why did they send the chair’s assistant?”

		“That’s what we wanted to know. He barely even looked at the trees,” the woman said.

		“I’ve met him a couple of times,” Maris said, her brow furrowed. “Examining trees for disease is definitely not his job. Surely they could have spared an arborist or forester for a day or two?”

		The woman shrugged. “All that man did was start lecturing us about how we shouldn’t waste the Company’s time.”

		Another woman clicked her tongue. “It used to be the Company cared as much about these wild old groves as it did about the ones it can harvest, but these days they barely notice anything outside of their logging camps.”

		The others nodded in agreement, and one said, “We’ve lived in this grove for our entire lives. We know when something isn’t right.”

		The women had passed the withered branch around their group. The final woman turned it over slowly and held it up to the sunlight for a better look. “He said it was nothing, but he didn’t believe what he was saying. You can always tell with Company people.”

		There was something odd about the woman’s hand: her skin was a peculiar greenish-brown color, mottled like that of a toad, and her fingernails were the bright green of new spring leaves.

		The woman noticed Nick staring and smiled slightly. Nick looked away, embarrassed to have been caught. But the woman said, “It’s okay, you can ask. I don’t mind.”

		“Are you from Underhill?” Nick said. She had heard about people from Underhill and their magically altered features, but she had never actually met an Underhiller before.

		The woman’s smile grew wider. “It’s been a long time since I’ve called Underhill my home, but yes, that’s where I grew up. I was a foundling.”

		Nick didn’t know what that meant, but Theo said, “Oh,” very softly.

		“There’s no cause for pity,” the woman said. “It’s far better to be raised and loved by a community that wants you than one that doesn’t.”

		Nick wanted to ask what the woman meant by that, but Theo turned the conversation back to the blight and any other symptoms the locals had seen. Nick had to focus on taking notes.

		When she and Theo and Maris were back on the wagon and rolling away from the little hamlet, she finally asked, “What’s wrong with her hand? It’s from the magic, right?”

		Theo and Maris were on the wagon bench and Nick was sprawled on the flat roof with Needlenose beside her. It was her favorite place to ride when the weather was good.

		Maris explained, “There’s nothing wrong. Yes, it’s a magical condition, but not painful or dangerous like the salt fever sailors come down with, or the prickle-skin rash people get out in the desert. They call this one wildroot malady, but it’s not actually a disease. People who have it are perfectly healthy.”

		“Does it only happen in Underhill?” Nick asked.

		“It’s most common in Underhill, because the people there live so close to the roots of the Heart Grove where the magic is the strongest. But it can show up anywhere in Mistwood,” Maris said.

		Nick nodded. “And what’s—what was that word she said? A foundling?”

		“Sometimes when children in Mistwood are born with signs of magical affliction, they’re abandoned at one of the entrances to Underhill,” Theo explained.

		“People abandon their own kids?” Nick asked. She was so shocked she thought she must have heard wrong, but the seriousness of Theo’s and Maris’s expressions told her otherwise. “How can they do that? Why would they do that?”

		“It’s not very common anymore,” Theo said. “But it used to be that people would think…well, it’s never made much sense, but people in Mistwood are superstitious about Underhill.”

		Maris said, “They believed it was bad luck, I suppose, or a bad sign, if their baby was born with characteristics mostly found in Underhill.”

		Nick didn’t understand. There hadn’t been a single day in her life when Theo hadn’t been there with her. She knew there were different kinds of parents in the world, but she couldn’t imagine the kind that would abandon their child. “I don’t get it. How can a baby be bad luck? Babies don’t do anything wrong. And isn’t ironwood magic good?”

		“Oh, sweetie, there’s nothing to understand,” Theo said gently. “It’s a very ignorant thing to believe. There’s no reason for any of the bad things people might say about Underhillers or foundlings. The superstitions and rumors about them are very harmful. I want you to remember that when we get to Mistwood.”

		“Okay,” Nick said, still shaken. She couldn’t comprehend how a city that prided itself on its ironwood trees could be suspicious of people who were touched by ironwood magic. She wasn’t quite sure she wanted to talk about it more, however, so she changed the subject to ask, “Are we close to the city? How many more days?”

		“We’ll get to Mistwood tomorrow night, most likely,” Maris said, “if the road is in good shape.”

		“Tomorrow?” Nick groaned and fell back onto the wagon roof. The painted boards were warm beneath her back. “This is taking forever.” Nick shaded her eyes and looked up at the sky. The patch visible through the trees was blue and clear. “I still don’t see any clouds. Are you sure we’re going to the Cloud Forest?”

		Theo and Maris both laughed.

		“Enjoy the sunshine while you can,” Theo said. “We’re almost at the start of the rainy season. Soon you won’t be able to see the sun at all.”

		Nick learned what Theo meant the next morning. She stumbled sleepily out of the wagon and stopped abruptly on the lower step. Needlenose bounded past her, but Nick barely noticed. She was too captivated by what she saw.

		Overnight the forest had transformed into a world of cool, eerie gray.

	
		
			SIX

			The Forest of Clouds
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		Nick had seen fog before. They had traveled all over the continent—of course she had seen fog. She had seen misty seashores and swamps and fields in every season. But she had never seen fog like this.

		The steps creaked as Theo came out to join her. She stopped one step above Nick and leaned down to rest her chin on Nick’s shoulder. “See? I told you there would be clouds.”

		The previous evening they had stopped at a crossroads, where there was an inn and a large flat area for travelers with wagons and carts to park for the night.

		But the fog was so thick Nick couldn’t see the inn anymore, nor its stable and outbuildings. She could barely see the other wagons parked nearby; they were little more than dark lumps in the early morning gray. She couldn’t see the road either, although she could hear the rattle of cartwheels on the muddy paving stones.

		Lights glowed here and there, many with a faint green hue that Nick recognized at once: buglamps, each lamp lit with a fist-sized nest of tiny starshine beetles kept in a lantern made of ironwood and glass. When the lamp was shaken, the beetles woke up to feed on the magic of the ironwood, producing a strong, steady glow that lasted for hours. Buglamps were one of the most famous inventions to have come out of Mistwood, and Nick was delighted to see so many of them, filling the mist with an eerie, cool light that was softened by the warmer yellows of oil lamps and candles.

		Voices carried through the mist, along with the soft snuffling sounds of horses and the creak of wagons and carts lurching into motion. All around, people were starting their days, but Nick couldn’t see any of them. It was so disorienting that for a moment, she wasn’t sure which way she was facing.

		Theo squeezed her in a warm hug. “Now you see why it’s called the Cloud Forest.”

		Nick tried to imagine traveling through fog like this for miles and miles, or living in a forest where you couldn’t even see the nearest trees. It was such an unsettling thought she had to catch her breath. It was beautiful and eerie and she did not know if she could ever get used to it.

		“Is it always like this?” Nick asked.

		“Oh, no, not at all,” Theo said. “We’re in a low valley right now, where the fog is always thickest first thing in the morning. It’ll burn off during the day. The forest needs sunshine, you know.”

		Nick nodded. She did know that, but she was still relieved to hear it. “Is it like this in Mistwood?”

		“Only sometimes,” Theo said. “There, most of the fog sticks to the lake. You’ll see.”

		“Today?”

		Theo was quiet for a moment. “Yes. We should be able to make it there today.”

		There was something in her mother’s voice that made Nick turn to look at her. “Don’t you want to get to Mistwood?”

		Theo smiled, but it wasn’t an entirely happy look. “I’m ready to take a break from rattling along this road. But it’s strange to be going back after so long. I haven’t been there since before you were born.”

		“Why not?” Nick asked. She had asked before, but Theo had only ever said they had too much important work to do elsewhere.

		But now they were close to Mistwood, and Nick was as curious as ever.

		“Oh.” Theo let out a breath. “It’s very complicated. You don’t have to worry about it. I’m happy to finally have a chance to introduce you to everybody.” She tapped the tip of Nick’s nose with her finger. “Why don’t you get the horses hitched up, and I’ll ask around to see what the road will be like for the rest of the day. Maris will put breakfast together.”

		Nick felt a pang of disappointment. She wanted to ask Theo more questions, to keep asking until she knew what to expect. Nick barely knew anything about Theo’s family in Mistwood. All she knew was that Theo had parents and a sister, and she wrote to them sometimes but not often. To Nick they were strangers. She met strangers all the time, but it felt different when they were also supposed to be family.

		Nick mulled it over as she wandered through thick, dew-damp grass to fetch the horses. Theo had always taught her that you couldn’t simply believe what people told you without verification. You had to make your own observations too. And what Nick had observed was that Theo hadn’t wanted to come to Mistwood. She had only agreed because of the blight and because Maris’s sister had asked her to—and, Nick thought, with a tickle of guilt, maybe a little bit because Nick had pleaded for it so excitedly. Now that she was thinking about it, Nick realized Theo had been growing quieter and more worried as their journey went on.

		Nick should have noticed that sooner. She scolded herself for missing the obvious and resolved to be more observant. Theo trusted Nick with their work. Nick would prove that Theo could trust her daughter with her worries as well, whatever they were.

		She found Twig, Crabapple, and Maris’s palomino munching on rich green grass at the edge of the forest. She gathered the leads to bring them back to the wagon, but even though she hadn’t gone far, she had trouble finding her way and accidentally approached a wagon laden with crates. The drivers were grumbling about how they’d been delayed and that meant their cargo would be worth less. Nick veered out of their way and headed for another dark shape in the mist, but that one turned out to be a hired carriage, where the passengers were berating the driver because the ironwood springs were losing their magic and now they could feel every jolt and bump on the road.

		The fog shifted, and she spotted a splotch of familiar blue. That had to be their wagon. As she headed toward it, a figure loomed in front of her, so sudden and so close that Nick gasped and jumped back in surprise.

		“Sorry!” she said.

		Before her stood a woman with brown skin and dark eyes. She wore brightly patterned clothes, with a skirt and headscarf of red and gold. A little girl in a purple dress clung to her hand. The girl was sniffling and crying, her nose running and her cheeks puffy. The woman didn’t look much better. Her eyes were red, her hair mussed, and there was a tired sag to her shoulders.

		“Oh, excuse me, I didn’t see you,” the woman said. Her voice sounded as tired as she looked. “Have you come south along the road?”

		Nick nodded. “Yes, that’s the way we’re traveling.”

		“Can you tell me if you’ve seen my son?” the woman asked. “He’s twenty-two, he looks like me but he’s a bit taller and has gray eyes. His name is Sam. Sam Bowman.”

		Nick thought about the people she had encountered on the road over the past few days. “I don’t think I’ve met him. Is he traveling too?”

		“He’s supposed to be working with the Company foresters,” the woman said. The corners of her mouth twitched downward in displeasure. “But it was only meant to be for a few days in one of their logging camps. I need him to come back and help out at home.”

		Nick had seen several caravans of lurching, creaking wagons carrying ironwood logs along the road, but they hadn’t gotten close to any logging camps. She didn’t think she had seen anyone like this Sam. Nick glanced around, hoping that Theo or Maris could come to her rescue. “I don’t know. Maybe the people at the inn—”

		The woman smiled tiredly. “Oh, I’ve spoken to them. I’m sorry to have bothered you. I just want to make sure I ask everybody.” At her side, the little girl began to whimper and tug on her hand. “Ah, it’s okay, sweetie. We’ll leave this nice girl alone now.”

		“We can ask my mom and my aunt,” Nick said. “They’ve talked to a lot more people than I have. They’re just over here.”

		With the horses following sedately, Nick led the woman over to the wagon—relieved that it was the right wagon this time, and she didn’t embarrass herself by going to the wrong place—and found Maris sitting on the back step with a cup of tea. The woman, who introduced herself as Nessa, asked Maris the same thing she had asked Nick. Maris had a few extra questions for her, but in the end, she only shook her head.

		“I’m sorry, but Nick is right. I don’t think we’ve seen your son,” said Maris. “But I’m happy to keep asking around for you. If I hear something, where can I find you in town?”

		Nessa looked grateful. “We have a cargo boat in Lakeside. It’s called Turtle, and we’re usually tied up near the ferry docks—do you know the area? You have a bit of a Mistwood accent.”

		Maris smiled. “I do know it. Bowman family, Turtle near the Lakeside ferry. I’ll be sure to let you know if I hear anything.”

		Nessa thanked Maris and Nick again before turning away to approach somebody else with the same question. The fog closed in around the woman and the little girl, and soon, they were gone from sight.

		Maris nudged Nick in the shoulder. “Let’s get the horses hitched up before breakfast.”

		Nick was eager to eat, but she hesitated. “Do you think something bad happened to her son?”

		“Oh, probably not,” Maris said. “He most likely moved to a logging camp farther away and has been too busy to write. Or his letter got lost on the way, or he’s been delayed by bad roads, or he found some other work, or any number of things. The Cloud Forest is so large it takes days to travel across even on good roads, and a lot of logging camps don’t have good roads. Foresters often work in remote and isolated places.” Maris took the horses’ leads from Nick. “But it was good of you to try to help.”

		Maris’s words were reassuring, but Nick still felt uneasy. It wasn’t hard to imagine getting lost in the Cloud Forest. She didn’t want to admit that, though, because that was too close to admitting that she found the fog and the dense forest a little frightening—and after she had spent days complaining that they were traveling too slow.

		After breakfast, they continued their journey south. The fog remained heavy through the morning. The road was broad and paved with stones, but there were places where the roots of the trees had pushed through the surface. In other spots roots had overgrown the road entirely. Their wagon wheels rumbled over a web of smooth, solid wood filled with gravel and moss and packed tight by the constant traffic.

		There were ironwood trees everywhere now, so many that it was impossible to see where one grove ended and another began. There were also dense pines and towering redwoods, cascades of ferns and epiphytes, and a thick blanket of moss over almost everything, softening stones and logs into rounded humps.

		Sometimes, in the densest, most shadowy tunnels of trees, when the forest was thickest and the sky was hidden, Nick could see colorful magical light flickering from the ironwoods in shades of cool blue and deep purple.

		Nick knew a lot about the rainforest and all the strange animals and plants that lived there, both magical and mundane. She had read books and heard Theo’s stories all her life. She knew about the snakes that grew to twenty feet long and the prowling cats that moved silently through high branches. She knew about animals and plants that had lived for so long in the forest’s dense magical environment that they had evolved unique traits. There were birds that could throw their voices to mislead predators, and bats that could create illusions to hide from birds of prey. There were mice that planted themselves like seeds and birthed their young from flower blossoms, and fungi that grew so quickly they could devour an entire wooden building overnight. There were even tales about flowers large enough to snap at full-grown forest deer in an attempt to trap them.

		Nick had always assumed some of those stories had to be exaggerated. She didn’t think so anymore.

		She rode atop the wagon for about half the day. When the fog and the trees grew monotonous, she retreated inside to read and draw and jot down notes. Sometimes the road was so smooth the motion lulled her into dozing off. Other times, it was so bumpy her teeth rattled and the bowls and plates in the wagon cupboard clinked. She was getting tired of being on the road. They didn’t usually travel for so many days without stopping.

		When the light through the window began to fade, Maris opened the hatch at the front of the wagon and said, “Come outside with us. You’ll want to see this.”

		Nick, who had been daydreaming on her bunk, rolled over and crawled through the hatch. She squeezed onto the bench between Theo and Maris.

		The sky above was clearer than it had been all day, with patchy wisps of clouds glowing pink and golden in the light of the setting sun. The road curved along the crest of a hill, with the dense forest, now dark with evening shadows, to their right. To their left was a large, deep valley.

		In that valley, aglow with lights illuminating the drifting fog, was the city of Mistwood.

	
		
			SEVEN

			The City at the Heart of the Forest
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		Mistwood filled the steep, forested valley around the Serpentine River. To the west, Black Lake shimmered in the light of the setting sun, its surface gleaming with gold and orange and pink. The lights of the city encircled the lake like gemstones on a necklace, and even from a distance Nick could see boats dotting the water. The lake ended abruptly at Storm Falls, a massive waterfall so tall that its bottom was hidden in mist below.

		Nick had seen maps of Mistwood before, but they hadn’t prepared her for how big the city was, how steep the hills, how dramatic the waterfall and forest and lake, especially at dusk.

		All of her boredom vanished at once. She clutched Maris’s hand and bounced on the wagon bench. “We’re here! We’re here!”

		“We sure are. Look over there.” Maris pointed toward the waterfall. Her eyes glinted playfully in the waning sunlight. “Bet you’ve never seen ironwoods like that before.”

		In the middle of the city, where Black Lake ended in Storm Falls, were the largest ironwood trees Nick had ever seen. Each one of them was easily more than a hundred feet tall. Several of them grew right there in the city, and their trunks were wider than the streets that bent around them. But the biggest trees of all were on the other side of the river, climbing up the tall, steep hill overlooking the city. The grove was dense, dark, and sprawling, with far too many ironwoods for Nick to count. She couldn’t even tell how far the grove stretched.

		She stared, open-mouthed, trying to take it all in.

		Theo swished the reins to urge the horses forward. “That’s the Heart Grove. Those are the oldest and largest ironwoods in the world.”

		“How old are they?” Nick asked in a hushed voice.

		“Some of them are at least a thousand years old, maybe more. All the other ironwoods in the world are their descendants.”

		The branches of the ancient trees twined together over the end of the lake. Where the lake spilled into Storm Falls, the roots wove together to form a tangle that stretched from the waterfall’s top all the way down to the river’s continuation below.

		Nick finally found her voice. “Are they growing right over the river?”

		“Over it, through it, under it,” Theo said. “The intertwined roots have trapped enough soil and stone over the centuries to create a natural dam. That’s how Black Lake was formed.”

		“How deep is it?” Nick asked.

		“I’d say from the top of the waterfall to the bottom is about eight hundred feet,” Theo said. “But nobody really knows how deep the lake is.”

		Nick couldn’t stop staring. It was impossible to imagine how the roots of trees, even trees as old as the Heart Grove, could hold back so much water. Even more amazing was the fact that Mistwood continued through the waterfall. There were bridges, buildings, and streets tucked around the cascades, with streetlamps lighting up the heavy mist from within.

		“People live right next to the waterfall?” Nick asked, incredulous.

		“Next to it and below it,” Maris said. “That part of the city is called Underfall. It’s very old and very interesting—we’ll definitely take you there to look around. There are whole streets of artisans and crafters who make the most curious things. Oh, I wonder if that old man who makes the river rock jewelry is still there. You’ll love it.”

		Maris seemed almost as excited as Nick. With one arm around Nick’s shoulder and the other outstretched, she continued to tell Nick about the city.

		“See down there?” Maris pointed to where Storm Falls plunged into a large pool surrounded by docks and buildings. Several bridges crossed the river, and lights shone through mist and trees, stretching down the river as far as Nick could see. “That part of the city is called Riverside. A lot of those riverboats are carrying goods to and from the sea. It looks the neighborhood has grown since I was last in Mistwood! That’s a new bridge, isn’t it? Theo?”

		“Maybe,” Theo said.

		Nick glanced at her mother, surprised by the curtness of her answer. Theo was focused on the road, which was growing more crowded with every minute. Her hands gripped the reins tightly. If she felt any excitement about reaching Mistwood, she showed no sign of it.

		Maris hesitated, her expression turning serious. But the moment passed, and she smiled again and squeezed Nick closer to her side.

		“I’m glad we came this way,” Maris said. “It’s the best way to see Mistwood for the first time. Look up here, up the hillside. See all those buildings stacked up like blocks? That’s Sheepside.”

		Nick wrinkled her nose. “It even smells like sheep.”

		Maris laughed. “It does! There are a lot of weavers living up there, and when they bring their sheep in from grazing in the forest, they keep them in pens on their roofs. My great-aunt was a clothier, and she used to bring me and Penny there to buy fabric. She could tell which wool came from which herd just by touch. I’ll have to bring you there too. There are a few family shops that use a traditional method to weave silkgrass they collect in the forest. The grass has magic that makes it twist itself into tight bundles when it grows naturally, and the weavers can use that to make fabrics so fine and so soft you barely even know there are threads.”

		The hillside was so steep in places that there were front doors to their right and rooftops to their left, and in other places, there were staircases, rather than paths, that branched off the main road. Everywhere Nick looked, there were ironwood pipes running alongside the streets or stairs, leading to fountains or disappearing into buildings.

		As the wagon passed one winding staircase, the smell of sheep gave way to the smell of baked goods. Maris inhaled deeply and leaned out so far that Nick worried she would tumble from the wagon. “Oh! My favorite staircase bakery!”

		Nick couldn’t tell which of the many bakeries Maris was pointing at. The stairs were as crowded as any city street, filled with noise and light. Before she could ask, they were already passing the bakeries, and Maris was telling Nick about something else. They rumbled past narrow streets filled with market stalls, broad avenues lined with orderly trees, small houses stacked up against one another, and large shops swarmed by carts loading all manner of goods.

		It was exhilarating and overwhelming. Nick wanted to take notes and ask questions, but it was all she could do to keep up with everything Maris was telling her.

		Suddenly Maris looked up. They were approaching a series of long cables stretching from high on the hill down to the river below.

		“This is a new ropeway,” Maris said approvingly. “It’s about time they built one for this side of the city. See those big bundles there?”

		Piles of lumber and bundles of crates moved along those cables, some rising while others descended on parallel ropes. All of the loads, no matter their shape, were encased in nets that dangled from the ropes and gripped the cargo tightly.

		Maris explained, “They’re driven by ironwood gears at the top and bottom. They keep the ropes moving all the time. There’s always something that needs to be transported through the city.”

		There were a couple of women catching a ride on one of the loads, holding on to the webbing with their feet dangling. They waved when they saw Nick gaping up at them. Startled, Nick waved back.

		Maris laughed and waved as well. “Remember when we used to sneak onto the ropeways to do that? There was that one security guard who always fell asleep at sunset.”

		Theo was looking up at the ropeway with a faint smile, her first since they had arrived in Mistwood. “He never did catch us.”

		“Good times.” Maris looked at Nick sharply. “But you aren’t going to do that! It wasn’t fun at all.”

		“It looks fun,” Nick said. “It looks very fun.”

		“No, it’s not,” Maris said, but she started laughing again. “It’s very dangerous and very naughty and you won’t even think about trying it. Okay?”

		Nick grumbled, “I guess. But it really does look fun.”

		Soon the noise of the waterfall rose from a distant murmur to a thunderous roar, and a cool mist filled the air. As they neared the center of the city, most of the buildings were painted with bright, cheerful colors—blue doors, yellow shutters, red roofs. The clothing people wore was just as colorful, from their hats and scarves down to their shoes. For the first time Nick understood why Theo always insisted on painting their wagon so brightly, and the realization made her heart squeeze in a funny way. Maybe Theo had missed Mistwood after all. Maybe she had always been trying to bring a little bit of her childhood home with her, everywhere they traveled.

		“Some people call the neighborhoods below the dam the Lower City,” Maris explained, raising her voice over the rumble of the waterfall, “and they call the neighborhoods around the lake the Upper City. But I’ve never really liked those names.”

		“Why not?” Nick asked.

		“It makes it sound like half of the city is better than the other half,” Maris said.

		“Is it?”

		“Not at all. There are good and bad parts of every neighborhood. All of them together are what makes Mistwood so unique.”

		Theo steered the wagon through a busy interaction and onto a road that led up toward the lake, rather than down into the heavy fog around the waterfall. They were obviously heading toward the higher parts of the city. Nick wanted to see Underfall and Riverside, but she was still thrilled to be passing right beneath some of the most immense ironwood trees.

		“Where’s Underhill?” Nick asked. “Is it under everything?”

		“Not quite. It’s under the dam and the hills around the river, but it doesn’t extend under the lake or the lakeside neighborhoods. It actually used to be a lot bigger, but some parts have been abandoned over the years. Look across the river there.” Maris turned Nick slightly toward the steep hill on the southern side of the river. “See how higher on the hill there are no lights? That’s the center of the Heart Grove. Underhill used to reach all the way over there. That’s where the name originally came from. But after…well, it’s a long story, but one of the ironwood trees died and it became too dangerous to live underneath it.”

		“How did it die? What happened?”

		Nick expected Theo to answer, because Theo knew the most about ironwood trees, but she remained uncharacteristically quiet. It was Maris who explained, “Old age, probably. The trees in the Heart Grove are very old. Now look over this way.” She pointed toward Storm Falls. “The central cavern of Underhill is the Green Cavern. It’s in the natural dam right underneath the waterfall. See that square gate that’s all lit up? That’s one way in, and it’s—huh, that’s interesting.”

		Nick craned her head to look. “What? What’s interesting?”

		She could see the gate, which stood over a narrow street that seemed to lead directly into the hill, but there was nothing beyond it. Several people stood by the gate, lit by the glow of the buglamps. They seemed to all be wearing the same clothes: dark gray trousers and jackets, with the silhouette of an ironwood tree on their backs. That was all Nick could see before the road turned and the gate slipped out of view.

		Maris frowned. “Theo, did those look like Company guards to you? At the Old Gate?”

		Theo shook her head. “I didn’t see them.”

		“I saw them,” Nick said. “But I don’t know if they were guards. I don’t know what guards look like.”

		“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Maris said. She seemed worried for a second, but then she exclaimed, “Oh, look! There’s the new mill. Penny told me about that.”

		She pointed toward the dam, which had several large, blocky buildings on top. Nick couldn’t tell which of the buildings Maris was pointing at. They all looked the same to her.

		“A lot of people weren’t happy when the Forestry Company decided to build it,” Maris said.

		“Why not?” Nick asked.

		“They built it right over one of the entrances to Underhill,” Maris said. “Penny says the Underhillers were very upset about the location. They tried to convince the Company to build it anywhere else, but the Forestry Company chose that spot anyway.”

		Theo looked up at the mills speculatively. “It is an odd location. It seems awfully close to that one ironwood.”

		Nick finally spotted the building they were talking about, perched atop the dam on the south side of the waterfall. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t anything interesting about it. She was much more captivated by the massive ironwood tree looming over it. Every time she thought she understood the scale of the Heart Grove ironwoods, they once again surprised her with their tremendous size.

		Maris changed the subject again. “Nick, look ahead here. I love this view of the lake.”

		As the road reached the top of the natural dam, Black Lake stretched before them, glittering with reflected lights from both shores. There were docks and piers and a bright, crowded neighborhood hugging the near shore. But they didn’t go toward the lake. They headed uphill instead, climbing until they reached a neighborhood that was quieter and darker. Here the streets were lined with fewer shops and more large houses, many of them surrounded by hedges and gardens.

		Theo drew the wagon to a stop at an intersection.

		“This is where I get off,” Maris said.

		“Where are you going?” Nick asked.

		Maris kissed Nick’s temple before jumping down from the wagon. “My family lives up this way. You’re heading the other way. But neither of us is going far.” She fetched her bag from the wagon and untied her palomino. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning with Penny, and we can talk then.”

		Theo nodded stiffly. “You know where to find us.”

		Maris shook her head. “It’s weird being back after all this time, isn’t it? Have fun with your family, Nick. See you tomorrow.”

		Maris waved as she led her horse away. Theo watched her go, then sighed. She tapped the reins to urge the horses forward.

		Nick watched her mother for a moment. She missed Maris’s bright chatter already. When Maris had been pointing out all the parts of the city she wanted to share, Nick had been able to ignore the nerves wriggling in her gut. She was still excited, her mind filled with all the things she wanted to ask about and see, but with Maris gone and Theo so quiet beside her, Nick felt jittery and anxious. She didn’t know what to expect when she met their family. She wished Theo had told her more before they arrived in Mistwood.

		“Is it?” she asked suddenly. “Is it weird being back here?”

		Theo tilted her head. Nick thought she might not answer, but after a few seconds she said, “It’ll be okay.”

		It wasn’t an answer, but something in Theo’s voice told Nick not to ask again.

		Maris had been right. They didn’t have far to go. They made two more turns before Theo stopped the wagon. They were in front of a large house surrounded by a short fence of braided wood draped in ivy and moss. There was a gate, and it stood wide open. From the way the vines were tangled in the gate, Nick could tell it had been open for a very long time. On the wall to the left of the gate was a small metal sign with a single word etched in it:

		SIXSMITH
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		It had only ever been the two of them, for as long as Nick could remember. She and Theo lived in their colorful wagon, surrounded by research and books and animals, roaming the continent in a never-ending journey that took them from town to town, job to job, grove to grove.

		Nick knew that it wasn’t an ordinary life. Most families lived in one place, in a house without wheels, in a town where everybody knew their names. Most kids her age went to school before becoming apprentices. Many had more than one parent, plus siblings and cousins, aunts and uncles and grandparents. All Nick knew of her father was that he was a sailor whom Theo had known briefly. It had never seemed important to know more than that. Big families seemed so strange to Nick, just as her life must have seemed strange to others.

		She liked her life with Theo on the road. But she was eleven now, old enough for people to ask her questions and whisper when they thought she couldn’t hear. When somebody asked if she didn’t have family somewhere she could stay with, if she had a father or a second mother, if she wouldn’t prefer to stay at the same school through the year and get to know people her own age, if she didn’t think it would be more pleasant if her mother settled in one town to take care of one grove, that was when Nick felt the weight of how different their lives were from most people’s.

		Sometimes she wanted to ask if Theo felt it as well, but every time she thought about bringing it up, she lost her nerve. Nick was worried Theo would take it to mean she didn’t like their life, which wasn’t true at all.

		Nick had always known Theo had family in Mistwood, and she had wondered what they were like, but the prospect of meeting them had always felt distant and unlikely. She had no idea what to expect, and it was too late to ask. She didn’t know how to meet family. Her heart beat rapidly as the wagon rolled up the cobblestone drive.

		As they eased to a stop, Theo looked up at the house. She was silent for a moment, then she took a breath and said, “Well, here we are.”

		It occurred to Nick that maybe Theo didn’t know what to expect either.

		The house was two stories tall and made of wood, except for three chimneys built from chunks of mossy stone. There were large windows on both floors, many of them lit from within by warm light. The shutters were painted a cheerful robin’s-egg blue, and the front door was sunflower yellow, framed on both sides by large, untrimmed rose bushes laden with blooms of pink and red. A barn stood to one side of the house. On the other side there was a huge garden overflowing with midsummer bounty. Smoke coiled from one of the chimneys, carrying with it the pleasant scent of something spicy cooking.

		Sometimes, when they visited other people’s homes in their travels, Nick had wondered what sort of house Theo had grown up in. She was relieved that the Sixsmith house looked so nice, but with that relief came confusion. If the family home had looked cold or unpleasant, it would’ve made more sense that Theo left. But it looked cozy and welcoming.

		Theo stepped up to the yellow door and knocked.

		Nick heard voices inside, but she couldn’t tell what they were saying. The door swung open, spilling bright light onto the front steps.

		A woman stood on the other side. She wore a patient, curious expression. “We weren’t expecting you tonight. It would have been fine to wait…” Her eyes widened as her voice trailed off.

		The woman looked like Theo. Not just a little bit, but a lot: short, round in both body and face, with the same pale skin and rosy cheeks and unruly brown hair. Even her clothes were similar in style, although much more colorful, as she wore patched dark green trousers and a worn blue work shirt with yellow and pink flowers embroidered on the collar.

		“Hi, Winnie,” Theo said.

		The woman closed her mouth and opened it again.

		“Theo,” she said faintly. “Theo. You’re here? You didn’t say…we didn’t know…You should have written that you were coming!”

		“I didn’t get a chance. We set out as soon as we decided to visit,” Theo said.

		The woman’s gaze turned to Nick. “Oh! And you must be Veronica!”

		Theo put her arm around Nick’s shoulders and squeezed. “Yes, this is my daughter. She goes by Nick. Nick, this is my sister, Winifred. We call her Winnie. She’s your aunt.”

		“Hi,” Nick said uncertainly. She knew she was staring at Winnie just as much as Winnie was staring at her.

		Winnie blinked a couple of times. For a moment Nick was afraid she was going to close the door in their faces or turn away and leave them on the front step.

		But she didn’t do that. She stepped forward and wrapped Theo in a tight hug. Theo returned the hug immediately.

		“I can’t believe you’re here,” Winnie said. Her voice was high and a little breathless, with uncertain laughter beneath her words. When she let go, she held on to Theo’s arms for a moment. “This is such a surprise! And Nick! Nick, it’s so good to finally meet you. Can I give you a hug?”

		Nick nodded, not quite sure what to say, and was immediately engulfed in a tight embrace. Nick froze, startled by the strength of the hug; only Theo and Maris ever hugged her. She relaxed a little just before Winnie let her go.

		“It’s so good to finally meet you,” Winnie said again.

		A man’s voice called out from inside the house. “Who is it? Is it another delivery to the wrong place? We keep telling you, everything needs to—”

		A man appeared behind Winnie. He was tall, with broad shoulders and brown skin; he wore a checkered shirt of bright orange and yellow, and there was a flour-dusted apron fastened around his waist. He squinted until he reached into his shirt pocket for a pair of glasses.

		“Theo?” he said.

		“Hi, Monty,” Theo said. “Nick, this is Winnie’s husband, Monty. This is my daughter, Nick.”

		“Well!” Monty’s voice was booming and cheerful. “Isn’t this a surprise! This is a surprise, right?” He looked at Winnie in alarm. “Did I forget something important?”

		Winnie laughed. “No, no, this is a surprise. A good one!”

		There was a clatter of footsteps inside the house, and somebody else was saying, “What’s a surprise?”

		Winnie and Monty stepped aside to reveal two young people behind them. There was a boy about Nick’s age and a teenage girl. They both had light brown skin and curly black hair. Moments later an older man stepped through a doorway to ask what was going on. He had paler skin, pure white hair, and a sweater knitted from every color of the rainbow.

		“Dad,” Theo said. Her smile was a question, hesitant and soft.

		The man looked stunned for a moment, but then he broke into a broad smile and came forward to give Theo a hug. The whole group of people dissolved into questions and chatter and noise. Their clothes were as colorful as their house, their manner as busy and noisy as the city. It was overwhelming to Nick, who rarely had to speak to so many people at once. All she could do was nod and try to pay attention to the introductions.

		The old man was Nick’s grandfather. He said his name was Milton, but she could call him Papa. The two young people were Oliver and Annette, Nick’s cousins, and they were twelve and sixteen. Winnie sent Annette out to take care of the horses before ushering Theo and Nick inside.

		“We’re about to sit down for dinner,” Winnie said. “You’ve come just in time.”

		“Oh! The bread!” Monty spun around and dashed away. As he disappeared into the house, he called out, “It hasn’t burned yet!”

		“Come in, sit down,” Winnie said, laughing. She led them through a doorway and into a dining room with a heavy wooden table and a mismatched collection of chairs and benches taking up most of the space. “You’ve probably been on the road all day. How was it? The weather hasn’t been the best, especially in the hills.”

		“It was fine. A bit muddy in places, but not that…” Theo trailed off, and her next word was much quieter. “Mom.”

		There was an older woman standing in the dining room. She was short like Theo and Winnie, and though her hair was white, her eyes were the same deep brown. She was not smiling. Nick couldn’t quite figure out what expression she wore, but it definitely wasn’t a smile.

		“Theodora,” she said.

		Theo twisted her hands together. It took her a moment to answer. “Mom. Hi.”

		The room was suddenly very quiet. Winnie looked between Theo and the woman, her mouth open slightly.

		It was Theo who broke the silence. “Mom, this is my daughter, Nick. Nick, this is your grandmother, Veronica.”

		“Hi,” Nick said. She hadn’t known she shared a name with her grandmother. Theo had never mentioned it.

		“You may call me Gran.” Gran still didn’t smile, but her gaze softened slightly when she looked at Nick. She turned back to Theo and raised her eyebrows. “I suppose it’s your work that’s brought you back. You wouldn’t have come otherwise.”

		“Mom,” Winnie said. “This can wait.”

		But Theo answered, “Yes. We’re collecting information about an ironwood blight that’s been spreading since last year.”

		Papa tilted his head thoughtfully. “Do we have something like that here?”

		“We’ve followed the spread of blight through the mountains,” Theo said. “There are groves showing symptoms along the road through the Cloud Forest.”

		Nick didn’t speak up to say that they hadn’t exactly followed the pattern to the Cloud Forest. They’d come looking for it because Penny had written to Maris. But she didn’t think this was the sort of conversation where the adults would welcome an interruption.

		Gran pursed her lips. “Tell me about these symptoms.”

		Theo explained the odd magical effects they had encountered around ironwood groves elsewhere. She did not, Nick noticed, tell Gran about any of the rumors they’d heard in the Cloud Forest. Instead she focused on cases they had seen for themselves. She finished by describing the spots of softened dark wood on afflicted trees. Gran’s expression did not change. “What causes have you eliminated? And what methods did you use to eliminate them?”

		Theo took a breath to answer, but Papa interrupted her. “Come on, now, Theo’s barely stepped inside and already you’re both going on about work. That can wait until after dinner.” He pulled out the chair at the head of the table and waited for Gran to take a seat. “Let our guests get washed up before we eat.”

		Theo took Nick into the large, warm kitchen, where Monty was juggling pots and trays to get dinner ready. Nick was delighted to see that the house had ironwood pipes bringing water inside. It was so much easier than having to haul buckets of water from a well. The more she saw of Mistwood, the more it made sense to her that everybody wanted more ironwood everywhere.

		When they returned to the dining room and sat down, Papa smiled and said, “Tell us about your journey, Theo. Where have you come from?”

		Theo began to tell them about the week-long trip from Springhaven, but she hadn’t gotten far before Monty returned from the kitchen with a fresh loaf of bread on a wooden board, and Annette came in from the stables with questions about their horses, and Oliver wanted to know why they had come by road instead of the river, and suddenly everybody was chattering and asking questions again.

		Nick wanted to eat more than she wanted to figure out how to talk to so many strangers, so she was halfway through her second piece of bread when she realized that she wasn’t the only person at the table keeping quiet.

		Gran hadn’t said a word since she had sat down. All she was doing was listening, watching and listening, her gaze rarely leaving Theo’s face. She still wasn’t smiling.
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		When Nick awoke the next morning, she was momentarily confused. Instead of the roof of the wagon right above her, she saw a ceiling with large wooden beams. Nor was she curled up in her tight bunk, but tucked instead into a bed with Sprocket purring on her chest and Needlenose snoring gently at her side. Nick yawned. She looked to her left, then to her right, and she remembered.

		She was in the Sixsmith family home in Mistwood. She sat up, carefully dislodging a disgruntled Sprocket, and rubbed her eyes. The room had two windows that looked out on a gray morning, and she heard the distant lowing of foghorns on the lake. The bed was huge, with tall posts at each corner. In the room there was also a bookshelf, a sagging armchair, and a colorfully woven rug. It was all very lived-in, very cozy, but it didn’t feel like anybody’s room. Nick knew some people lived in houses big enough for guests to have entire rooms, but she had never stayed in such a place before.

		Theo was nowhere to be seen. Her sleeping clothes were folded up on the other pillow and her side of the bed was tucked in neatly. The bed was so big Nick hadn’t even stirred when her mother woke up.

		Nick yawned again and leaned over to rest her head on Needlenose. His long red fur tickled her face and his tail thumped happily as she rubbed his belly. Sprocket squeaked twice to let Nick know she was still upset at her sleep being disturbed, then picked her way over the blankets to curl up on the warm depression on Nick’s pillow.

		“This is a weird place,” she muttered, although she didn’t know exactly what she meant by that. It was probably a very normal house—Nick just didn’t know what a normal house was like. Everybody had been perfectly nice the night before, even though their arrival had been such a surprise.

		Well, almost everybody. Gran had been quiet throughout the whole meal and afterward, and Theo had been tense the few times she did speak. Winnie, Monty, and Papa had jumped in every time the conversation threatened to turn awkward. Nick didn’t know what to make of it, but it seemed like nobody else really did either. She couldn’t imagine going more than ten years without seeing or speaking to Theo.

		Nick climbed out of bed and dressed before heading downstairs with Needlenose at her heels. She followed the sound of Theo’s voice to the dining room. Maris was there as well, along with Winnie and Oliver and Annette. Monty was in the kitchen again, singing to himself in a deep voice that carried through the open doorway.

		“There you are, sleepyhead!” Theo said when she spotted Nick. “I thought you might sleep all day. You looked pretty cozy.”

		“I hope—oh, hello there!” Winnie laughed when Needlenose nudged her with his nose. She scratched behind his ears, and his tail wagged happily. “I hope you slept well, Nick. That old bed sags a lot, but I think that just makes it feel like being in a nest.”

		Annette snorted. “It’s like being swallowed by a mound of wolfmoss.”

		“Wolfmoss doesn’t eat people,” Oliver said. He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “That’s a common misconception. It only preys on small mammals, birds, and reptiles.”

		“I bet I could make it prey on you,” Annette said.

		Oliver appeared to give this some thought. “You would have better luck with sweetvine. It often ensnares larger prey, even if it doesn’t typically lure humans.”

		“Nobody is feeding anybody else to carnivorous plants today,” Winnie said. “Would you like some breakfast, Nick? We have rice porridge. You can make it sweet with jam or spicy with chili oil, whichever you prefer.”

		With a bowl of porridge before her, sprinkled with chili oil and green onions, Nick began to eat just as Theo finished her own breakfast and rose from her chair.

		“Maris and I have to go out for a while,” she said.

		Nick looked up. “Wait, I want to go with you.”

		“No, it’ll be really boring today. We’re just going to go find Penny,” Theo said.

		“She wasn’t home?” Nick asked. She recalled that Penny lived with their father, whom Maris had stayed with last night.

		Maris stood up as well. She looked a little worried. “Dad says she’s been spending a lot of time elsewhere recently. He hasn’t seen her in a couple of days.”

		“I’m sure she’s just busy with work or friends,” said Winnie, then she turned to Annette. “You know Penny Greenwood from school, don’t you? Have you seen her lately?”

		Annette said, “I don’t know her well. She’s a few years older than me.”

		“But you have must have some friends in common,” Winnie insisted. “You can help Aunt Theo by asking around.”

		Annette shrugged. “Sure. We don’t really have the same friends, but I can ask.”

		“Thank you,” Maris said.

		Theo squeezed Nick’s shoulder lightly. “We’ll be back later.”

		“But what do I do today?” Nick asked. After a week traveling in the wagon, the last thing she wanted to do was be stuck in a strange house for the day.

		It was Winnie who answered, “I have an idea. The school is on summer break right now, so Oliver can show you around Mistwood. You can visit the family workshop. Is that okay, Oliver?”

		Oliver sat up straight and nodded rapidly. “Yes! You’ve never been to Mistwood before, right? I can show you Mill Road and the dam and the lakeside docks and—”

		“And all of his favorite plants,” Annette interrupted wryly. “He’ll talk your ear off if you let him.”

		A tour of Mistwood that included interesting plants didn’t sound bad to Nick. She looked at Theo. “Can I?”

		“As long as you stick with Oliver and don’t explore on your own,” Theo said. “I don’t want you getting lost. This is a much bigger city than any you’ve been to before.”

		“Don’t worry. I won’t let her get lost, Aunt Theo,” Oliver said confidently.

		“It’s perfectly safe,” Winnie added. “Oliver knows where not to go. Right? Stay away from Riverside and Underhill, and anywhere the Forestry Company has declared off-limits.”

		Theo raised an eyebrow. “Why is the Company declaring places off-limits?”

		Winnie looked uncomfortable but covered it with a smile. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

		But Oliver disagreed. “The Underhillers think there’s a lot to worry about. The Company said there’ve been collapses under the dam lately, but they won’t let the Underhillers do any repairs.”

		Annette nodded. “I heard the same thing, but I don’t hear as much Underhiller gossip as you do.”

		“It’s not gossip!” Oliver retorted.

		“Kids,” Winnie said, a note of warning in her voice. “Gossip or not, stay away from anywhere the Company deems unsafe. And don’t get in anyone’s way. Understand?”

		Oliver hesitated, but when Winnie raised an eyebrow expectantly, he slumped back in his chair and said, “Fine. I promise I won’t get into any trouble.”

		Promising not to get into trouble, Nick thought, was not quite the same thing as agreeing to Winnie’s rules. But if Winnie noticed, she let it pass without comment.

		Theo leaned down to kiss the top of Nick’s head. “You have fun with Oliver today. We’ll see you back here.”

		“But don’t have too much fun.” Maris gave Nick a quick hug. “I’m still going to show you all the best parts of Mistwood. And I can’t wait for you to meet Penny.”

		After they left, Nick finished her breakfast as quickly as she could, then grabbed her notebook and bag before leaving the house with Oliver. Needlenose pranced happily, delighted to be going on a proper walk after so many days on the road.

		They followed the road down the same hill Theo and Nick had driven up the day before. A heavy fog hung around the trees, and the air was so humid Nick felt like she could swim through it. Now that it wasn’t dark, Nick could see that the neighborhood was built right into the edge of the Cloud Forest. Everything was very green, with houses of wood and stone tucked in amongst the tall, tangled trees, all of which were draped with flowering vines and spotted with large fungi. Some houses had mossy stone walls around them, like the Sixsmith house, but others had peculiar living fences made of woody vines that had been braided together as they grew.

		There were people out and about everywhere. Many raised their hands to greet Oliver. He told Nick everybody’s names and how he knew them, but she lost track pretty quickly. Needlenose bounded ahead, wagging his tail as he sniffed everything. Nick had thought, when they arrived in Mistwood the night before, that the noise of the city would drown out the racket of the Cloud Forest. But the insects and birds and monkeys didn’t seem to care that they were in a large city. The trees all through the neighborhood were filled with their hum and chatter.

		“Is it always so loud?” Nick asked.

		Oliver looked around. “You think it’s loud?”

		“Just the birds and stuff,” Nick said.

		“Oh. I guess it is. It’s not nearly as loud as the waterfall. That’s really loud,” Oliver said.

		Nick knew that was true from passing Storm Falls the night before. “Doesn’t it bother you, when you go away and come back? Do you have to get used to it all over again?”

		Oliver sighed heavily. “Come back from where? We never go anywhere.”

		“You never travel at all?” Nick asked.

		“No,” Oliver said grumpily. “Mom’s too busy and Dad says we have everything we need here in Mistwood.”

		“I can’t imagine staying in one place forever,” Nick admitted. It sounded terribly dull.

		“I bet you’ve been to tons of cool places,” Oliver said.

		Nick couldn’t help but puff up a little at that. “We travel all the time! We’ve been everywhere.” She paused, and honesty compelled her to add, “Well, everywhere there are ironwood groves that need arborists.”

		“Have you been to the desert?” Oliver asked eagerly, his grumpiness vanishing at once. “What about the coast? Where did you just come from? What’s it like in the north?”

		Nick was happy to answer Oliver’s questions about her travels, even though he mostly wanted to know about what sorts of things besides ironwood trees lived in all the different places.

		“Dad says I’m plant-mad,” Oliver said. “But that’s not true. I also care about fungi and lichen and all the living things that don’t belong to one group or the other.”

		“Aren’t you interested in ironwood trees?” Nick said.

		“Not really. There are enough ironwood experts here. People should learn about other things too, not just whatever they think is useful for making money. Especially magical plants and fungi! There are so many different species. Ironwood isn’t the only one that matters.”

		“So you probably notice right away when something is wrong with all the other plants around the ironwoods,” Nick said hopefully.

		“You mean the blight Aunt Theo asked about last night?” Oliver asked.

		“Have you seen anything like that?” Nick asked.

		Oliver gave it some thought before answering. “I don’t think so, but I wasn’t looking before. I think people would notice if their gardens started growing seashells or their plums turned into butterflies. But if the symptoms aren’t as obvious as that…well, they might just think they’ve got a rash of mimicweed, which can look like lots of things, or pink pinch clover, which can make other things look like lots of things. Or even some other magical plant nobody knows about. People discover new magical species in the Cloud Forest all the time.” His expression brightened. “But we can look! I can tell you if something looks wrong, and you can tell me if it looks like your blight.”

		As they descended toward Black Lake, the large houses and spacious gardens gave way to buildings two or three stories high on crowded roads. The avenue they walked down was broad and straight and paved with smooth stones, but many of the intersecting streets were narrow, muddy, and crooked. The ground was less steep as they neared the lake, but it was still far from level. As far as Nick could tell, the only flat place in all of Mistwood was the surface of the lake.

		They left the edge of the forest behind, and the noise of the birds and insects was replaced by the city’s morning commotion. The scents of fried fish and steamed buns filled the air as people lined up to buy their breakfasts. Shopkeepers were throwing open their doors and flipping their signs to OPEN. Just as Nick had noticed the evening before, the buildings throughout Mistwood were painted with bright colors: blue and yellow and green, with spots of red and purple and a few splashes of vibrant orange. As the morning mist burned away and the sun came out, it made for a cheerful scene.

		Nick found it hard to know where to look. There was simply too much to see. Everybody seemed to be in a hurry.

		Oliver pointed up and down the streets as they passed, telling Nick about each one. “This is where all the farriers are, and farther down are the saddlers. And over there is where a lot of carters have their shops. Oh, and right there, that narrow one, that’s the beginning of Flour Alley. It goes all the way down to the lake.”

		Nick followed Oliver’s pointing finger to see the entrance to a very narrow road. The air smelled of fresh bread and spices. “Flour Alley?”

		“There are a lot of bakeries along there, so everybody calls it Flour Alley,” Oliver said.

		“We passed bakeries on the way into Mistwood too,” Nick said. “There were on this long staircase.”

		“That’s Brick Street,” Oliver said with a nod. “The bakers on both streets always argue about who has the best shops. We’ll visit both of them one day and you can decide which is your favorite.”

		Nick inhaled. “It smells really good.”

		“There’s the spice market too,” Oliver said. He pointed to a wide street in the opposite direction, which was jam-packed with market stalls selling spices in every color of the rainbow from baskets and barrels. Needlenose lifted his head to sniff the air and promptly sneezed. Oliver laughed. “Annette also sneezes every time she walks through there.”

		Nick was beginning to understand why Theo had warned her against getting lost. She felt like if she stepped off the main road, she would be swallowed up by the city. Needlenose would be no help—he was so excited by every new thing he saw, she doubted he could navigate any better than she could.

		“Where are we going?” she asked.

		“The family workshop, I guess,” Oliver said, but he didn’t sound particularly excited about it. “It’s down this way.” He made a sharp left turn onto another wide road. Nick hurried to keep up with him. “This is Mill Road. It’s where all the ironwood workshops are.”

		He grabbed her hand to drag her down Mill Road and began pointing out the different workshops. Every single one of them used ironwood, but they all used it differently. There was one where they made barrels and vats of different sizes, and another one that built ironwood clocks that kept time perfectly by magically detecting sunrise and sunset every day, no matter the weather. Right next door was a shop that crafted thermometers, barometers, and other weather-related tools, making use of the way ironwood reacted to its environment to measure all manner of things. Tucked into an alley a little farther on were several stalls selling pretty, decorative ironwood objects: wind chimes, vases, figurines, even a few odd musical instruments. Nick wanted to examine each and every one to understand its magical properties, but there was so much to see she only let herself take a look before hurrying after Oliver.

		Nick had seen examples of ironwood crafts in her travels, but never so many kinds all in one place. Often the towns she and Theo visited only had one or two ironwood workshops, usually founded by people who had apprenticed in a Mistwood workshop before striking out on their own.

		When she told this to Oliver, he said, “Some people try to make their apprentices stay, but Mom says they shouldn’t do that. She says it’s not right to keep people in one workshop if they want to go somewhere else.”

		They passed a workshop that seemed to make nothing but gears, and one that made nothing but springs. Another made polished boxes of all different sizes; the signs on their windows advertised their ironwood safes as being UNBREAKABLE and COMPLETELY SECURE.

		“What does your family make in their workshop?” she asked.

		Oliver gave her a surprised look. “You don’t know?”

		Nick tried to remember if Theo had ever mentioned it, but she came up blank. “No, I don’t think so.”

		“They don’t make any one particular thing. They mostly shape and cut and prepare ironwood for other workshops to use. Have you heard of the Sixsmith Method?”

		“No,” Nick said. “What’s that?”

		“I don’t think I’ve ever met somebody who doesn’t know about it,” Oliver said. He sounded awed, which annoyed Nick a little bit. “It’s a way of using the different magical properties of ironwood. You can’t just cut it down and expect it to do what you want, right?”

		“I know that,” Nick said. “I also know that the ironwood workshops have different ways of doing it.”

		“Exactly. Like this one. Look at what they’re doing.” Oliver stopped in front of a workshop with open front doors and waved. “Hi, Master Roper!”

		A woman inside the workshop waved back at him with a smile. With gloved hands, she was holding what looked like the wooden frame of one of the large buglamps used to light up the city streets. The lamp was empty for now, without its nest or its glass windows. She opened up a large brick oven and placed the lamp inside, then removed another lamp from the oven before shutting the door. The second lamp glowed white-hot with a curious, shimmering light that faded as it cooled, but did not vanish entirely.

		“The workshops all have different ways of drawing out the magic,” Oliver explained. “A lot of them use fire because it’s easiest, but Gran says the results are also hardest to get right.”

		Nick watched with interest as another worker slotted glass panes into the cooled lamps and yet another carefully placed a fist-sized hive of starshine beetles into the finished lamps before sealing them closed. She had seen ironwood’s magical defenses working in living trees many times, from the way the bark grew spiky to protect against predators or axes to the way the wood contracted tightly when threatened by fire, but she had never had a chance to watch ironwood workers draw out those defenses on purpose before. Master Roper was making buglamps, which meant that what she wanted from the wood was its magical glow. The lamps glowed faintly when the beetles were dormant, but when shaken the beetles woke up to feed on the magic, and that made the ironwood glow even brighter in response. The combined light of the glowing wood and the starshine beetles was what made buglamps so bright.

		Next, Nick and Oliver stopped to watch a workshop where they used ice rather than fire on the iron, then another where the workers ran thin strips of wood through a complicated series of spindles to bend it this way and that. They peered into a workshop where an old man with a very sharp blade was cleverly slicing thin branches in such a way that they formed a net as they healed, and one where a whole line of apprentices, clad from head to toe in protective leather, dipped carved ironwood into barrels of steaming, bubbling, stinking liquids.

		Nick was fascinated by every one. Every method for using the magic in ironwood relied on the trees’ natural defense mechanisms—even after being cut down, ironwood reacted with magic to being threatened or damaged.

		“So what does the Sixsmith Method do?” Nick asked after they ducked out of another workshop.

		“It’s a combination of a lot of things,” Oliver said. “They start by cutting the wood a certain way, then they heat it to a certain temperature, then they cool it down, then they wrap it in a special kind of parasitic moss, then they—wait, maybe I have the order wrong. Maybe the moss is before the ice? There are some other steps in there too.” He frowned thoughtfully, then shrugged. “It’s complicated, but it makes the magic last a long time. Gran figured it out way back when she was an apprentice herself, but she still experiments with new methods all the time. People come from all over to learn from her. And from Mom now, too. And Annette in the future, I guess.” Oliver pointed. “That’s our family workshop right over there.”

		The Sixsmith family workshop was a large, two-story building with two sets of wide double doors facing the street. When Nick and Oliver approached, there were carts parked in front of both sets of doors. Workers were unloading long planks of wood from one of the carts, while at the other the driver was securing ropes over a stack of crates.

		“Gran’s working on a new idea about making ironwood magic last even longer,” Oliver said. “I don’t understand any of it. Only Mom and Annette really understand when Gran gets technical. But that’s why they have so many deliveries and shipments and stuff. I guess she’s trying all kinds of things and sending test samples out. She’s always got a million projects going. She gets annoyed when the Company comes asking her for favors that distract her.”

		“Why do they ask her for favors?” Nick said.

		“She used to be the chair of the Company, a long time ago, and lots of people still come to her for advice.” Oliver shrugged. “Some people think she’s really scary because she’s so important, but I think that’s weird. She’s just Gran.”

		Nick didn’t say anything, because she also thought Gran was a little scary.

		Oliver headed for one of the workshop doors, but just as Nick started to follow, Needlenose let out a short bark and darted away.

		“Needlenose, wait!” Nick shouted, but it did no good. Needlenose was already racing toward an alley next to the Sixsmith workshop. Nick followed him around the corner of the building and nearly fell when she stumbled into some stacked cracks. She righted herself just in time to see Needlenose jumping toward somebody at the back of the alley.
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		By the time Nick caught up to him, Needlenose was prancing happily around the person in the alley, tail wagging with excitement.

		“Gross, make it stop slobbering on me!” the person said. They were holding a paper package over their head with one hand and trying to fend off Needlenose’s enthusiastic overtures with the other.

		Nick grabbed Needlenose by his collar and dragged him back. “He won’t hurt you. He’s friendly.”

		“Make him stop being friendly!”

		“Needlenose, down. Sit.” The dog sat obediently. His tail continued to wag furiously. Nick gave him a pat on his head. To the stranger, she said, “I’m sorry. He gets very excited sometimes.”

		The stranger was about Nick’s age and had very black hair and very pale skin. They wore long sleeves and a wrapped scarf, effectively covering every inch of their body except their face. Their eyes were also pale, a cold gray, and their expression was none too pleased when they glared at Nick.

		“You should teach him better manners,” they said, eyeing Needlenose warily.

		“I know,” Nick admitted with a sigh. “But he really doesn’t mean any harm.”

		Oliver caught up to Nick and said, “Are those Auntie Orchid’s steamed buns? No wonder Needlenose was trying to get to them.”

		The person hugged the paper package to their chest. “I didn’t bring them for him. And even if I did, he wouldn’t get any after he attacked me.”

		“He doesn’t want your buns,” Nick said defensively. It was obviously a lie. Needlenose was sniffing the air greedily and couldn’t take his eyes off the package. “And Needlenose has never attacked anyone or anything in his life. Except his toys, and sometimes his blanket, when he wants to play.”

		The stranger looked at Oliver. “Who is this?”

		“This is my cousin, Nick. Nick, this is my friend Lizard.”

		“Lizard?” Nick repeated.

		Lizard scowled. “You have a problem with my name?”

		“No,” Nick said quickly. She hadn’t meant to be rude. She was only surprised. “I like it.”

		“I like it too. That’s why I picked it.”

		“Are you coming inside?” Oliver asked Lizard. “Annette will be upset if you brought Auntie Orchid’s steamed buns and don’t share with her.” Oliver tilted his head thoughtfully. “Actually, that’s a better idea. Let’s eat them all, then tell her we didn’t save any.”

		Lizard’s scowl vanished, and they laughed. “She could just go get her own. What’s the point of having a rich family if you don’t buy steamed buns when you want them?”

		“We’re not rich,” Oliver said.

		Nick glanced at him. The Sixsmith house and workshop both made it seem like Oliver’s family was rich.

		“Sure you’re not.” Lizard rolled their eyes. “I didn’t bring enough to share with everybody, but I guess there’s enough for us. I didn’t know you had a cousin visiting.”

		“It was a surprise,” Oliver said. “Nick and her mom showed up last night.”

		“We’re traveling arborists,” Nick added.

		Lizard began to unwrap the package. Needlenose whined a little but remained seated. Lizard gave Nick an assessing look before handing her one of the steamed buns. “That’s all right, I guess. What are you two doing today?”

		“I’m just showing Nick around Mistwood,” said Oliver.

		“I’ve never visited before,” Nick said. She broke off a bite of the bun to give to Needlenose, then ate the rest herself. The soft dough was filled with warm, spicy meat.

		Oliver accepted a bun from Lizard and held it up to his nose and inhaled deeply. “Mm, Auntie Orchid makes the best steamed buns in the entire city.”

		“You should come visit her. She keeps asking me where you are,” Lizard said.

		Oliver took a bite of his bun and spoke while chewing. “Can’t. Mom’s really strict about me going to Underhill lately.”

		“So? Come anyway.”

		Nick looked at Lizard with new interest. She noticed now that Lizard’s ink-black hair ended in tiny, soft, iridescent tufts like feathers, and both the skin and nails of their fingertips, just visible from the ends of fingerless gloves, were a shimmering, watery blue. She didn’t let herself stare, but she did ask, “Do you live in Underhill?”

		Lizard narrowed their eyes. “Do you have a problem with that?”

		“No!” Nick said. “I think it sounds really neat. I want to go there.”

		“Is she serious?” Lizard asked Oliver.

		“Why wouldn’t I be serious?” Nick said.

		“Nobody thinks Underhill is neat,” Lizard said. “Everybody in this city thinks it’s weird and dirty and dangerous.”

		“Oh. Well, I’ve only been in Mistwood for one night. I don’t know what everybody thinks.” Nick shrugged. “I think it sounds neat.”

		Lizard looked skeptical, but Oliver interjected to say, “We should definitely go somewhere instead of just hanging out in this alley all day. If we stick around too long, Mom might show up and try to make us work.”

		“Have you seen the dam yet?” Lizard asked Nick.

		“No, we just came here from Oliver’s house.”

		“Then that’s where we’re going,” Lizard declared. “You can’t visit Mistwood without walking across the dam.”

		Oliver followed Lizard out of the alley, so Nick did as well. It was obvious that the two were friends, and she didn’t mind exploring Mistwood as a group of three. Four, if they counted Needlenose, who was keeping close to Lizard’s heels, likely hoping they would drop a steamed bun directly into his mouth.

		As they made their way down Mill Road, Lizard joined Oliver in pointing out things for Nick. Soon, her head was spinning with the effort of taking everything in. It was almost a relief when they reached the end of the street and the noisy, busy workshops gave way to lakeside docks shaded by the ironwood trees of the ancestral grove.

		Their blade-shaped leaves were the largest Nick had ever seen, some as long as her arm or even longer, and the bark was craggy and dark. The fat, heavy roots protruded from the ground in endless whorls and loops, twisting together right along the edge of the lake and all the way across the outflow. The buildings at this end of the lake stood on stilts above the uneven roots and waterlogged soil of the grassy shore.

		Where Mill Road ended, another road began with a sharp turn. Muddy cobblestones gave way to a wooden causeway that stretched across the dam, right over where Black Lake flowed into Storm Falls. The thunderous noise of the waterfall overpowered much of the clamor of the city—but not all of it. Even over that powerful noise, Nick could still hear the ironwood mills. There were about ten of them, perched like aeries atop the natural dam formed by ironwood roots. Elaborate channels directed the flowing water into massive waterwheels, and the buildings seemed to shake with activity.

		“This is the Dam Road,” Oliver said. He had to raise his voice to be heard, but his lips were twitching as he struggled not to smile. “Everybody who comes to Mistwood has to see the Dam Road.”

		“All the travelers always want to know about this Dam Road,” Lizard put in. “It’s the best Dam Road in the city.”

		Nick caught on quickly. “There’s so many people on this Dam Road,” she said.

		“It’s always the most crowded Dam Road,” Oliver said.

		“Nobody knows how to steer their carts on this Dam Road,” Lizard said.

		“I feel like I’m going to get pushed off this Dam Road,” Nick said.

		They all cracked up, laughing as they stumbled to the side to make way for a cart rumbling over the wooden planks.

		“There are no adults around,” Lizard point out. “We can just say damn if we want to.”

		“Where’s the fun in that?” Oliver asked. “That’s too easy.”

		“It’s cussing. It’s already easy.”

		“I don’t think we’re allowed to cuss on this Dam Road,” Nick said seriously. She was delighted when that set Oliver and Lizard laughing again.

		Right at the center of the natural dam, the causeway rose into an arched bridge over the main part of the river. In one direction, Black Lake was crowded with boats and glittering in patches where the sun broke through. In the other direction, the part of Mistwood below the falls was hidden in heavy mist. Across the bridge, the forest was so dense, it looked dark and shadowy, looming over a narrow strip of city that clung to the lake’s shore.

		That was the Heart Grove. The very center of the Cloud Forest, home to the oldest ironwood trees in the world.

		“Let’s go look at the new mill,” Lizard said.

		Once again, they didn’t wait for agreement before continuing over the bridge, but Oliver and Nick followed anyway. There was only one mill on the southern side of the bridge. It stood beside the river, tucked into the hillside beneath a sprawling canopy of ironwood trees. A dirt road led away from the mill, under the Dam Road bridge, and to a dock jutting from the lakeshore, but right now there were no boats tied up there.

		The new mill was big, built from bright, unweathered wood, but it was dwarfed by the Heart Grove and the steep hill behind it.

		“Why is it the only mill over here?” Nick asked.

		Oliver took his glasses off to wipe them clean. “Gran says it shouldn’t be here at all. She thinks it’s much too close to that one big tree and the rest of the Heart Grove. But the Forestry Company built it anyway.”

		“They always do exactly what they want,” Lizard said darkly. “The Company definitely didn’t ask us if they could build a big, stupid mill right over one of our entrances. We tried to get them to put it somewhere else. But they didn’t care.”

		“Do people live under the mill?” Nick asked. She knew Underhill was beneath parts of the city and the grove, but it was still hard to imagine an entire neighborhood under their feet.

		“Not anymore,” Lizard said. “The Company made them all move.”

		“Why?” Nick asked.

		“Because they don’t care about Underhillers,” Lizard said.

		That didn’t sound like a real reason to Nick. “Really?”

		Lizard snorted. “They say it’s because the tunnels there are starting to collapse and leak, but they won’t let any of us go into the closed-off places to check, so we have no idea if they’re telling the truth.” They pointed past the mill to the nearest ironwood tree, which bent over the building like a giant, crooked, leafy umbrella. “The entrance they blocked is right under that tree. That used to be the easiest way to get from up here back home. Now I have to go all the way around through Underfall.”

		The new mill didn’t look busy compared to the others they had passed. The waterwheel was turning, but otherwise there was very little happening.

		“It’s so quiet,” Nick said.

		“First you say it’s loud. Now you think this is quiet?” Oliver asked.

		It wasn’t actually quiet, of course. The thunder of the waterfall was a constant presence. But the mills across the river had made a tremendous, quaking racket—with all their grinding, sawing, creaking, and groaning, plus shouts and thunks and clatters. They had also been surrounded by piles of logs and lumber, wagons arriving and leaving, workers hurrying about, smoke and steam rising from chimneys, so many different signs of busyness and activity.

		The new mill had none of that. Nick said as much.

		“Huh. You’re right. Are they even milling anything?” Oliver wondered. “Maybe it’s not ready to operate yet.”

		Lizard looked at the mill with narrow eyes. “It’s been like this all year. What are they doing, if they’re not even being a lumber mill?” They glanced at Oliver and Nick and smiled slightly. “I think it’s suspicious. Want to take a closer look?”

		Oliver pointed at the fence. “They don’t want us to get closer.”

		“There’s only a fence,” Nick said. “There’s no sign saying to keep out.”

		“I’m not sure there has to be a sign,” Oliver said.

		“I agree with your cousin,” Lizard said. “No sign means they don’t really want to keep us out.”

		“That’s not what I meant.” Nick scrambled down a short, grassy slope toward the fence, and the others followed. “I just meant if we get caught, we can pretend we didn’t know.”

		Lizard looked delighted. “That works too.”

		Nick walked along the fence until she found a board that she could loosen. The fence seemed rather hastily constructed. The entire thing swayed when she pried the board loose and squeezed through.

		Nick was a little nervous sneaking into a place where they obviously weren’t supposed to be, but she was more excited than scared. It was thrilling, getting so close to the river with the waterfall just ahead. The three of them followed the channel of water that broke away from the main river. At first, it was just a natural channel winding through the soil and exposed ironwood roots, but as they neared the mill, the water was corralled in a flume constructed from hollowed-out logs. The reaching branches of the nearest ironwood tree stretched over them, casting the group in shadow as they drew closer to its massive trunk.

		They walked along the water toward the building and the old tree. Needlenose raced ahead, nipping at the little yellow flowers that grew among the grasses. When Nick paused to look more closely, she realized they weren’t ordinary flowers at all, but magical ones. Each blossom was shaped exactly like a little moth, with soft and fuzzy wings around a tiny body. The flowers detached from their stems when disturbed, fluttering upward for a few inches, before settling down again into the gentle embrace of delicate green leaves.

		“Flutterblossoms,” Oliver said. “They always bloom right before the monsoon starts. I bet the rains are coming in a few days.”

		“But it’s sunny,” Nick said, squinting up at the sky. She couldn’t actually see much of it when they were this close to the edge of the Heart Grove, but beyond the canopy, the sky was mostly blue.

		“Don’t get used to it,” Oliver said. “Once it starts raining it won’t stop for ages—”

		“Look,” Lizard said, interrupting Oliver. They pointed at the mill. “Where is everything?”

		There was a ropeway descending from the mill, but it didn’t seem to have any cargo moving on it at the moment. The doors of the mill were closed tight and barred with a long, thick plank. Six guards in three pairs patrolled the building constantly—but Nick didn’t see anybody else.

		“Okay, I agree with Lizard. This really is suspicious. That’s a lot of guards, but there are no logs,” Oliver said. “No piles of sawdust. No carts of woodchips. There doesn’t even seem to be anybody working.”

		“Let’s get closer,” Lizard said.

		They strode ahead again, taking big steps across the soft mossy clumps surrounded by tufts of flowers and grass. Needlenose trotted after them, with Oliver following behind.

		The ground was uneven, so Nick moved a bit slower, looking down to watch her steps and place her feet carefully. That was how she noticed something strange about their footprints.

		Where Lizard and Oliver had walked, the grass was dark and dry and—Nick crouched to prod it gently—so brittle it crumbled to dust at the slightest touch. She tested it herself by choosing a patch of rich, healthy grass and stepping on it firmly.

		When she lifted her foot, the same thing happened. The grass darkened, shriveled, and crisped as though it had been burned.

		She and Theo hadn’t seen this before, but the way the grass withered and died before her eyes reminded her a lot of the peculiar budding branches they had seen in the grove along the road. This could be a symptom of blight.

		Just as she opened her mouth to call Oliver and Lizard back, an angry shout rang out.

		“You there! What are you doing?”

		Nick looked up in alarm. A man was striding toward them. He was tall, made even taller by the green hat he wore, and he jabbed a finger angrily as he approached.

		“You can’t be here! You’re trespassing!”

		“We’re not doing anything,” Lizard said.

		The man scoffed. “You’re looking for trouble, aren’t you? You people are always sneaking around here.”

		“Only because you closed off one of our entrances!” Lizard retorted. “What gives you the right to keep us out?”

		“The Forestry Company,” the man said. “As you know perfectly well.”

		“And what gives them the right?” Lizard asked.

		“I’m not going to argue with you,” the man said. He grabbed Lizard’s arm and tugged them forward. “You’re trespassing.”

		“How can I be trespassing if this is the entrance to my home?” Lizard demanded.

		“Worms aren’t welcome here anymore,” the man said with a sneer.

		Oliver gasped, and Lizard jerked their arm free. Their sleeve tore in the man’s grip, revealing Lizard’s arm. Their skin had patches of bluish-green that shimmered briefly in the sunlight. The man’s mouth twisted in disgust, but he reached for Lizard again.

		Oliver darted forward and shoved the man backward. “Leave them alone!” he shouted.

		The man caught Oliver’s sleeve in his fist. “I don’t know who you are, but if you insist on helping this worm—”

		Lizard flung themself at the man. “Let him go!”

		Needlenose raced around them, barking in confusion. He couldn’t tell if they were fighting or playing. Thinking quickly, Nick ran forward to snag his collar. She tugged him away from the scuffle and shouted, “Wait! Stop!”

		She made her voice go as high and shrill as she could make it, enough to startle all of them, including Needlenose.

		“It’s my fault!” She spoke hurriedly, the words tumbling out as soon as she thought of them. “My dog got through the fence and we had to come after him. They didn’t even want to come here. I made them because I didn’t want my dog to get hurt.”

		“That sounds like a load of…” The man stopped and cleared his throat. “A dog can’t climb a fence.”

		Nick pretended to be confused. “He didn’t climb the fence. He went through the fence. There’s a loose board.”

		It wasn’t a lie—there was a loose board. The man didn’t need to know that it was loose because she had loosened it.

		“I’m very sorry,” Nick said, as earnestly as she could. She was using her dealing-with-rude-townspeople voice. “He loves chasing birds and I wasn’t fast enough to stop him. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. I don’t want anybody to get in trouble because of me. It’s all my fault and they were just trying to help.”

		The man didn’t look convinced, but he did let go of Oliver’s shirt. Oliver ran away from him to stand beside Nick and Needlenose

		The man gave them a mean smile. “Show me the gap in the fence. I want to get it patched up. Lumber mills are dangerous places, and we wouldn’t want anybody’s puppy to get hurt, would we?”

		He followed them all the way back to the fence. The man thanked them sarcastically, then watched as they climbed back through the gap and scrambled up the slope to the road. He was still watching them as they hurried away.

		As they walked back across the bridge, Oliver said, “Do you think he recognized me? I don’t think he did, but maybe he did? Did he?”

		“Shut up,” Lizard said. They were holding their torn sleeve over their arm, once again hiding their magically afflicted skin. “What do you care? You won’t get in trouble anyway.”

		“Do you know that man?” Nick asked.

		“That’s Mr. Greeves. He’s assistant to the chair of the Forestry Company,” Oliver said. “He could get us in trouble if he wanted to.”

		“Not you,” Lizard said. “Nobody’s going to cause trouble for a Sixsmith. But the rest of us aren’t so lucky. I’m going home before that man sends somebody after me.”

		They quickly walked away, weaving through the traffic on the busy street.

		Nick felt a knot in her stomach. “What do they mean?”

		Oliver made a pained face. “It’s not fair, but Lizard is probably right. You and I wouldn’t get into too much trouble, even if Mr. Greeves did recognize me. He wouldn’t want to make Gran mad.”

		“Oh,” Nick said, although she still wasn’t sure she understood.

		“But it’s different for Lizard,” Oliver went on. “A lot of people are…really mean to Underhillers. Especially the ones with the wildroot malady.” He gestured at his forearms. “They act like it’s their fault, even though it isn’t.”

		“That’s not fair,” Nick said. “Is that why that man kept calling Lizard a ‘worm’?”

		Oliver scowled. “That’s a really bad thing to say to someone. It’s what some people call Underhillers. You shouldn’t ever use it.”

		“I won’t,” Nick promised. “Will Lizard get in trouble?”

		Oliver bit his lip in worry. “I hope not.”

		They looked along Dam Road, but Lizard had already disappeared into the crowd.
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		Oliver was obviously worried about Lizard, but he quickly cheered up and continued showing Nick around Mistwood. They went to the lakeshore docks, where they bought fried fish and plantains from a market stall, and ate their lunch while looking at the boats loading and unloading all manner of cargo. That made Nick curious about the ropeways that carried things up and down the city’s steep hills, so Oliver took her to look at the huge gears and massive cargo crates that kept everything moving. And watching the cargo glide down into the mist of Storm Falls prompted Nick to ask about the neighborhood under and around the waterfall. They spent the rest of the afternoon wandering through the tight, twisting, mist-soaked streets and staircases of Underfall. They didn’t manage to wander very far, however, because Oliver kept stopping to show Nick his favorite gardens, where every kind of plant and moss imaginable spilled over rooftops and walls.

		It was growing late when Oliver finally said, “We should probably go home soon.”

		Nick agreed. “Needlenose is getting tired.”

		The dog was walking sedately alongside them now, no longer chasing after every new sight and smell. Nick was getting tired too. She felt like she had seen more new things that day than she had ever seen before in her life. The city was huge and overwhelming and there was no way she could ever absorb all of it.

		“We’ll go to the Heart Grove tomorrow,” Oliver said.

		“That sounds fun,” Nick said. She walked a few steps in silence before stopping suddenly. “Oh! I forgot! The blight!”

		“You forgot about the blight?”

		“No, I forgot that I saw a new symptom today.” Nick reached into her bag to pull out her notebook. She jotted down a few notes quickly. “By the new mill, right before that man yelled at us. I have to tell Theo when we get home.”

		But when they returned to the Sixsmith house, they found a group of adults having a tense meeting in the dining room. Theo and Maris were there, along with Gran and Winnie and two men Nick didn’t recognize.

		Nick and Oliver stopped short in the doorway and started to back away, but one of the men said brightly, “Ah! Theodora, this must be your daughter. Veronica, did you say?” He turned to Gran, smiling beneath a trimmed mustache. “You must be so pleased to have passed your name down.”

		Theo smiled tightly. “Yes, this is my daughter, Nick. Nick, this is Stanford Portman. He’s the chair of the Forestry Company.”

		Nick’s heart skipped. Mr. Greeves must have told on them. She glanced at Oliver. His eyes were wide behind his glasses.

		“And this is Barnes Greenwood.” Theo nodded at the other man, who was older, with more gray in his hair than brown. “He’s Maris and Penny’s father. They’re here about Penny. We haven’t been able to find her yet.”

		“I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before she comes back,” said Mr. Portman. “But of course I’ll do everything I can to help a family friend. Penny’s always been a free-spirited girl, ever since she was little.”

		Mr. Greenwood tapped his fingers on the tabletop. His expression was thoughtful. “Penny does like to do her own thing. But she wouldn’t leave town without telling me.”

		“Ah, but she knows you well, my friend. If she’s been chasing fanciful rumors about our ironwood trees, she might know you wouldn’t approve,” Mr. Portman said.

		“They’re not fan—” Nick began, but she stopped when Oliver elbowed her in the side and Theo looked at her sharply. Nick pressed her lips together. The rumors weren’t fanciful. But announcing that she had seen evidence of the blight today would mean admitting where they’d been. Nick knew that Theo wouldn’t be very upset, but it might get Oliver and Lizard into real trouble.

		Theo flicked another warning glance her way. That look meant kids weren’t welcome in this conversation—even if Nick really wanted to hear what they were saying. Nick took a step back, then another, with Oliver right beside her.

		Before they could slip away, Needlenose chose that moment to whine and nudge against Nick’s side, demanding attention.

		“We don’t allow dogs in the dining room,” Gran said sternly.

		Nick felt her face grow warm. “I’m sorry. I’ll take him outside.”

		She snapped her fingers and nudged Needlenose toward the front door.

		“It’s very sweet, don’t you think?” Mr. Portman said. He spoke with an over-the-top friendliness that made Nick uneasy. “A child and her dog. Did you have fun exploring Mistwood today?”

		Mr. Portman was smiling, but he was the only one. She couldn’t tell if he knew about the incident at the new mill.

		“Yes, it was very fun, thank you,” she said quickly. Before he could ask anything else, she snapped again. “Come on, Needlenose.”

		She led Needlenose out the front door, with Oliver right behind them. It was a relief when the door clicked shut. The afternoon was warm, so Nick fetched Needlenose a bucket of water from the barn. After he was done drinking sloppily, he lay down for a nap in the shade of a mango tree, while Nick and Oliver wandered over to the paddock to feed the horses some carrots.

		“I don’t like Mr. Portman,” Oliver said. He winced and looked over his shoulder at the house. “But don’t tell anybody I said that. We’re supposed to be nice because of business.”

		Nick patted Twig’s velvety nose. “That’s what Theo says when we have to talk to mayors about their ironwood groves. I’m not always very good at it.”

		Oliver snickered. “Me neither. That’s why I don’t want to work in the workshop. I’d rather talk to plants.”

		“Do plants even listen?” Nick asked.

		“Only singing shockweed,” said Oliver cheerfully. “And all it does is mimic what it hears before letting out a painful little spark. Most other plants just ignore me. But so do my parents whenever I tell them I’m not interested in being Mom’s apprentice.”

		“Will they make you do it anyway?” Nick asked.

		“I hope not. I’ve still got time to change their minds,” said Oliver.

		Nick gave Twig another carrot and wiped her hand clean on her trousers. “Do you think Mr. Portman knows we were at the new mill today?”

		“I don’t know,” Oliver said. “I’m more worried about Lizard. If Mr. Greeves recognized me, then everybody will know it was Lizard with us.”

		“Will they get in trouble with their family?” Nick asked.

		“Lizard doesn’t really have a family,” Oliver said, “at least not the same way as we do. They were a foundling, so everybody in Underhill takes care of them. That’s what they call family. Some people think it’s weird, but it’s completely normal to Underhillers.”

		Nick remembered what Maris had told her after they met the woman from Underhill on the road. She supposed it was a little unusual to call an entire neighborhood family, but she didn’t think it was any more weird than her and Theo and Maris being family that traveled around constantly, or Oliver’s family of three generations living under one roof.

		“They won’t get in trouble at home,” Oliver added after a second. “Underhillers don’t like the Company any more than the Company likes them. It’s trouble between Underhillers and the Company that Lizard is worried about.”

		They had just finished feeding the horses the last of the carrots when Annette came up the drive.

		“Aren’t you home a little early?” Oliver asked.

		Annette leaned on the paddock fence and groaned. “I’m just here to get some food and take a short nap,” she said. “I’ve got to go back to the workshop overnight.”

		“You have to work all night?” Nick asked.

		“Sort of,” Annette said. “I have to keep an eye on some experiments tonight. And the Company sent around a warning that there’ve been some people sneaking around and trespassing in some places, so Mom wants a few of us in the workshop overnight.”

		Nick glanced at Oliver, who blinked innocently and asked, “What places?”

		“Mostly the mills and some of the closed entrances to Underhill,” Annette said.

		“Do they think it’s Underhillers?” Oliver said. Nick was impressed at how calm he sounded. If she hadn’t been there herself, she would never have guessed that he was one of those trespassers the Forestry Company was so concerned about.

		Annette shrugged. “They haven’t said that, but it’s obvious that’s what they’re thinking. Who else would it be?”

		Oliver looked like he wanted to argue with her, but he said instead, “Mr. Portman is here with Mr. Greenwood. Penny Greenwood is still missing.”

		Annette looked surprised at that. “She is? That’s weird. She’s got a reputation for being very responsible. The teachers at school always brag about her.” She stepped away from the fence and headed toward the house. “Well, I need some food. What’s Dad planning for dinner? Are there any snacks?”

		“I don’t know, but if you get to ruin your dinner, I get to ruin mine too,” Oliver said, following Annette inside.

		Nick stayed behind. She walked around the stable to where their wagon was parked. It seemed like they would be staying for another few days at least, so she went into the wagon to grab more clothes to bring inside, then she sat on the back step. She opened her notebook to write about her day. It was daunting, trying to remember everything Oliver had showed her. She wasn’t glad Maris’s sister was missing, but she was glad she would have a chance to see more of Mistwood tomorrow.

		The front door of the house opened a little while later, and Mr. Greenwood and Mr. Portman emerged. They walked down the driveway, Mr. Portman assuring Mr. Greenwood that Penny would turn up before long. Their voices faded as they passed through the gate and out of sight.

		The front door opened again, and this time it was Theo. She looked around for a moment until she spotted Nick.

		“They finally left,” Theo said. She sat on the wagon step beside Nick and let out a tired sigh. “Stanford Portman can talk for hours if you let him.”

		“Do you know him?” Nick asked, curious. “From when you lived here?”

		“Unfortunately,” Theo said, then she winced. “Don’t tell my parents I said that. I knew Stanford when he was a callow young man with too much confidence and too little sense. I suppose he’s grown up, but I’m not sure he’s actually changed that much.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “He’d probably say the same about me, though. Although he’s landed himself a position that’s a lot more powerful.”

		Nick chewed on her pencil for a moment, then admitted something that had been niggling at the back of her mind all day. “I don’t really understand what the Forestry Company does. I thought I did but the way everybody talks about it is confusing.”

		Theo laughed. “That’s because to the people of Mistwood, the Forestry Company is like air or water. It’s everywhere, involved in everything, and they can’t imagine life without it. What the Company officially does is control how much ironwood is harvested from the ancestral grove and the Cloud Forest. But they don’t just harvest the wood. They also oversee the mills and the merchants, which means they get to pick who is allowed to buy ironwood and who isn’t. They give out permits for ironwood workshops and for riverboat captains to determine who can export ironwood products.”

		“That’s a lot,” Nick said. She was quickly making notes as Theo spoke. “But they don’t do any of that outside of Mistwood, do they?”

		“They would certainly like to, but so far they haven’t been able to expand their control,” said Theo.

		“Is that good or bad?” Nick asked.

		“Well.” Theo let out a breath. “That is a very complicated question.”

		Nick was listening attentively. “Why?”

		“The Forestry Company started out with the best of intentions, back when Mistwood was just a village and people were first discovering how magical and useful the trees here could be. But as you know, the magic seeps out of the wood eventually, so people wanted more and more. The Company was formed to keep people from cutting down the trees faster than they could grow.”

		“But that’s good, isn’t it?” Nick said. “That’s what we try to get people to do with their groves everywhere else.”

		“It is good.” Theo nodded. “They forbid anybody from harvesting in the Heart Grove and in other ancient groves throughout the Cloud Forest, which is very important. But it was better when that was all they were doing. The trouble is that ironwood makes a few people very, very rich, so some of them think that’s all it should do, and never mind if it means forgetting why the Company formed in the first place. The Company is so important to business that the city council doesn’t stop them from doing what they want, even if it might not be the best idea for everybody, or for the long term. Ironwood has become so popular that the Company can’t keep up with the demand, so they keep opening more and more logging camps. It might be different if there were other magical plants that Mistwood could sell or trade, but most people don’t feel like they need to explore or experiment, because ironwood is already so valuable.”

		“Oliver wants to study other magical plants, but he says nobody’s interested,” Nick put in.

		“I think some people are interested, but it’s never been considered very important,” Theo said. “There are people in Underhill and throughout the Cloud Forest—and even farther away—who use all different types of magical plants. And villages like that one we passed on the road, the one where we met those women, they live in an ironwood grove, but they don’t rely on harvesting it. I think Oliver will find people who share his interests, but right now it’s still not very popular. It’s a difficult situation for Mistwood. Most people here depend on ironwood for their livelihoods, so that’s where they focus their attention. But that also means nearly everybody is vulnerable if something happens to the trees.”

		“Oh!” Nick sat up straight and flipped back a couple of pages in her notebook. “I have to tell you! I think I saw symptoms of blight today!”

		She described the withering grass to Theo, who nodded and said, “It does sound like a symptom. Where did you say you were? How far from the Heart Grove?”

		“Um.” Nick hesitated. “It was near the end of the lake, not far from the grove.”

		She was relieved when Theo didn’t question her further. “We’ll have to check the Heart Grove itself.” Then she shook her head. “I don’t know if I’ll have time tomorrow. Maris and I have to talk to some people Penny was in contact with.”

		“I can check,” Nick said. “Oliver said he would show me the Heart Grove. And he knows a lot about the local plants, so he’ll be able to tell me what’s wrong or out of place.”

		Theo put her arm around Nick to give her a quick hug. “I’m glad that you and Oliver are getting along. And I appreciate the help, but don’t think you have to work all the time. You’re allowed to just have fun with your cousin too.”

		“Going to the Heart Grove will be fun,” Nick said.

		“It will be! You’re going to love it. It’s one of my favorite places in the whole city.” Theo stood up and reached a hand down to Nick. “Let’s get cleaned up for dinner. I don’t know what Monty is making, but it smells delicious.”

		Nick tucked her notebook into her bag and let her mother pull her to her feet. “I have one more question,” she said.

		“Lies!” Theo said, laughing. “You, my darling child, never have just one more question. But you can ask one more.”

		“Why doesn’t the Forestry Company like the Underhillers?” Nick asked.

		Theo stopped suddenly and looked at her. “Oh. Okay. You are full of difficult questions today. Why do you want to know about that?”

		“Oliver’s friend is an Underhiller, and they said…” Nick wasn’t quite sure how to explain without giving away what the three of them had been doing by the new mill. “It just seems like the Company and the Underhillers really don’t get along.”

		“That’s certainly true. They’ve never gotten along.”

		“Why not?” Nick asked.

		“That’s two questions, but I’ll let you get away with it,” Theo said. “The full answer is complicated, but the short answer is…well, think of it this way. The Company wants to control what people do with the ironwood trees. But the people of Underhill live right down in the roots of the grove. They’ve been there since before the Forestry Company was formed, and they have no intention of leaving. The Company doesn’t like that. They want to be able to control who uses every part of the trees, from the roots all the way up to the crown, and they can’t do that if Underhill exists. And there’ve been some incidents in the past where the Company and the Underhillers disagreed over how to care for the trees. Many people in Mistwood are inclined to take the Company’s side in any argument, because they’re already suspicious of Underhillers.” “Because they live underground?” Nick asked, thinking of how Mr. Greeves had insulted Lizard.

		“Because of that, because their families don’t look like ours, because the wildroot malady makes them look different too. There are a lot of reasons, and none of them are fair.”

		“Oh.” Nick frowned, trying to make sense of it.

		Theo smiled. “I know, it’s a lot to take in. Mistwood is a complicated place. We’ll talk more later, okay? Now, why don’t you tell me about what you saw today while we get washed up?”
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		The next morning, Nick and Oliver set out from the Sixsmith house right after breakfast, with Needlenose trotting beside them. They walked through the busy city along the same route they had taken the day before: down Mill Road to Dam Road, then across the dam to the southern side of the lake. The morning was warm and the mist was heavy, making the air feel a bit sticky. Foghorns sounded across the water, eerie and echoing. The city below was so thoroughly hidden in fog that Storm Falls seemed to plunge into nothing.

		Nick and Oliver fell quiet as they passed the new mill, both wary of drawing attention to themselves. Today there was a single boat at the dock. A few workers were loading crates onto the boat while Company guards watched.

		When they were past the mill, Oliver let out a breath.

		“I keep expecting the guards to jump out and yell at us,” he said.

		Nick looked back at the mill. Aside from the workers on the dock, it looked as quiet as it had the day before. “We’re not doing anything wrong.”

		“Adults don’t always care about that,” Oliver said. “Sometimes they like to yell just because.”

		On the south side of the lake, the road turned right to follow the shore, but Nick and Oliver went left instead. They began climbing a series of trails, stairs, and bridges up the steep hillside and into the heart of the ancestral grove, home to the oldest ironwood trees in the world. There were no roads through the heart of the grove, no buildings or shops or homes, and certainly no harvesting of the ironwood, as the ancient ironwood trees were far too important for that. The whole hillside of giants had a hushed, reverent feel to it. The few people who were walking about stared up at the great trees in awe.

		The only things that felt out of place were the uniformed guards from the Forestry Company patrolling along the trails. They never looked at the trees. They only watched the visitors, studying everybody with sharp eyes.

		Nick hadn’t seen any guards while traveling through the Cloud Forest, or even around other ironwood trees in the city. She asked, “Why do they guard the Heart Grove?”

		“They don’t, usually,” Oliver said. “The Company just started doing that recently. They say they need to keep people out who want to take wood from the Heart Grove.”

		Nick watched another pair of guards stroll down a trail. “You don’t believe that?”

		“They’ve never guarded the Heart Grove before,” Oliver said. “And Dad says they haven’t actually caught anybody trying to cut trees or branches here.”

		“So why are they here?”

		“Who knows?” Oliver said. “Maybe if they yell at us for doing something we’ll figure out what they don’t want us to do.”

		Nick snickered. “Maybe we should try. As an experiment.”

		They kept climbing the hillside, following narrow paths cut into thick underbrush, winding around the trunks of the huge, twisted, tangled trees. The fog thinned as the morning progressed, but the canopy of bladelike leaves was so thick it hid most of the sky. In the most shadowed spots, the ironwoods gleamed with veins of blue light, brighter near the roots where the magic was stronger, but reaching all the way to the branches above. Moss blanketed the forest floor, draping over the curves of large roots and softening the edges of boulders. There was an abundance of the little yellow flowers Nick had spotted yesterday, the ones that fluttered into a mothlike frenzy when anyone approached and then settled when they passed. Their delicate wings caught the rare shafts of sunlight that filtered down through the dense canopy.

		“The monsoon’s almost here,” Oliver said, when Nick pointed them out. “The flutterblossoms are even more active than they were yesterday. There are a lot of magical plants in the Heart Grove, but they’re the ones everybody notices first.”

		Nick frowned. She didn’t want to be somebody who only noticed the most obvious things, so she started to look more closely as they walked. Soon enough, she began to spot other magical plants: a dark green vine that moved in a gentle, snakelike undulation as it wrapped around a root; a patch of moss that changed its color and texture to stay camouflaged as it crept across the ground; clinging epiphytes with broad, trumpet-shaped white flowers that snapped up bees and spewed out tiny hummingbirds.

		Oliver was excited to point out all of the forest fungi as well, from the toadstools that changed from red to orange to pink when touched to the broad, shelflike mushrooms that cheeped and chittered like hungry chicks in order to lure birds in closer. Needlenose found no end of new things to sniff and investigate, and Oliver was quick to warn Nick if anything might bite or sting.

		“I’ve never seen so many magical plants in one place,” Nick said, her voice low with awe. “I usually only ever see one or two species at a time!”

		Oliver lifted his chin proudly. “The Cloud Forest has the highest concentration of magical plants and fungi in the entire continent, and the Heart Grove has the most in the Cloud Forest. Insects too,” he added, “but a lot of magical birds and bigger animals don’t stay quite so close to the city. You can still see some, if you look.”

		Nick craned her head toward the canopy, hoping for a glimpse.

		“Careful, some of the plants are really dangerous,” Oliver said. “There’s a cluster of snapjaw flowers in the grove, but it’s got a fence around it to keep people from getting close. A smuggler from Spring Harbor lost a hand trying to steal it.”

		“Ouch,” Nick said. “That probably hurt.”

		“He was stupid,” Oliver said. “But the real problem is that the snapjaws got a taste for human flesh, and they started snapping at people.”

		“I wish I could see them,” Nick said wistfully. “I mean, at a distance.”

		“They’re not blooming now anyway. They only bloom every few years after the monsoon, and they bloomed earlier this year so they won’t again for a while. And there weren’t very many of them last time.” Oliver frowned worriedly. “They were kind of sickly, too, almost like they had the wrong leaves.”

		Nick stopped abruptly and grabbed Oliver’s arm. “The wrong leaves? Do you mean leaves from a different plant? What leaves? Can you describe it? Can you draw it?”

		Oliver stared at her wide eyes. “Oh! Do you think that’s your blight?”

		“It might be,” Nick said excitedly. “A plant with the wrong leaves could be a symptom.”

		“I can tell you what it looked like,” Oliver said.

		They stopped for a few minutes so Nick could make notes. When they kept walking, it was with renewed determination to check the grove for blight. Nick didn’t find any obvious dark, soft patches on the ironwood trees themselves, but the trees were so big, and there were so many of them, there was no way she could search thoroughly. They found a few other possible signs in the grove’s flora and fauna: clumps of grass that disintegrated like it had by the new mill, some mushrooms that split open at the slightest pressure like the plums of Springhaven, and a single bush that produced a bounty of shiny red stones rather than plump berries.

		Nick took notes about everything. She would have plenty to tell Theo later.

		They climbed through the grove until they were almost at the summit of the hill overlooking Mistwood. There, the path wound through a series of huge, arching roots that formed a tunnel. In the shade beneath the roots, clumps of shining, silvery-blue grasses grew from the wood, and golden beetles scurried around, their carapaces glowing brightly enough to fill the space with an eerie warm light. Needlenose chased the beetles but couldn’t catch a single one.

		They climbed onto a massive fallen log and walked along it. Atop the log, they emerged from the tangle of arching roots and passed into a cluster of ferns, some nearly as tall as buildings, with fronds that shone with a metallic gleam in the sunlight and clinked pleasantly, like wind chimes. Nick reached out to touch one, but she withdrew her hand with a hiss when she felt a sting.

		“They’re sharp,” Oliver said helpfully.

		Nick sucked at the tip of her finger. There was only a tiny speck of blood. “Are they metal?”

		“They have metal in them. They’re called forge ferns,” Oliver said. “The ones that grow around ironwood trees start to mimic the trees a little, even though they’re completely different plants. But they don’t always take on the same characteristics! That’s what makes them so cool!”

		He told her all about the different types of forge ferns as they reached the end of the fallen log. From there, they could see the entire city, the waterfall, and the lake beyond. The clouds had mostly cleared while they were walking through the grove, so the day was now sunny and bright. Needlenose plopped down, unimpressed by the view, while Oliver pointed out the places they had already been: the neighborhood where the Sixsmith house stood, the long line of Mill Road, the twisting streets of Underfall.

		“We should go down to Riverside tomorrow,” Oliver said, pointing to the area at the base of the falls. “There are all these gardens built into terraces right on the roots. I bet that’s a good place to look for the blight.”

		“Your mom said not to go there,” Nick said.

		“She says that about a lot of things,” Oliver said. “It isn’t dangerous. Lizard goes there all the time. There’s lots of neat stuff to see.”

		Nick looked around at the log they stood on, but she didn’t see any obvious signs of blight. The ironwood tree had been tremendous when it was alive. The roots of the tree had torn up a big chunk of land when it fell, dragging boulders and clumps of earth with it and leaving a large depression behind. She grabbed on to one of the now-vertical roots to lean out for a better look. Ferns and other underbrush filled in the hole now, along with a few young ironwood saplings. Nick would need to get a closer look to know for sure, but she guessed the new trees weren’t more than ten years old.

		“Auntie Maris said one of the trees in the Heart Grove fell a while ago, and that’s why a part of Underhill was closed down,” Nick said. “Was that this tree?”

		Oliver held one of the thinner roots to lean out beside Nick. “Yeah, I think so. It all happened before I was born.” His voice was wistful. “I wish I could have seen it when it fell. Dad says you could hear it through the whole city and even feel the ground shaking.”

		Nick tried to imagine what that would have been like. Back in the Cloud Forest, she had realized that all of the other ironwood trees she’d seen before were quite young and small in comparison to the groves that grew naturally. But even standing right here on the trunk of one of the Heart Grove’s ancient trees, it was hard to grasp just how big and how old they were, and even harder to imagine how one might die.

		“They were afraid it was going to fall the other way, down the hill,” Oliver said. “And Dad says it was the rainy season, so they were worried it might set off a mudslide that would bury half of Riverside.”

		“Oh, look, it’s not actually dead,” Nick said. She walked along the trunk a little ways to examine one of the branches jutting upward. It had healthy green leaves and strong bark. There were several branches like that along the trunk, like a grove of small trees growing out of the larger one. “Is that why nobody harvested the wood?” Nick asked.

		Oliver shook his head. “They wouldn’t do that anyway! Not in the Heart Grove. The Company has rules about that kind of thing. The trees that fall here are left alone, so they can rot into the soil and the magic can seep into the rest of the forest. And there are other places in the Cloud—”

		Oliver broke off as a rustling sound carried through the underbrush. Needlenose stood up, suddenly alert. The noise was very close to them, but Nick couldn’t see anything. From a bit farther away came raised voices.

		A few moments later, three people pushed through the ferns below the fallen tree. There was an old woman, clinging to a young man’s arm for balance, with a younger woman following right behind them. The ferns swayed gently at their passage, but none of them seemed to get snagged or sliced by the fronds. The young woman kept turning to look back, peering worriedly into the forest.

		All three were dressed in flowing clothes of dark greens and blues that covered them almost completely, even to the tips of their fingers—just like what Lizard had been wearing. Only their heads were uncovered, and when the young woman stepped into a patch of sunlight, both her hair and her skin shimmered in hues of blue and yellow. The young man had feathery silver tufts around his ears and at the nape of his neck. Nick felt a jolt of surprise, but it passed quickly. They were Underhillers.

		“I know her,” Oliver said, surprised. “That’s Lizard’s friend. Her name is…wait, what is it? Magpie. Hi, Magpie!”

		The young woman looked up at them.

		“Quiet!” she hissed. Then she narrowed her eyes. “Oh. It’s you, the Sixsmith kid.”

		“Two Sixsmith kids,” Oliver said in a loud whisper. “This is my cousin. Why are we being quiet?”

		The old woman huffed. “Those Company men won’t leave us alone.”

		“You mean the guards?” Nick asked.

		“Bah! They’re not guarding anything except the Company’s profits.” The old woman sniffed, unimpressed. “They say it’s dangerous. For idiots, maybe. I’ve been walking through these woods since I was knee-high, and I’ll keep walking through them until I die.”

		“Not if the guards find us, Auntie,” Magpie said. “I told you they were watching.”

		She whipped her head around as voices rang through the woods. They sounded very close, and very angry.

		“Over here!” Oliver said. He leaned even farther out to point to the thick underbrush around the other side of the fallen tree. “You can hide down there.”

		Magpie looked doubtful, but the old woman led the younger two around the log and tucked herself up against the other side. When they crouched down, the fronds of the ferns swayed over them, hiding them from sight.

		A couple of men in Forestry Company uniforms came stumbling through the underbrush, right where Magpie and the others had passed moments before.

		“Where did they go?” one man said.

		“Where did who go?” Oliver asked innocently.

		The men started and wheeled around to look at Nick and Oliver. “Don’t surprise people like that! What are you doing hiding up there?”

		“We aren’t hiding,” Oliver said. “Are you looking for us?”

		“Don’t be ridiculous. A group of Underhillers just came this way. Where did they go?”

		Oliver looked at Nick and shrugged. “We didn’t see anybody.”

		The men didn’t seem to believe them, so Nick added, “We did hear somebody, though, down that way.” She pointed down the steep hillside. “We couldn’t see who it was.”

		The first man looked at them with narrow eyes. “What are you two doing out here?”

		“Looking at plants!” Oliver said. “I’m Oliver Sixsmith, and this is my cousin, Nick Sixsmith, and we’re making a list of every magical plant we see. Nick is visiting and she has to do it for a summer assignment for school.” Nick held up her notebook. “We’ve counted twenty-three already.”

		The men were quickly losing interest. “Which way did you say they went?”

		“I think somebody was down that way,” Oliver said. “But we don’t—”

		“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” the man said, as both of them hurried away. “You don’t know what kind of people are out here. And keep that dog out of trouble.”

		Nick made a face as the men charged noisily down the hillside. “Needlenose doesn’t get in trouble.”

		When the sound of the guards shoving through the underbrush faded, the Underhillers emerged from the ferns.

		“So now we’re what makes it dangerous?” Magpie said with a scoff.

		The old woman patted her arm. “Fools will be fools, Maggie. It was nice of Lizard’s friends to help us.”

		Magpie gave Nick an assessing look. “You’re another Sixsmith?”

		Oliver said, “My cousin. Her name is Nick.”

		The old woman raised an eyebrow. “You’re Theodora’s daughter?”

		Nick was stunned. “You know my mom?”

		“Of course!” the woman said. “Tell her Auntie Liana says hello.”

		“Okay,” Nick said, feeling more than a little bewildered. She hadn’t known Theo knew any Underhillers. Theo had never mentioned it.

		“Nick and Aunt Theo just came to Mistwood the day before yesterday,” Oliver said.

		“Welcome, then,” Auntie Liana said. Her face creased as she smiled. “Do you want to see a bit of Underhill magic?”

		“Auntie!” Magpie exclaimed. “We can’t show them—”

		“Oh, hush. This is Lizard’s friend and Theodora’s daughter.” Auntie Liana gestured for Oliver and Nick to come down to where she and the others stood. “It won’t do any harm to show them. There is more harm in thinking these children cannot be trusted when they’ve already helped us. Come on down here, there you go.”

		It was easy enough for Nick and Oliver to scramble down the side of the huge log, as the remaining bark on the old tree was rough enough to provide plenty of handholds, but Needlenose had more trouble. Nick was only able to persuade him to jump the rest of the way down when the young man, whose name was Owl, positioned himself below to catch Needlenose, which turned out to be very awkward and embarrassing for both man and dog. But they all made it down safely and pushed through the heavy underbrush to follow Auntie Liana to the depression at the end of the log.

		The tree felt even bigger from this perspective, with the trunk and the roots looming over them. Nick stared in awe at the boulders gripped by the roots. The whole base of the tree was draped in vines and moss. There were even young shrubs and other species of trees growing from the clumps of earth that had been torn up when the tree fell.

		“Do you know what this is?” Auntie Liana asked, tugging at a bit of draped moss.

		Oliver, bouncing up and down with excitement, said, “I do! That’s gripmoss! It only grows on ironwood trees. Look, look, Nick, put your hand right here, just so it can—there!”

		As soon as Nick brushed her fingers against the moss, the fine green tendrils grasped her fingers softly. She snatched her hand back in surprise. “That tickles!” She put her hand back within reach of the moss and this time watched it gently grab her fingers.

		“It only does that when it’s attached to living ironwood,” Oliver said, poking at his own clump of gripmoss. “If you scrape it off, the moss won’t grip anything anymore.”

		“And this tree is still alive,” Nick said.

		“It certainly is,” said Auntie Liana. “It may have fallen, but it still has roots that hold tight to the ground, and it still has branches that capture the sun. The trees of the grove are all connected—all those saplings around are part of this same tree, grown up from the roots. Marvelous, aren’t they?”

		“Auntie, we shouldn’t stay here long,” Magpie said.

		“I’ll only take a moment,” said Auntie Liana. “Now, watch this.”

		Auntie Liana stepped right up to the roots of the fallen tree, close enough that she could touch the gripmoss draped over the shadowed crevices and roots. There was magical light here as well, pulsing through the roots like blood through veins, casting a cool greenish-blue glow over everything.

		From up close, Nick could see Auntie Liana’s long braids coiling from under her scarf. She thought at first there were delicate vines woven into the hair—then she realized with a start that the vines were part of Auntie Liana’s hair, and so were the tiny pink flowers blossoming from them. It was so pretty and unique that Nick felt a bit jealous. She couldn’t imagine how anybody could think such a thing was a malady or bad luck.

		Auntie Liana reached into her pocket and brought out a small cloth pouch, from which she tipped several vibrantly blue flower petals, the color so intense they seemed to glow in the shade.

		“Are those melonberry flowers?” Oliver asked.

		Auntie Liana nodded approvingly. “Well spotted. You know your magical plants.”

		Oliver beamed at her praise.

		She rubbed the flower petals into her skin, smearing them into a faint blue powder across her palms and fingers. She placed both hands flat against the moss and held them there for a moment, letting the moss creep over her fingers until it covered most of her hands. The moss made a faint whispering sound as it moved, which made the hair on the back of Nick’s neck stand up.

		When Auntie Liana moved her hands, Nick thought at first that she was trying to tug free of the moss. But that wasn’t what she was doing at all. She spread her arms slowly, so slowly that the moss was able to retain its grip, until a low, deep groaning sound came from within the wood. Nick looked at Oliver, whose eyes were wide behind his glasses.

		Auntie Liana parted her hands a little more, and a dark gap opened in the moss between them. The roots groaned again, and Nick realized the gap wasn’t only in the moss. It was in the wood as well.

		Cool, damp air exhaled from the opening. Auntie Liana stopped when the gap was just a few inches wide, but she didn’t tug her hands free just yet.

		“Go on, Owl,” she said.

		The young man stepped close to her. Reaching over her shoulder, he tossed a round stone through the hole with great force. It thumped against something inside—it sounded like wood—then clattered noisily on stone.

		And it kept clattering, knocking and bumping in the darkness, the sound growing fainter and fainter as the rock fell away.

		When they couldn’t hear the sound anymore, Oliver asked, “Is that why you’re here? You wanted to find this entrance to Underhill?”

		Auntie Liana winked. “Find it? I already knew it was here. I just wanted to take a peek.”

		She slowly closed the gap the same way she had opened it.

		“The Company doesn’t want us here,” said Magpie. “That’s why they’ve got guards all around the grove. And that’s why you’re not going to tell anyone we were here.”

		“We won’t!” Oliver said. “Right, Nick?”

		Nick nodded. “We won’t tell.”

		Auntie Liana carefully detached her hands from the gripmoss, then gave it a fond little pat before turning away. “We probably should go before those men come back. It was nice to meet you, Nick. Come on down to Underhill for a visit while you’re in town.”

		Auntie Liana took Owl’s arm again, and the trio vanished into the tall ferns.

		When they were gone, Nick turned to Oliver. “Can we go to Underhill? I know your mom said not to, but I want to see what it’s like beneath the grove. I’ve never even been in a proper cave before.”

		Oliver nodded. “It’s the best. We’ll definitely go there. You’ll love it.” He made a face and added, “But we should go with Lizard. It’s kind of confusing and I don’t want to risk getting lost.”

		“Is it that easy to get lost?”

		“Not really.” Oliver looked down at his feet, embarrassed. “But I got lost once on my way to visit Lizard and now everybody in Underhill teases me about it.”

		Oliver didn’t seem that upset about it, so Nick laughed. “I won’t tease you. I just want to see what it’s like.”

		“We’ll ask Lizard next time we see them,” Oliver promised.

		Nick looked back at the hollow beneath the roots of the fallen tree. The entrance to Underhill was completely hidden again, as though it had never been there. A quick peek into the darkness wasn’t enough. There was a whole neighborhood below, right there in the roots of the Heart Grove, and she was more eager than ever to see it.
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		The next day, Nick and Oliver spent the morning once again wandering around the narrow, twisting streets of Underfall. Nick was starting to like this part of Mistwood best, because it was full of people from all over the continent speaking different languages, cooking different foods, selling different crafts and clothes—all living on top of each other in the near-vertical neighborhood that clung to the protruding roots of the dam. Some of the roads were ordinary streets, if a bit narrow and crooked, but there were also alleys no wider than a single person, crooked stairs climbing straight up walls, and even ladders in places where stairs would not fit. Some of the streets and alleys had large doors that could be closed to block them off, while others had strings of buglamps hanging over them and ironwood pipes running in every direction.

		The air was always cool with mist, and the trees of the Heart Grove towered over Underfall on both sides, reaching up to meet hundreds of feet overhead in a leafy tangle of branches and dappled sunlight. The noise of the waterfall was constant, but Nick liked how it changed a little bit on every street. She wondered if a person could navigate with their eyes closed just by following the changing sounds. Needlenose seemed to be trying to do that with the scents.

		She and Oliver spent part of the morning watching crafters shape clay and glass around carved pieces of ironwood, creating beautiful lamps that glowed with colorful light. When they got bored of that, they bought some hot, spicy stuffed bread for lunch and wove their way through the crowded marketplace to find a place to eat. They finally settled on sitting beside an odd fountain, where water flowed from the hollowed-out branches and roots of a living tree to collect in a wooden basin.

		As they ate, several people came to fill buckets and pitchers with water, or to cup their hands and take a drink before continuing on their way.

		Nick gently pushed Needlenose away from her bread. She watched the water thoughtfully for a few minutes before she asked, “Does water flow through Underhill, or does all of it go over the falls?”

		Oliver chewed and swallowed before answering. “It goes through. There are streams and stuff all through Underhill too.”

		“I’ve never seen an underground stream,” Nick said. “That sounds really cool.”

		“And ponds and waterfalls and everything,” Oliver added. “Well, not all of the caverns have water. People live in the drier parts. And it floods sometimes during the rainy season and people worry that it makes Underhill unstable.”

		Nick leaned back a little to look up. They were nearer to the bottom of the dam than the top, and the curved structure loomed over them so high and so wide that it made the buildings and streets of Underfall seem small in comparison.

		“Some of the caverns are really interesting,” Oliver said. “We’ll have to ask Lizard to show us.”

		“Show you what?”

		Both Oliver and Nick started as Lizard sat down between them. They reached over to snag a bit of Oliver’s bread and take a bite, but they immediately made a face as they chewed.

		“Ugh, onion,” they said. “Why did you get onion?”

		Oliver opened his mouth wide to breathe on them. “Because I like it.”

		Lizard shoved him away. “Gross.”

		“Mine’s pepper,” Nick said. She offered it to Lizard. “You can have some if you want.”

		Lizard tore off a piece of the bread. “So what do you want me to show you?”

		“Nick wants to know how Underhill isn’t filled with water,” Oliver said.

		Lizard snorted. “Maybe it is. Maybe we’ve all got gills and fins that we keep hidden from everybody aboveground. That’s why everybody thinks we’re freaks.”

		Nick took another bit of bread and chewed thoughtfully. “I’d like to be able to breathe underwater.”

		“I know somebody with gills, but he just breathes like everybody else,” Lizard said. “Magpie said she and Auntie Liana saw you in the Heart Grove yesterday. She couldn’t decide if she was annoyed or relieved that you used your family name to get the Company guards to back off.”

		“We didn’t do that,” Nick said. “Did we?”

		Oliver laughed. “Yes, we did. It always works. Even the Forestry Company is afraid of Gran. She could be chair again if she wanted, but she says she doesn’t want the hassle.”

		“Oh.” Nick turned over yesterday’s encounter with Magpie and the Company guards in her mind. The guards had left as soon as Oliver mentioned that they were Sixsmiths, but she had assumed it was just because they didn’t care to waste their time talking to a couple of kids. “I don’t think the people Theo and I work for care about our name. But maybe it’s because they hire us to help them.”

		Lizard snorted. “Your gran definitely isn’t helping people.”

		“Yes, she is,” Oliver said.

		“Who is she helping?”

		“Everybody,” Oliver said, but he sounded a bit uncertain.

		“Everybody who works with the Forestry Company, you mean,” Lizard said. “But that doesn’t help anybody else.”

		“Well, what else is she supposed to do?” Oliver said. “She’s an ironwood crafter. She’s not in charge of the Company.”

		Lizard looked unimpressed. “She’s just like everybody else. You just don’t see it because it’s your family.”

		“That’s not true,” Oliver said hotly. “You always say that.”

		Nick didn’t want them to start fighting, so she quickly interjected, “Can we go to Underhill with you? I want to see what it’s like.”

		Lizard reached over to tear off another bite of her bread. “Why?”

		“Because it sounds so cool,” Nick said, with complete honesty. “I’ve never seen an underground neighborhood before. Or the underside of an ironwood grove.”

		“So you don’t have a real reason? You’re just curious?”

		“Curiosity is a real reason,” Nick said.

		Lizard laughed. “Oh, yeah? Says who?”

		“Says me. And my mom.”

		“Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,” Lizard said. “But yeah, I guess I can take you, but I have to do something first.”

		“What do you have to do?” Oliver asked.

		“Just…something,” Lizard said, suddenly cagey. “I want to help Magpie with something.”

		“We can help too,” Oliver said.

		Nick nodded. “What is it?”

		Lizard glanced around warily, but nobody was paying any attention. They jerked their chin upward. “You know the new ropeway? The one that goes to the new mill?”

		Nick and Oliver both looked up. The ropeway passed over Underfall not far from where they were sitting. It had been empty of cargo the other day, when they had gone to look at the new mill, but today there were bundles of crates gliding down from the mill to the river below.

		“I guess they’re actually milling some wood now,” Oliver said.

		“Well, maybe,” Lizard said. “I heard Magpie and Owl and some of the others talking last night, and they were saying how they really want to know what’s in those crates. The mill sends them down to the river and they go on boats and they’re gone. Magpie said none of it goes to any of the ironwood workshops. So I told them about the guards we saw and how we got yelled at, and everybody agreed it’s even more suspicious than they thought.”

		“It definitely is weird,” Oliver said. “It would usually be planks or boards or big pieces coming from the mill, and they would go directly to Mill Road.”

		“We also saw them loading crates onto a boat,” Nick said.

		“I want to find out what’s in those crates,” Lizard said.

		Oliver narrowed his eyes. “You said you want to help Magpie. But she didn’t actually ask you do this, did she?”

		“It’s important,” Lizard said. They scowled and let out a sigh. “No, she told me to stop getting into trouble. But I can help! I know I can help. I just need a look at those crates before they go downriver.”

		“How?” Oliver asked.

		“I don’t know yet,” Lizard admitted.

		“Can we go look at the end of the ropeway?” Nick asked. “Maybe we’ll get an idea.”

		“You really want to help?” Lizard said.

		Nick glanced at Oliver, and he shrugged. “I bet it’ll be easier with more than one person.”

		Lizard laughed again and jumped to their feet. “It will! I know it will.” They walked backward a few steps, gesturing with both arms. Their long sleeves and the ends of their glove-like wrappings whipped around. “Are you coming?”

		Together they headed down one of the narrow, crooked staircases that connected the streets and alleys of Underfall. Nick didn’t realize how far down they were going until she glimpsed, through a gap in the buildings, the deep pool at the bottom of the waterfall. Through the mist she saw docks and boats and barges, all busy with activity, with occasional shouts carrying over the noise of the waterfall.

		When they turned again onto another road, Nick jogged to catch up to Lizard and Oliver.

		“Do the people who live down here mind the noise?” she asked. She didn’t quite have to shout to be heard, but she did raise her voice.

		Lizard shrugged. “I think they’re used to it. They do talk a little bit louder than everybody else.”

		“Some people from Underfall can tell how much it rained miles away just from how the noise of the waterfall changes,” Oliver said. “When the town of Pear Ford flooded last year, there were people in Underfall who sounded the warning before any news even arrived.”

		“Is it this loud in Underhill?” Nick asked Lizard.

		“No way,” Lizard said. “The roots and rocks and soil block most of it.”

		Lizard made an abrupt turn, this time toward the river, and they cut through a couple of alleys before arriving the waterfront. The pool at the base of the waterfall was so large Nick thought it would better be called a lake and so crowded with boats and barges and smaller watercraft that it reminded her of a busy seaside harbor. The first of several bridges crossed the Serpentine River not far away, and Nick could see more downriver. The city looked very different from here, with the trees and steep hillsides and streets of buildings climbing toward the cloudy sky.

		Several cargo ropeways crisscrossed the waterfront, carrying loads between the riverboats and different parts of the city. Some led to the mills at the top of the dam, some to the hills above the river, but all of them originated from the same area, and that was where Lizard was leading them. The mechanical groan of massive gears filled the air as they drew nearer.

		They scrambled up some steps to reach the top of a stone wall that overlooked the waterfront. From there, they could see the broad piers where the cargo was being loaded onto and off of the ropeways.

		Lizard pointed. “That’s the ropeway that connects to the new mill.”

		“And you want to look at what’s in the crates?” Oliver asked.

		“That’d be nice,” Lizard said. “But I don’t know if I can open one without getting caught.”

		There was a crew of workers unloading each bundle swiftly before moving on to the next. This was the first time Nick had gotten a good look at how the nets on the ropeways worked. They looked like giant hands made of ironwood and some kind of vine. When a bundle reached the end of the ropeway, the net opened up to release the cargo onto a waiting cart. From there the workers rolled the carts onto the barge. There were also several workers on the barge, as well as a man who stood outside a small building and made notes every time a container came down the ropeway.

		The nets were empty as they traveled back up to the new mill, dangling from the ropeway like socks on a clothesline. There were an awful lot of people around. Lizard was right—there didn’t seem to be a way to get onto the barge without being caught.

		She pointed to the man by the building. “What’s he doing, the one taking notes?”

		Oliver said, “That’s the office for the Forestry Company agent. They’re always on the docks watching what goes onto the boats for…” He paused uncertainly. “I think it’s taxes or something boring like that. I don’t—oh!” He grabbed Lizard’s arm and shook it. “That’s it!”

		Lizard made a face and squirmed away. “That’s what?”

		“That’s how you find out what’s in the boxes. He’ll be keeping a record of everything they send out. I know because my dad has to do that for the workshop.”

		Lizard’s expression brightened with interest. “So I just need to get those papers from him?”

		“There’s probably a whole ledger inside the office,” Oliver said.

		“So I need to get past him and into that building.”

		“We can make a distraction,” Nick offered. The riverfront docks were so noisy and busy, it was hard to imagine needing any kind of distraction, but it was the only way she could think of that would help Lizard slip past all the workers.

		Lizard nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. But how?” They tossed around ideas for a few minutes: shouting to attract the attention of the workers, disguising themselves as adults to sneak closer, even tossing a ball for Needlenose to chase and make a commotion, but none of their ideas seemed to be distracting enough.

		“What were you going to do if you didn’t run into us?” Oliver asked.

		Lizard made a face. “I don’t know! I was just going to figure it out.”

		Nick watched the workers release another bundle from the webbing. The empty net dragged along the platform for a while before beginning its return ascent toward the mill.

		All at once she knew what to do.

		“I have an idea,” Nick said.

		She explained her plan as quickly as possible. When they had all agreed, Lizard headed down to the Company office, while Nick and Oliver walked along the floodwall with Needlenose sniffing along behind them. When they were close to the base of the ropeway, Nick sternly told Needlenose to stay put, then told him again when he wriggled his butt and started to follow.

		“No,” she said as he gazed up at her. “We’ll be right back. Stay.”

		Nick and Oliver climbed down from the floodwall and ran toward the end of the ropeway. The whole dock shook with the constant motion of the machine, and the creak of the ironwood gears grew louder as they neared. As another bundle came down the line, Nick grabbed Oliver to duck out of sight.

		“I thought we wanted to be seen!” Oliver said.

		“At the right time,” Nick said. She watched as the workers opened the net to release the bundle. “Now!”

		She bolted from their hiding place; Oliver was right behind her. Their footsteps thumped on the wooden dock. There was a shout as one of the workers spotted them, but Nick ignored them and sprinted for the net dragging on the platform.

		She grabbed the net and held on. The vines wound around her wrists as she lifted off the platform. She couldn’t get her feet hooked into the net, so her legs dangled free. It was much harder to hold on than she’d expected, even with the net grasping her arms. Her hands stung as they slipped on the woody vines.

		A quick look down revealed that she was lifting into the air much faster than she had anticipated. Oliver hadn’t managed to grab on. He was still on the ground, gaping at Nick as several workers ran toward him. Nick couldn’t tell if the Company agent from the office was with them, but she knew she had to let go before she got too high to jump.

		She released her grip on the net—but the net had other ideas. The vines remained wrapped around her wrists and forearms. Nick twisted and turned, trying to yank her arms free. The whole net swung wildly with her frantic motion. She was still rising. Soon she would be beyond the end of the platform. She jerked and tugged and grunted as the vines chafed her skin.

		Then, without warning, the vines let go, and Nick was falling. She dropped directly downward, missing the end of the platform by several feet, and plunged into the river.

		It stung when she struck the surface, and the water closed over her head, dark and roiling and colder than she expected. For a second, she was too stunned to react. Then she began to kick and kick and kick, swimming upward until she burst through to the surface.

		She gasped for breath and looked around wildly. The shore wasn’t very far away, so Nick swam toward it as fast as she could. There was somebody shouting nearby. She scrambled out of the water and started to run, her boots squelching with every step. She didn’t stop to look back and see if the workers at the ropeway were chasing her. She didn’t stop at all until she found a staircase up the floodwall and raced to the top. From there she darted across the street and into an alley between some buildings.

		Only then did she pause to catch her breath. A few moments later, she heard a familiar bark nearby, so she jogged through the alley until she found Needlenose and Oliver on the next block.

		Needlenose barked excitedly and bounded around while Nick asked, “Did it work? Was it enough?”

		“I can’t believe you jumped in the river!” Oliver said. “That wasn’t part of the plan!”

		Nick still wanted to catch her breath, but it was hard to breathe because she was laughing too hard. “I didn’t mean to! The vines wouldn’t let me go!”

		“I think it worked,” Oliver said. “I saw two people run out of the building and the one outside came over too. But that’s when you jumped and I had to get away, so I don’t know what happened after that.”

		Nick doubled over and held the stitch in her side. She was dripping wet from head to toe, her hands were chafed, and she had the gritty taste of river water in her mouth. But she didn’t care. Riding the ropeway and jumping into the water had been exhilarating.

		She was still gasping for breath when she heard footsteps rapidly approaching. She spun around in alarm, but it was only Lizard running to join them.

		“I got it!” they exclaimed. “I didn’t think that would work.”

		“What did you find? I want to see!” Oliver said.

		Lizard gestured for them to follow. “Come on. Let’s get farther away so they don’t find us.”

		They didn’t stop until the ropeway was out of sight. Lizard led them into a side street, where they huddled out of sight behind a stack of barrels. Nick squeezed water out of her hair and clothes, glad that the day was warm in spite of the overcast sky.

		Lizard looked up and down the street to confirm they were alone, then reached into their pocket and brought out a leather book. “You were right. It’s a whole book of shipping records.”

		It took them a bit to figure out what the entries said, but once they did it wasn’t hard to understand. For each one, there was a date, the name of a person or business, and a description of the cargo. There were also a lot of numbers to indicate how valuable the cargo was and other information Nick wasn’t as interested in.

		Most of the names and descriptions didn’t mean anything to her, but a few caught her eye.

		“Look,” she said, pointing to an open page.

		There on the page, in neat handwriting in the column titled ORIGIN, were several entries that said SIXSMITH WORKSHOP. The cargo contents were described only as SUPPLIES.

		Lizard looked at Oliver. “Your family is working with the new mill?”

		“I don’t think so,” Oliver said, confused. “They get all their ironwood from a different mill. Gran only likes it when it’s milled a certain way and she doesn’t trust anybody else to do it right.”

		“Maybe they’ve started getting wood from this mill too?” Nick asked.”

		“That wouldn’t need to be shipped downriver,” Oliver pointed out. “They would just put it on a wagon and go to Mill Road. And our workshop arranges its own shipping for everything else.” He bit his lip worriedly. “At least, I think they do. I don’t know what this means.”

		“So it doesn’t help us learn anything at all?” Lizard asked, disappointed. They groaned and kicked the base of a barrel. “What a waste of time.”

		Oliver was staring hard at the page. “No, wait, look. This is really weird.”

		He pointed at a column labeled SENDER. Every entry on the page, including those from the Sixsmith workshop, contained the name Greeves.

		“That doesn’t make any sense,” Oliver said. “Why would the Company chair’s assistant be sending things from Gran’s workshop? He doesn’t work with our family. And look here.” His eyes scanned quickly over the other entries. “Some of these are very strange. The Reedy family workshop doesn’t work with Mr. Greeves either. I don’t think they ever ship anything out. They make musical instruments by special order, so Master Reedy makes people come to Mistwood to pick them up.” He moved his finger down the page to another entry. “Low and Beedle make crates and boxes for shipping things, but they wouldn’t be sending anything out empty. And the Tanner brothers only build bridges, so it’s not like they’re shipping anything that can fit in crates. They haul wagonloads of ironwood to where the bridges need to be built and do the work there.”

		“So what you’re saying is…?” Nick asked.

		“I’m saying it doesn’t make any sense,” Oliver said.

		“But it could just be business stuff you don’t know about,” Lizard said.

		Oliver looked skeptical. “Maybe. I don’t always pay attention when they’re talking about work. But it’s really weird that Mr. Greeves is the one making all these shipments. That’s not his job. Not for us and not for anybody.”

		His words reminded Nick of when Maris had said something almost identical during their journey to Mistwood. She told Oliver and Lizard about Mr. Greeves going out to examine the blighted grove, and how the women had been disappointed the Company hadn’t sent a proper arborist.

		“See, that’s also really weird,” Oliver declared. “And so is him acting like a guard at the new mill. That’s not his job either. It’s very suspicious!”

		Lizard was skeptical. “I think everything the Company does is suspicious, but why does it matter if this Mr. Greeves is doing other people’s jobs?”

		“I don’t know, but we can find out,” Oliver said.

		Nick said, “Can we ask Gran and Aunt Winnie?”

		“Or Annette. Or somebody else at the workshop.” Oliver bounced on his toes. “See, it wasn’t a waste of time. We just have to find out more.”

		“Okay, I guess.” Lizard look unconvinced, but they shrugged and tucked the book away. “Come on. You wanted to see Underhill, right? The Riverside entrance is just up the hill, and I bet Auntie Orchid will have fresh steamed buns by the time we get to her shop.”

		Oliver and a very excited Needlenose ran to catch up with them. Nick followed last, her shoes still squelching. She hoped nobody in Underhill minded that she was dripping water everywhere she went.
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		Lizard led Nick and Oliver up a steep, zigzagging staircase that climbed from the waterfront through the neighborhood of Riverside. On this southern side of the river, the ironwood trees loomed over the city so tall and dense that the canopy was more like a ceiling. Nick craned her neck upward to try to figure out where she and Oliver had been the day before, when they had been looking down on the city from the viewpoint of the fallen log. She wasn’t able to pinpoint the location.

		“This way,” Lizard said. They turned abruptly to leave the staircase for a level street that ran along the hillside.

		“I’ve never come in through this way,” Oliver said, looking around curiously.

		“Well, the entrances in Underfall are closer to you, aren’t they?” Lizard said.

		“At least until the Company closes those too,” Oliver said.

		Lizard looked over their shoulder to scowl at him. “You think we’re gonna let that happen?”

		Oliver pushed his glasses up his nose. “No. I didn’t mean that. I only meant—”

		“Whatever.” Lizard hurried forward again. “Come on, it’s up here.”

		They came to an arched stone bridge that crossed a small creek. The rushing cascades tumbled down the hillside through the neighborhood, squeezing between buildings and streets, pushed this way and that by foundations, roots, and walls. On the other side of the creek, a path led around the side of a vine-covered building. It wasn’t a very wide path, only broad enough for two people to walk side by side, but the paving stones were clear and well-worn.

		As they rounded the corner of the building, the path led directly into the side of the hill. There was a stone archway draped with flowering vines, tucked right into the ground beneath the protective curve of ironwood roots. A couple of people were sitting at the edge of the path by the creek. They were both Underhillers with signs of the wildroot malady. One of them had very long fingers with an extra knuckle on each and fingernails that resembled chips of wood, and the other had patches of green on their otherwise pale skin.

		“Hi, Midge, hi, Toad,” Lizard said as they approached.

		“Hi, Lizard,” Midge answered. They waved, curling their extra-long fingers. “And Oliver Sixsmith too! It’s been a while since we’ve seen you around Underhill.”

		Oliver gave them a smile and returned the wave. “This is my cousin, Nick.”

		Midge smirked. “Have a nice swim in the river, did you?”

		Nick’s face warmed. She subtly tried to squeeze more water out of her shirt.

		Toad was an older man, with a bushy, greenish-blue beard to match the green patches of skin. He looked at Nick curiously. “A Sixsmith cousin? That makes you Theodora’s kid, doesn’t it?”

		“Do you know my mom?” Nick asked.

		“It’s been a while since she’s been around here,” Toad said. He gave Needlenose a quick pat as the dog greeted him with a sniff and a wag of his tail. “Tell her to stop by and give us a visit while she’s in town.”

		“I will,” Nick promised.

		It was the second time an Underhiller had asked Nick about Theo. She hadn’t had a chance to mention Auntie Liana to Theo the night before, as Theo had returned to the Sixsmith house very late. But now Nick was even more determined to ask her tonight.

		Midge nodded approvingly and said, “Welcome to Underhill.”

		Only as Lizard was passing through the archway, with Nick and Oliver and Needlenose right behind them, did it occur to Nick that maybe Midge and Toad weren’t just sitting outside by the creek for no reason.

		“Are they guards?” she asked Lizard.

		“No.” After a second Lizard frowned. “Not really. They’re just keeping an eye on things.”

		“What’s the—oh.”

		Nick had intended to ask what the difference was, but the question flew right out of her head as soon as they stepped into Underhill.

		“Oh,” she said again, her voice small.

		The arched entrance led into a short corridor, which opened into a large domed cavern. The ceiling and walls were a web of braided ironwood roots, covered with shelflike fungi and hanging curtains of moss. In the crevices, the roots gleamed with magical light in shades of blue and green and gold. There were buglamps strung up all around, so the cavern wasn’t dark but instead glowed with a warm, welcoming light. It was busy with people as well: a dozen or so market stalls selling food and other goods, customers haggling and shopping, people passing through from the three other arches that opened into the room. Many of them showed signs of wildroot malady, but others did not, and nobody seemed to notice or care.

		The path they were on led through the cavern, winding past the market stalls, and over a broad pool in the center. This bridge was wooden, not stone, and seemed to be carved into a living ironwood root that curved above the water in just the right way. Pale fish darted around in the pool beneath the bridge, and the water reflected the turquoise-tinted light glowing from the underside of the bridge. A black cat on the edge of the pond watched the fish hungrily. Next to the cat, two little kids were playfully splashing each other, their wooden water pails abandoned by the bridge.

		It was noisy in the large space with so many voices mingling to join the sound of running water, but it wasn’t loud enough to be unpleasant.

		Lizard stopped when they reached the center of the root bridge over the pool. “This isn’t even the best part,” they said, looking a little smug at Nick’s awe. “You better stick close to me so you don’t get lost like Oliver.”

		“That was one time!” Oliver said.

		Lizard snickered. “But if it happened again, we might never find you!”

		Nick made sure to stay close to Lizard, but it was difficult because she wanted to stop and look at everything.

		They passed through one of the archways into a second, even larger domed cavern with a high ceiling of twisted roots. There were more stone walls here, some of which looked to have been carved out of the ground itself. Water flowed from springs into pools and fountains, and stone and wood staircases twisted up the walls to doorways above, some as high as a three-story building. Windows and balconies overlooked the large room. There were more market stalls here, plus all different kinds of shops built into irregular little alcoves off the main room. The path continued, not stone anymore but wood, worn smooth by countless feet.

		“Where do people live?” Nick asked. “Are there houses?”

		Lizard pointed upward, toward the balconies and doorways encircling the cavern. “All over the place. But they’re not houses like your houses, where every family has a big building of their own. People tend to share a lot more here.”

		“Nick and her mom live in a wagon, not a house,” Oliver said. “She thinks our house is weird too.”

		“I never said that,” Nick said. “But it does feel a little weird.”

		Oliver laughed. “It’s okay. I don’t mind. And your wagon is really neat.”

		“Living in a wagon sounds fun,” Lizard said.

		“I think living down here sounds fun,” Nick said.

		The second large chamber tapered into a long, curving tunnel of sorts, one with several hallways branching off from it. Ironwood roots twisted all around them, and where there were no roots, there was stone and earth.

		Nick hadn’t really known what to expect from Underhill, but it was like nothing she had imagined. Even though they were underground, there were enough bright buglamps that it wasn’t dark or gloomy. There were even gardens of fungi and peculiar plants with leaves of blue, red, yellow, and purple, with spots and whorls and countless other patterns. When Nick asked how plants could grow underground without sunlight, Oliver happily launched into an explanation about whole families of plants that grew on the roots of the ironwood trees, feeding on the grove and its magic.

		The tunnels curving through the roots were much like the city streets above. They had the same kinds of stores and restaurants, teahouses and workshops—everything you would expect in a bustling market. The difference was the way the individual shops were tucked into alcoves and caves, or accessed by ladders or staircases or ramps, or built on platforms affixed to the roots.

		Lizard led them away from the long main tunnel, and Nick tried to pay attention to where they were going. Both Lizard and Oliver seemed to think she would get lost, which only made her want to learn her way even more. The second time Lizard made a turn, Nick stopped to look around.

		Underhill was so large and so crowded that she hadn’t been able to take a close look at the roots of the grove yet. She was dismayed to glimpse a small patch of blighted wood in the archway. It was barely bigger than her thumb, but she would recognize that spongy, dark wood anywhere.

		When she took a closer look at the blighted spot, she noticed a series of odd symbols carved into the archway. She had noticed carvings like that before, both at the entrance and in subsequent parts of Underhill, but she wasn’t sure what to make of them. Most resembled leaves from many different kinds of trees, but there were also a few insects and birds. A vertical line of the symbols was carved into both sides of the arch.

		She ran her fingers over the carvings. “What are these?” she asked.

		Lizard was several steps ahead. They grinned when they saw what Nick was pointing at.

		“Ha! Look, Oliver, your cousin caught on a lot faster than you did,” Lizard said.

		“You could have just explained it,” Oliver grumbled.

		Nick asked, “Are they like street signs?”

		“Yeah, sort of. They show the way around,” Lizard said. They pointed at the symbols one by one. “The ironwood leaf always points toward the Green Cavern. That’s the center of Underhill. The pine cone always points back to the Riverside entrance, the one we came in. The snakevine leaf points to the main Underfall entrance—see, it’s the same way as the center, right now.” They indicated a couple more symbols: a butterfly and a beetle. “These aren’t really used much anymore. They go to older places in Underhill where nobody lives.”

		“It’s still too easy to get lost,” Oliver muttered.

		“What about this bird?” Nick asked, pointing to the next symbol in the line.

		Lizard’s expression darkened. “That one points to the entrance by the lake, the one the Company closed off when they built the new mill.”

		Nick hadn’t meant to bring up something that would make Lizard angry, but she was also quite curious. “How did they close it off?”

		“Great big ironwood doors,” Lizard said. “They’re barred from the other side. That blocks the main way, but the Company also filled in the smaller halls and tunnels with rock. They really don’t want us going up there.”

		“Because it’s dangerous,” Oliver said.

		“They say it’s dangerous, but they’re lying,” Lizard retorted.

		Oliver started to respond, but Nick spoke quickly to forestall an argument. “Where are we going now?”

		Lizard tapped the ironwood leaf. “You can’t come to Underhill without seeing the Green Cavern. And that’s where Auntie Orchid’s shop is.”

		Oliver touched the wood beneath the carved leaf, pressing his forefinger into the dark spot Nick had already noticed. “Ew, I don’t like how that feels. Is this your blight?”

		“What do you mean, blight?” Lizard asked.

		Nick quickly explained why she and Theo had come to Mistwood. “Have you seen spots like that in other places in Underhill?”

		Lizard pressed their thumb into the softened wood and grimaced. “Yeah, but nobody calls it a blight. We call it root rot.”

		Nick peppered Lizard with questions as they kept walking. The soft dark patches had started appearing about a year ago, Lizard said, but they didn’t think there were any other symptoms. Nick wasn’t sure what to make of that. She wondered if the fact that there was already so much magic in Underhill, and so many magical plants and fungi, would make it less likely for the blight to affect things besides ironwood. It was yet another thing she would have to tell Theo.

		Nick paid attention to the carved symbols as they headed toward the center of Underhill, but she secretly agreed with Oliver that it would’ve been very easy to get lost. She was starting to feel disoriented. Without the sky or the hills or the river, it was hard to figure out which direction was which. She wasn’t even sure how high above the river they were—if they were still above it at all. Only when she noticed a low rumbling sound all around them, which she recognized as the muffled noise of Storm Falls, did she have some sense of their location relative to the rest of the city.

		The waterfall grew louder as they approached the center of Underhill. They crossed two large streams that flowed through the ironwood roots. Seeing so much water reminded Nick that they were, in fact, directly beneath Black Lake, and the whole of the Serpentine River was flowing over them. She eyed the walls and ceilings of Underhill warily. The natural dam formed by the ironwood roots looked so sturdy from the outside, a wall that could never be broken. But inside that very same dam, it was hard to ignore how so much of it was hollows and holes.

		She didn’t have time to worry about it for long, however, because soon they reached the Green Cavern.

		It was the largest cavern they’d seen in Underhill. It was roughly the shape of a bell, with a domed ceiling and a circular wall of braided roots. The peak of the ceiling soared high above, and all around them, there were entrances to offshoot tunnels, balconies, and windows, and water flowing in springs and cascades toward a deep pool in the center. The reason for the Green Cavern’s name was immediately apparent: the magical light from the roots was vividly green here, accentuated by the moss and vines that draped the cavern from floor to ceiling. Even the water had a green tinge to it, as well as the stones dotting the edge of the large pool.

		There were a lot of people too, more than anywhere else in Underhill. Oliver looked around, his eyes widening. “I’ve never seen it this crowded.”

		Lizard led them around the side of the cavern. “We had to move the Upper Market when the Company closed off the lakeside entrance. That’s why everything is so crowded here—but it’s not like the Company cares. There. That’s where they blocked everything.” Lizard pointed ahead toward the mouth of a large tunnel. “The barrier is a little ways up that way.”

		They wove through the busy cavern. It really did feel like a town center, albeit the strangest one Nick had ever been in. There was so much to see that she couldn’t decide where to look. She was fascinated by the streams that flowed out of the walls and into winding, intricate channels, and by the gardens of magical plants that sprouted from the ironwood roots, and by every single ladder or staircase that lead to another part of Underhill. She felt like she could explore for a year and not see everything.

		They were crossing a wide bridge when a shout drew Nick’s attention. There was a group of people working where one of the streams spilled from the wall. Long green curtains of gripmoss clung to the roots all around the stream. Two people on each side of the water placed their hands on the gripmoss, the same way Auntie Liana had the other day in the Heart Grove.

		“What are they doing?” Nick asked.

		Lizard stood at her shoulder to watch the workers. “Changing where the water flows and how much gets through. They’ve had to do that a lot lately, since parts of Underhill are closed off and the Company won’t let anybody into those areas to do repairs.”

		The workers moved more slowly and carefully than Auntie Liana had. At first, it was hard to tell that the roots were moving at all. But the movement became more apparent the longer Nick watched, as the greenish magical light flowed with the motion of the roots, bending and shifting. She was captivated by the way the workers moved their hands in unison, almost like a dance. The wood curved gracefully under their touch, with the dense green moss swaying all around them.

		After a while the workers stopped, and a couple of them detached their hands to inspect the flow of the stream.

		“They’ll be at it for hours,” Lizard said. “Come on, I’m hungry. I can smell Auntie Orchid’s meat buns already.”

		Lizard led them to a small shop, where they approached an older woman who was balancing a baby on one hip.

		“You’re lucky,” the woman was saying to a customer. “I just got the last batch made a few minutes ago, before Clematis brought this little one over.” She brushed her finger over the baby’s round cheek. “It’s been so long since we’ve taken in a foundling, and with the nursery being blocked off…Oh, hello! It’s nice to see you again, Oliver. And who is this?”

		“This is my cousin, Nick,” Oliver said.

		Nick almost expected Auntie Orchid to ask her about Theo, as the other Underhillers had, but the woman only smiled warmly and said, “Welcome, Nick. You three take a seat—oh, and the pup too, hello.” She leaned over to give Needlenose a pat. The baby gurgled excitedly. “Go ahead and sit down, and I’ll bring you a snack.”

		A small table and a few stools stood outside Auntie Orchid’s shop. They sat down together and Needlenose flopped down at Nick’s feet.

		“What did she mean about the nursery?” Oliver asked.

		Lizard pointed across the Green Cavern. “It was across that way, over by Old Gate. But since the Company has closed that whole section off, we have to find somewhere else for the nursery.”

		“But why did the Company close that entrance too? It’s nowhere near the new mill.”

		“Why don’t you ask them?” Lizard said. “All they told us was that they were closing the whole section off, and they would arrest anybody who disobeyed.”

		“I hope you aren’t thinking about disobeying,” Auntie Orchid said. She placed a plate of steamed buns on the table. “I know you want to help, but let the adults deal with things.”

		“I’m not going to get in trouble,” Lizard said.

		“I know you never try to get in trouble.” Auntie Orchid smiled fondly and gave Lizard a pat on the shoulder before heading back into her shop.

		Nick couldn’t help but watch the little baby, the foundling child. Maris had said it wasn’t common for people to abandon their children to Underhill anymore—but obviously some people still did, and the proof was right there, tugging playfully at Auntie Orchid’s headscarf.

		She hadn’t liked it when she first heard about the foundling children, and she liked it even less now that she knew Lizard. It was awful for people to want to get rid of their kids just because they believed in some superstitions about magic. And now she was also thinking about what Auntie Orchid had said about the nursery having to move because the Forestry Company had closed off that whole part of Underhill. People in the city above left their children to be raised by Underhillers, but they also took away the nursery where those same children were cared for. Everything about it felt wrong. She didn’t know why the adults in the city let it happen.

		“Aren’t you going to eat yours?” Oliver said. He nudged the plate of buns toward Nick. “What are you looking at?”

		She tore her eyes away from Auntie Orchid and the baby. “Nothing.”

		She was thinking about so many things she could barely make sense of them all. But that was too hard to explain. She reached for a bun and took a bite, chewing thoughtfully.
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			The Company’s Man
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		That night, for the second day in a row, Theo didn’t return to the Sixsmith house until after Nick had gone to bed. Nick did her best to wait up, but she fell asleep with Needlenose sprawled beside her, Sprocket curled up on her chest, and the other side of the bed empty.

		It was still early when Nick awoke, the bed jostling as Theo rose. Nick sat up and rubbed her eyes, and Theo looked at her with a smile.

		“You don’t have to get up yet,” she said quietly.

		“Are you…” Nick yawned. “Are you going out already?”

		Theo’s smile faded. “Maris and I are going to visit a nearby logging camp today, so it’s best if we get on the road early.” Nick ran her fingers down Sprocket’s side as the cat curled up in a new spot. “You still don’t know where Auntie Maris’s sister is?”

		“No, and…” Theo started to say something, then seemed to change her mind. “It’s just turned out to be a bit more complicated than we expected. You don’t have to worry about it. You just keep having fun with Oliver.”

		Nick was having fun with Oliver, but that wasn’t all she was doing. She was still Theo’s apprentice.

		“I’ve been keeping notes on all the places I’ve seen symptoms of blight. In the Heart Grove and by the lake and—” Nick stopped herself. They weren’t supposed to visit Riverside or Underhill, so she couldn’t tell Theo they’d been to those places without getting Oliver in trouble with his parents. “And we’re going to keep looking,” she said finally. “Oliver is really helpful. He knows a lot about magical plants.”

		“I’m glad,” Theo said, although she sounded a bit distracted as she got dressed. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

		“Maybe tonight?” Nick said hopefully.

		Theo paused, then nodded. “If I get back in time.”

		Nick asked, “Have you ever been to Underhill?”

		Theo laughed. “Is that supposed to be subtle, daughter of mine? I know you want to visit. We can go once everything gets sorted out here.”

		“So you have been before?” Nick said eagerly.

		“Of course I have,” Theo said. “I used to have many friends there. It’s been years, but everybody who grows up in Mistwood visits Underhill sometimes. Or at least they used to.”

		“Then why isn’t Oliver allowed to go?”

		“You’ll have to ask your Aunt Winnie that, but if I had to guess…” Theo sat on the edge of the bed. “Things have always been complicated between Underhill and Mistwood. Remember I told you about how the Forestry Company doesn’t like that the Underhillers live so close to the ironwood trees?”

		Nick nodded. Close was an understatement. It wasn’t just that Underhillers lived alongside the roots of the ancestral grove: they lived within it, wrapped up in its very heart, their homes and streets and wells and nurseries and every other part of their lives tucked into its beautiful caverns.

		“Well,” Theo went on, “there’ve been times when that tension has led to people getting into fights. I think right now emotions are running a little high because of the new mill and the blocked-off entrances. Winnie is probably worried about Oliver going someplace where there might be trouble.”

		There hadn’t been any trouble in Underhill the day before. There had only been people going about their normal lives. Nick had felt awed and a bit lost, but she had never felt unsafe. But she couldn’t tell Theo that, so instead she said, “I still don’t understand why some people don’t like Underhillers. None of the reasons sound like good reasons.”

		Theo reached over to brush Nick’s messy hair back from her face. “It’s good that you don’t understand, because you’re right. They aren’t good reasons. There’s never a good reason to judge a whole group of people just because of where they live or how they live, or because they have different skin or hair than you do, or because somebody with a lot of money or power tells you they’re a problem. In fact, if somebody does try to make you dislike somebody for any of those reasons, you should be very, very skeptical of what they have to say.”

		Theo’s tone was serious. Nick nodded. “Okay.”

		“Is this about Oliver’s friend, the Underhiller you told me about?”

		“Their name is Lizard,” Nick said.

		“Ah, yes, that’s certainly an Underhill name. They often choose their own names, you know, and they love to pick from the things that live around them.”

		“That explains…” Nick caught herself again. “The Underhiller names I’ve heard.”

		“I’ve always liked their names.” Theo stood up again and began to dress. “I’m glad that you’re making friends while we’re here. I know it’s not always easy for you when we move around so much. And I do want to hear all about what you’ve been up to.”

		“Tonight?” Nick said again.

		And once again, Theo hesitated before answering. “I’ll try to be back in time for dinner. We’ll have to see. Get up, now, since you’re wide awake, and let’s go have some of Monty’s delicious breakfast.”

		Nick hurried to dress before going to join Theo in the dining room. Winnie and Gran were there too, already up and ready for the day.

		“Annette is worried about Penny Greenwood,” Winnie said. “They aren’t close, but a lot of the young people seem to agree that this is unusual for Penny. She’s normally very responsible.”

		Theo said, “Maris is worried too. We’re going to ask around in the forest and hope somebody knows something.”

		Nick perked up as she remembered something. “Like that woman on the road who was looking for her son!”

		Theo looked surprised. “Oh, right. I forgot about her. Didn’t she say he went to work in a logging camp? Maris spoke to her. She might remember something more.” Theo ran her hand over Nick’s hair. “Thanks for the reminder.”

		Pleased, Nick went back to her breakfast.

		Gran took a sip of tea. “Greenwood has asked the Company for help as well. I think he intends to bring it up at the meeting today.”

		Theo opened her mouth to answer, but Winnie shook her head quickly. Theo remained quiet.

		Gran saw this exchange and raised an eyebrow. “You needn’t be like that, Theodora. Nobody wants something to have happened to Penny Greenwood.”

		“I didn’t say anything,” Theo said.

		“Your expression was eloquent enough.”

		Theo took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I hope the Company can help.”

		Gran hmphed and went back to her tea. When she wasn’t looking anymore, Theo rolled her eyes, and Winnie gave her an exasperated look. Nick watched it all silently. It was odd to see Theo acting more like a daughter than a mother. The peculiar tension lasted even after Theo left for the day. Winnie looked like she wanted to say something, but she kept quiet as she and Gran prepared to head to the workshop.

		Oliver came downstairs, yawning, as they were gathering in the foyer.

		As Gran stepped into her boots, she said to Winnie, “After the meeting, I’ll stop by the mill to discuss the order.”

		Nick looked at Oliver and widened her eyes. They hadn’t found a way to ask Gran or Winnie about the new mill the night before, but this was their chance.

		Oliver stared back at her, then startled and said, “Oh! Oh, do you mean the new mill?”

		Gran glanced at him, distracted. “No, of course not. We always buy our ironwood from the Northside Mill.”

		Annette came down the stairs, giving Oliver a playful push as she passed. “You would know that if you ever came to the workshop to help.”

		“Boring.” Oliver rolled his eyes. “But aren’t you using the new mill to send stuff downriver?”

		Winnie gave Oliver a confused look. “We don’t have any business with the new mill. They aren’t producing lumber for any local workshops yet. There’s been some problem with the machinery, I’ve heard. Where did you get that idea?”

		Oliver shrugged. “I don’t know. I heard somebody say it. So what work is Mr. Greeves doing for you?”

		Winnie’s look sharpened. “The chair’s assistant? What on earth are you talking about?”

		Annette laughed shortly. “Even if he is looking for a new job, we’re not going to hire him. Gran only works with people who actually know a thing or two about working with ironwood.”

		Winnie pursed her lips. “That may be true, but take care not to say it quite like that where Stanford Portman can hear. He’s very touchy about keeping people out of his business. And, Oliver, that means you too. It’s rude to listen to and spread rumors.”

		Gran opened the front door. “And, more importantly, a waste of time. We’re already running late. I won’t make it to the Company building in time for the meeting.”

		The three of them left for work, but not before Winnie gave Oliver one more stern look before shutting the door.

		As soon as she was gone, Oliver turned to Nick excitedly. “I knew the stuff in that logbook was suspicious! Mr. Greeves doesn’t do any work for our family. I was right! Lizard didn’t believe me, but I’m not completely clueless about how our workshop does things.”

		“What do you think it means?” Nick asked.

		Oliver’s face fell. “Well, I don’t know what it means. I just know it’s weird.”

		Nick knew exactly what to do when she had a whole lot of data but didn’t know what it added up to. She reached into her bag for her notebook. “Let’s make a list of everything we know.”

		They sat down right there on the steps. Needlenose waited below them, his tail wagging, obviously confused about why they weren’t going outside yet.

		“The new mill is surrounded by guards but doesn’t seem to be doing any ironwood milling,” Oliver said. “And it’s all blocked off from inside Underhill. That’s two weird things.”

		Nick wrote that down. “But it is sending crates to other places.”

		“Things that Mr. Greeves arranges, but the logbook says it all comes from different workshops.”

		“But Gran and your mom said they don’t work with him or with the new mill.”

		“I bet none of the other workshops do either,” Oliver said.

		“We don’t know that for sure,” Nick pointed out. She wrote it down but added a question mark. “Can we ask them?”

		“Maybe. But they all know Mom and Gran, so we have to come up with a good enough excuse.”

		“Like what?”

		Oliver sighed. “I don’t know. What else do we know?”

		Nick said, “I don’t know when it was, but Mr. Greeves also went to look at a blighted ironwood grove on the road, even though the people who tend the grove asked for an arborist.”

		Oliver scrunched up his face. “That’s also weird, but what does it have to do with the new mill?”

		“I don’t know,” Nick said. It wasn’t a very long list, now that she looked at it, and it didn’t clarify anything. “Are you sure we can’t just tell your mom about the logbook from the ropeway?”

		“We would have to tell Mom how we got it, and why, and that would get us in trouble. And Lizard in even bigger trouble, probably,” Oliver said. “And that’s if Lizard would even let us take the book to show to Mom.”

		Nick wasn’t used to worrying about the kind of trouble Oliver and Lizard were worried about, nor was she used to trying to keep so many things from adults. She wished she had a better sense of what she could tell Theo. Right now all she knew was that Lizard was trying to learn more about the new mill for Magpie and the other Underhillers, who wanted to know why the Company had closed off an entrance to their neighborhood and refused to let them near. Oliver was also convinced the new mill was suspicious, but they had no proof.

		That was the one thing she knew for sure. “We need more data.”

		“But how?” Oliver said. His shoulders slumped. “It’s not like we can just ask Mr. Greeves. He won’t tell us anything.”

		“What if we follow him?” Nick asked.

		“Follow him where?”

		“Wherever he goes. Maybe he’ll go to the new mill or the ropeway or—”

		“Or one of the other workshops in the logbook!” Oliver sat upright again. “That could be our excuse! If he goes to a workshop, we can pretend we just happened to see him. You know, we can say, ‘Oh, hi, Master Reedy, what was Mr. Greeves doing here?’” Oliver jumped to his feet. “Lizard thinks the logbook is useless and it won’t help Magpie, but I bet we can figure it out. No, I know we can. Let’s go.”

		Nick tucked her notebook away and stood up. “Where do we start?”

		“He normally works at the Company building,” Oliver said.

		“The same place Gran just went for a meeting?”

		Oliver grabbed Nick’s wrist and dragged her toward the door. “Exactly. He’s probably at the meeting too. If we hurry we’ll be there before it’s over.”

		The Forestry Company headquarters was located at the very top of Underfall, right below the mills. Nick felt like she was starting to get the hang of navigating around Mistwood and she didn’t feel lost or disoriented when they reached their destination. It was a large two-story building tucked right up against the steep face of the natural dam, not far from the road Nick and Theo and Maris had come in on when they first arrived. It was near the closed northern entrance to Underhill, the one with the guards Maris had spotted that first night. The guards were still there now, leaning up against the wooden wall that filled the stone archway.

		Nick and Oliver found a place to wait across the street from the Forestry Company building. They didn’t know how long the meeting would last, so they passed the time trying to guess what Mr. Greeves might be hiding at the new mill. Oliver’s favorite theory was that the new mill was actually a new ironwood workshop, but he didn’t really know what they could be making that would require so much secrecy.

		They hadn’t come up with any better ideas by the time the doors of the Company building opened and people began to emerge. They ducked out of sight when Gran came out, but they needn’t have worried, as she hurried in the direction of Mill Road without so much as a glance around.

		It was a few minutes before Mr. Portman and Mr. Greeves emerged. Mr. Portman was talking while Mr. Greeves jotted down notes. They stopped on the building’s broad front step for a moment, but they were too far away for Nick and Oliver to hear what they were saying. Mr. Portman clapped Mr. Greeves on the shoulder before heading back inside. Mr. Greeves didn’t go after him. He tucked his notebook away, adjusted his hat and jacket, and stepped into the street.

		Mr. Greeves was not a difficult person to follow. He was tall and wore a tall green hat, so even when the streets grew crowded Nick and Oliver could spot him easily. He stopped briefly at the closed entrance to Underhill to speak to the guards. Nick and Oliver didn’t dare get close enough to hear what he was saying, but from the looks of it, he was giving the guards some kind of message. The guards listened without much obvious interest and seemed relieved when he turned away.

		From there, Mr. Greeves headed up to Dam Road. Nick was disappointed. She had hoped he would go straight down to the base of the ropeway and they could eavesdrop on what he said to the workers, or even get a chance to steal another book or some paperwork. She was equally disappointed that he didn’t cross the dam to head toward the new mill. Instead he walked down to the lake and along the waterfront. It was harder to follow him among the busy docks stacked high with cargo, sailors shouting at each other, dock workers jostling for space, and wagons and carts carrying all manner of goods.

		Mr. Greeves wasn’t moving very quickly now, so Nick and Oliver were able to keep up with him. He looked at each dock as he passed, scanning the boats before moving on. It was obvious he was searching for a particular boat or person, and he seemed to grow more and more annoyed the longer he went without finding them.

		Finally, he spotted what he was looking for. He turned sharply and headed along one of the docks, his steps hurried and his expression grim.

		“Let’s get closer,” Nick whispered. Oliver nodded.

		The dock was surrounded by several boats and barges, so many bumping together that the water was completely hidden. Nick and Oliver ducked behind a stack of barrels when Mr. Greeves came to a stop. Needlenose seemed to think they were playing some sort of game, but he settled down when Nick pulled him close.

		Nick risked a look around the side of the barrels. Mr. Greeves had stopped beside a long, flat boat with a red hull and the name TURTLE on the side. Something about the name tickled Nick’s memory, but she set it aside to pay attention to what Mr. Greeves was doing.

		“You there,” he called out, his voice sharp with impatience. “We need to talk.”

		A teenage girl with brown skin and curly black hair stood up from behind some cargo on the boat.

		“I know her!” Oliver whispered. Nick looked at him in question. “She’s a friend of Annette’s.”

		Mr. Greeves spoke to Annette’s friend for a few minutes. It was business talk: Mr. Greeves had hired her to carry cargo along Black Lake to the town at the far end, but the shipment had been delayed and Mr. Greeves was unhappy about that.

		“I already told you,” she said, exasperated. “It’s hard to find help, so things take longer. But if my brother comes back—”

		“That has nothing to do with me,” Mr. Greeves snapped.

		The girl crossed her arms. “So you keep saying. But he said he had work with the Forestry Company.”

		“Oh!” Nick gasped.

		Oliver glanced at her, but she shook her head quickly. She remembered, now, why the boat name Turtle was familiar. It was the name given to her and Maris on the road, by the woman who had been looking for her son. That woman must have been this girl’s mother and the missing young man her brother. His mother had said he had gone to work for the Forestry Company.

		Mr. Greeves and the girl argued for a few minutes more, stopping only when the girl agreed to pick up another load of cargo that evening. Mr. Greeves strode away.

		When he was gone, Oliver popped up from their hiding spot. “Dala!”

		The girl looked confused. “What do you—oh, you’re Annette’s brother, aren’t you?”

		“I’m Oliver, and this is our cousin, Nick.”

		Dala’s confusion didn’t lessen. “What are you doing here?”

		“We want to ask you about Mr. Greeves,” Nick said. “What did he hire you to carry?”

		“Was it something from my family’s workshop?” Oliver asked.

		“Did it come from the new mill?”

		“Is it supposed to be secret?”

		“Do you know—”

		“Whoa! Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Dala held up her hands to stop them. “Calm down. What is this about? Why do you care what cargo I carry on my boat?”

		“We just wondered…” Oliver trailed off with a glance at Nick. “We’re just trying to…help somebody who thinks there’s something…strange about the new mill.”

		Dala raised her eyebrows. “An Underhiller?”

		“We didn’t say that!” Oliver said quickly.

		“You didn’t have to. Everybody knows the Underhillers are suspicious of the new mill. But that doesn’t explain why a Sixsmith cares.”

		“I have Underhiller friends!” Oliver retorted. “It doesn’t matter what my name is.”

		“If you say so. Look, I’m too busy to talk. I don’t want to get involved.”

		As Dala started to turn away, Nick blurted out, “I met your mom.”

		Both Dala and Oliver stared at her. Oliver said, “You did?”

		“On the road into Mistwood,” Nick said. “She was looking for your brother. She said he went to work for the Forestry Company but he hasn’t come back.”

		Dala’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “I told her it was a waste of time to go looking. Sam’s probably off in some remote logging camp. But she was worried, so now I’m stuck here by myself until she gets back.”

		“Why did he go to work for the Company if you have so much work here?” Oliver asked.

		“Better pay,” Dala said with a shrug. “But it was only supposed to be a couple days’ work. It doesn’t help us if he’s gone for ages and we never see any of that pay.”

		“Was it Mr. Greeves who hired him?” Nick asked.

		Dala shook her head. “No, it was another man working for the Company, one of the ones loading up cargo down at…” She hesitated, then sighed. “Yeah, it was down by the new mill, at the docks on the south side of the lake.”

		“Were they loading up stuff that came from the new mill?” Oliver asked.

		Dala leaned over to pick up a coil of rope. “Not according to the paperwork. That all says it comes from different workshops—including your family’s. Don’t you know more about this than I do?”

		“What’s in them?” Nick asked.

		“I have no idea,” Dala said. “I don’t open them. It’s not my business. Besides, the Company men said it would spoil the cargo and we would be fined.”

		“Spoil it?” Nick asked, baffled. “Like food?”

		“Nothing from Gran’s workshop would spoil,” Oliver added, just as confused.

		“I don’t know,” Dala said. “And I really don’t have time to keep talking to you. This is work, not something for a couple of kids to mess around with. Get out of here, before I tell your sister.”

		Dala made a shooing motion. As Nick and Oliver walked back along the waterfront, Oliver muttered, “She’s not even that much older than us.”

		Nick felt a little glum as well. She had hoped to learn something about the new mill that might help Lizard and the Underhillers find out what was going on. But talking to Dala had only raised more questions.

		“Maybe we should just tell your mom about the crates from the new mill,” Nick said.

		Oliver sighed heavily. “We can’t. She’ll want to know why we want to know, and even if we come up with some excuse, she’ll know we’re hiding something, and she’ll know Lizard is involved, and…” He looked down at his feet and kicked at the cobblestones. “Mom said they weren’t working with the new mill or Mr. Greeves, but what if…”

		It took Nick a second to figure out what he was asking. “You think she might be lying?” she asked.

		“No! No way!” Oliver shook his head vigorously. Then he stopped and winced. “I don’t think so? But why is our workshop listed for all those crates and stuff? Maybe Mom and Gran just…maybe they don’t want to tell me something because they know I would tell Lizard and the Underhillers would find out and it’s something they don’t want the Underhillers to find out?”

		“It didn’t sound like that to me,” Nick said. She understood why Oliver was worried, but neither Winnie’s nor Gran’s reactions to Oliver’s questions that morning had felt like they were trying to hide something. But she didn’t know how to be certain, not without asking more questions.

		They walked in silence for a few minutes, but there was something else bothering her. “Do people go missing a lot in Mistwood?” she asked.

		“No,” said Oliver. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

		“But we know two people who are missing. Maris’s sister and Dala’s brother.”

		“They might not have anything to do with each other,” Oliver pointed out.

		“They were both working with the Company.”

		“A lot of people work with the Company.”

		Nick supposed that was true. “It’s still weird.”

		“Yeah. It is.” Oliver flinched and looked up at the sky. The clouds had been low and gray all day. “Did you feel that? Raindrops.”

		There were only a few fat, scattered drops at first, the kind that left blotches on Nick’s clothes and pattered loudly on rooftops and cobbles. But by the time they reached the Sixsmith house, it had grown to a full downpour, and there were rivulets running down the steep streets of Mistwood. The rainy season had begun.
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		Nick woke the next morning to the sound of rain drumming steadily on the roof. When she looked out the window, she saw that Monty’s garden was filled with puddles, and the trees drooped sadly under the onslaught of water.

		She half expected to find Theo gone already, but instead she went downstairs and found both Theo and Maris drinking tea at the dining room table. Their expressions were solemn, their moods subdued. Nick fetched herself a steaming bowl of rice porridge from the kitchen and joined them.

		Maris gave her a weak smile. “I hope you’re ready for the rainy season. It’s already gotten quite a start.”

		The sound of rainfall filled the house. Nick couldn’t see much through the dining room windows, only water streaking down the glass. “Will it be like this all season?”

		“I certainly hope not,” Winnie said, emerging from the kitchen. She refilled Theo’s and Maris’s cups from the teapot and gave Nick’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “We’ll be underwater if it keeps this up. Theo, I hope you don’t plan to head out of the city again today. The roads will be a mess.”

		“We haven’t decided yet,” Theo said. She sounded preoccupied and a little glum. “Honestly, we’re running out of ideas.”

		Nick asked, “You still don’t know where Penny is?”

		Theo shook her head. “We’ve talked to just about everyone we can think of. Everybody has tried to help, but so far…nothing.”

		“I’ve never seen my father so worried,” Maris said. “The meeting yesterday didn’t help. The Company insists there was no change in her assignment lately, so they have no idea where she could be either.” Maris sighed and sat back in her chair. “And when I asked Stanford Portman about the blight, he said that as far as he knew, Penny hadn’t mentioned it to her supervisor or anyone else. There’s no record of her raising the issue.”

		“I’m not prepared to take his word for that,” Theo said.

		“I know, but if she did talk to somebody else, we haven’t found them yet,” Maris said. “Nobody we’ve talked to seems to think there’s any cause for concern.”

		“But the blight is in Mistwood. It’s in the Heart Grove and it’s in—” Nick closed her mouth. She and Oliver weren’t supposed to have been in Underhill, so she couldn’t tell them what she had seen there. “It might be in other places.”

		“We know. The Company foresters and arborists have noticed the black spots, but they think it’s a fungus that will clear up on its own. Or,” Theo added bitterly, “that’s what the Company has told them to think, and their jobs depend on believing it.”

		Nick ate a spoonful of porridge, thinking furiously as she tried to figure out what to say next. “Has anybody…” She squirmed in her chair when Theo looked at her. “Has anybody checked the roots?”

		“The roots?” Theo said. “Did you see something in the Heart Grove?”

		“And the trunks and canopy!” Nick added quickly. “The trees in the Heart Grove are too big for me to climb very high, so I couldn’t look at the bark and the wood very closely. But the foresters could, couldn’t they? And they could look at the roots too. Usually we can’t examine the roots, but here, there’s a whole neighborhood underground.”

		To Nick’s surprise, Theo smiled a little. “It’s a good idea. Make a note, and we can investigate it after we find Penny and get back to work.”

		“I wish our apprentices were even half as eager to work as Nick,” Winnie said, laughing. “But I think it’s a good thing that Oliver is taking Nick around Mistwood to have fun.”

		Nick shifted in her chair. She wanted to say one more thing before the conversation moved on. “What if Penny isn’t the only one?”

		“What do you mean?” Theo said.

		Nick turned to Maris. “What about that woman we met on the road? Her son was missing. He’s still missing. And he was working for the Company too.”

		“I remember,” Maris said. “She asked us to bring news to their family boat—what was it called? Turtle. But I haven’t heard anything new about him. Have you?”

		Just then there was a thump of footsteps on the stairs. Annette came into the kitchen, with Oliver right behind her.

		Annette asked, “Are you talking about Dala’s boat?”

		As Maris explained to Annette how they’d met Dala’s mother on the road, Oliver gave Nick an alarmed look. She only shrugged. She didn’t want to get them into trouble, but this was important.

		“I know Dala is really worried,” Annette said. “Sam doesn’t usually go off anywhere without telling anybody. But I don’t know much more than that.”

		Winnie leaned against the frame of the kitchen door. “That’s concerning, especially with the rains starting. But I haven’t heard about any logging camps losing contact. That sort of thing is usually noticed right away, even for the more remote camps.”

		Maris nodded. “We haven’t either. We should talk to—what did you say her name is? Dala? Will you show us where to find her?”

		Oliver narrowed his eyes. Nick shrugged again. Dala might tell Theo and Maris that Nick and Oliver had been asking questions yesterday, but that wouldn’t be enough to get them into trouble. They hadn’t told her they’d been to Underhill or anywhere else they weren’t supposed to go. Oliver didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t say anything.

		“Sure,” said Annette. She looked Theo over skeptically. “But do you have an umbrella? And boots? It’s really coming down out there.”

		Theo laughed a little. “I haven’t been away so long that I’ve forgotten what the rains are like around here.” She drained her teacup, stood up, and playfully mussed up Nick’s hair. “You and Oliver should stay at home for a bit. Wait until the rain eases up before you go running around town again.”

		“Aha!” Monty said, coming into the dining room from the kitchen. “What’s this I hear? Do I get two assistants today to do chores?”

		Oliver groaned. “It’s not raining that much.”

		“Yes, it is, and the dishes are that dirty,” Monty said. “Which means you and Nick get to scrub them up while I go out and harvest the first of the waterpeas. They’ll be popping out of the ground if I wait any longer.”

		Monty went out into the garden when the others headed to work. Gran had gone in to the workshop early, and Papa was already in his study. The house was suddenly quiet, save for the sound of the rain pattering on the windows. Oliver set to washing the dishes, while Nick dried and put them away. Oliver seemed to be a bad mood. Nick wondered if it was because they’d been asked to help with the chores. She didn’t mind helping, nor did she mind waiting for the rain to slow down before going out.

		But after a few minutes, the silence began to feel heavy. It wasn’t like Oliver to go so long without saying anything.

		Rubbing a towel across a plate, Nick said, “It’s weird that Theo hasn’t found Penny Greenwood yet.”

		Oliver made a face as he scrubbed at the porridge pot. “It’s weird that you call your mom by her name.”

		“I’ve always called her that,” Nick said.

		“Most people call their moms ‘Mom.’”

		“I know,” Nick said. “But I don’t. That doesn’t make it weird.”

		“Maybe it’s weird that you don’t think it’s weird.”

		“Maybe you’re weird.”

		Nick said it to make Oliver laugh, but instead he glowered. “What if Dala tells them we asked her all those questions?”

		Nick blinked in surprise. “They’re looking for Penny. That’s what they’ll be asking about.”

		“But she’ll probably still tell them we talked to her.”

		That was true, but Nick didn’t think Theo and Maris would be angry about it. “I had to tell them. Nobody knows where Penny is, just like Dala’s brother. They have to ask everybody they can. We won’t get in trouble.”

		“I know, and I hope they find Penny, I really do,” Oliver said. “But I’m not worried about us. I’m worried about Lizard. You saw the way Mr. Greeves acted when he caught us looking at the mill. And the guards in the Heart Grove, with Magpie and Auntie Liana.”

		Nick dried the next dish slowly. “I don’t think Theo and Maris will do anything to get Lizard in trouble either. Theo doesn’t like the Company, and she does like Underhillers.”

		“You still should have asked me before you told them anything.”

		“I didn’t really tell them anything,” Nick pointed out. “I just reminded them about meeting Dala’s mom.”

		Oliver plunged the porridge pot into cool water to rinse off the suds. “Well, good. You can’t be Lizard’s new best friend if you just go around telling people things.”

		Nick felt a squirmy, uncomfortable knot in her stomach. “You’re Lizard’s best friend.”

		“Not if they like you better.”

		Nick didn’t know what to say. Oliver had no reason to be upset or jealous. Nick had only been here for a few days, and she wouldn’t stay long. She never stayed for very long. No matter what friends she made in schools or towns, she always ended up leaving them behind when she and Theo went back on the road.

		She’d never had a best friend. She didn’t even know how to have one.

		“Oliver, I—” Nick began. The kitchen door swung open and Monty came in with a splatter of rain and a burst of noise.

		“Whew, it is really coming down!” Monty took off his raincoat and hung it just inside the door. “If this keeps up, half the city will be floating out to the sea by tomorrow.”

		He looked at Oliver and Nick and made a quizzical face. Nick didn’t know what her expression looked like, but Monty clearly saw enough to guess that they weren’t happy. He set a large wooden bowl full of waterpeas on the counter.

		“Oh, I’m just kidding,” he said. “It’s not that bad. You won’t be cooped up here all day. Is that what you’re worried about?”

		Oliver shrugged. “Not really.”

		“Then what is it?” Monty asked.

		Nick held her breath, unsure of what Oliver would say.

		“Dad, do people go missing in Mistwood a lot?” Oliver pushed his glasses up his nose and looked at Nick. “What? That’s what you were wondering, wasn’t it? We might as well ask.”

		Monty nodded. “I know you’re worried about Penny Greenwood and Annette’s friend. But people come and go all the time. That’s the way it is in a big city like Mistwood. I’m sure they’ll turn up before long.”

		“What do you think happened to them?” Oliver asked.

		“I don’t think anything happened to them,” Monty said. “They’re probably working somewhere and haven’t gotten a chance to let anybody know.” He set an empty bowl beside the bowl on the counter. “Now help me shell these waterpeas before they burst,” he said. He split a pod open and ate one of the peas. “Ah, that’s good. The first crop of the rainy season is always the sweetest.”

		Nick pulled up a stool beside Oliver and started splitting the pods open. The waterlogged peas bounced and danced in the bowl, making a faint squelching sound as they settled. She’d eaten waterpeas before, as they were a common magical crop in many gardens, but the ones she’d tried elsewhere had been smaller, a paler shade of green, more subdued in their jittery dance, and lacking the same sweet explosion of flavor when she popped one into her mouth.

		When she remarked on this, Monty said, “They don’t grow quite the same anywhere else. The soil here in Mistwood is good for magical plants, and it’s hard to replicate that elsewhere.”

		Oliver pushed his glasses up his nose. “It’s because of the Heart Grove. That’s why there are more magical plants here than anywhere else.”

		“Ah, but does the magic come from the ironwood trees, or do the ironwood trees grow because of the magic in our soil?” Monty asked.

		“Well, obviously it has to be…” Oliver trailed off, chewing on his lower lip.

		Nick thought about it while she shelled a few more peas. “I think it comes from the trees. A lot of the groves outside of Mistwood are in places that don’t have a lot of magical plants or animals, but the ironwoods can make their surroundings more magical. The blight makes the ironwoods have a really strong magical effect on the plants around them.”

		“That makes sense, I guess, but then why are the biggest and oldest ironwood trees in this valley?” Oliver said. “Why did they grow here in the first place? Plants grow where the conditions are best for them. Even magical plants.” He looked up at Monty. “What do you think, Dad? Which is it?”

		Monty chuckled. “That’s an excellent question.”

		Oliver narrowed his eyes. “That means you don’t know.”

		“That means nobody knows. At least not yet.”

		“There should be ways to measure magic,” Oliver said. “How much there is and which way it’s moving, instead of just guessing from the way it affects plants and animals.”

		Monty nodded. “People have been trying for centuries.”

		“That doesn’t mean it’s impossible,” Oliver said.

		“No, it doesn’t. And a lot of people are trying to figure it out, including your grandmother.”

		Nick felt a spark of excitement, thinking about all those neatly written entries in the ropeway logbook: SIXSMITH WORKSHOP. “Is that what she does in the workshop?”

		“It’s one of her current projects, yes,” said Monty. “She thinks that if she can learn something about how magic moves, she can figure out a way to slow down or even stop magic from flowing out of the ironwood after it’s been harvested and the workshops have put it to use.”

		“How is she doing that?” Oliver asked.

		Monty laughed. “Oh, so you’re finally interested in Gran’s work now?”

		“Maybe a little,” Oliver said.

		“I am,” Nick said. “I don’t know anything about it!”

		“Well, you should ask Gran or Winnie if you want details, but this is how I understand it.” Monty held up a pea pod. “You know that only living things have magic. Things like these peas. But as soon as they are picked or harvested or hunted—as soon as they aren’t living anymore—the magic begins to seep out of them.” Monty snapped the pod in half. The peas dropped into the bowl and bounced around before settling. “For plants like these peas, which are small and don’t have a lot of magic, that happens very quickly. And where do you think the magic is going?”

		Nick looked around. Aside from them, the only living things in the kitchen were some pots of herbs on the windowsill. “Into us? Or into those plants?”

		“Very good. It’s probably a bit of both,” Monty said. “It’s such a little amount that we don’t notice, and neither do my coriander and basil. But it’s still there, even if we can’t feel it. Magic can only seep into living things. We don’t know why, and we don’t know how it moves around, but we do know that much. People have experimented to see if stones or air or metal will absorb magic, and it never works.” He snapped another pea. “Water’s a bit trickier, because a lot of tiny things can live in water, but for the most part it doesn’t absorb magic very well.”

		“There are also lots of living things in soil!” Oliver said. “There are all kinds of little bugs and worms and stuff. Plus a lot of stuff that used to be alive, like leaves and wood.”

		“Very good point,” said Monty. “That’s why the soil in a place where many magical species live, like the Cloud Forest—or my garden—can also be magical.”

		“Ironwood trees aren’t small, and they have a lot of magic,” Nick said.

		“Exactly. They have the most magic of any living thing that we know about. They hold on to it very strongly, but some of it still seeps out, and even more seeps out after the tree dies. Ironwood workers try to make it seep out in very specific ways.”

		“We know all of that, Dad,” Oliver said. “We want to know what Gran is doing.”

		“I’m getting there,” Monty said with a laugh. “What Gran wants to do is figure out a way to make the magic seep out even slower, because if it lasts longer, we don’t have to cut down as many ironwood trees. And she thinks one way to do that might be to make it so there’s nowhere for the magic to go. She hopes that would slow it down enough for various ironwood objects and crafts to be useful for longer.”

		“How?” Nick asked.

		“She’s trying a lot of different things, but I know one of them is to build a sort of…magic cage. People have tried it before, with metal boxes or stone buildings, but Gran wants to work it right into the ironwood itself. Think of it this way.” Monty grabbed a handful of pea pods from the bowl. “Pretend these are buglamps. If you get a buglamp straight from Mill Road to use right here in Mistwood, you can use it for about, oh, two or three years before the magic seeps out, right? But if you want to use buglamps somewhere else, you have to pack a bunch of them up and load them on a cart and send them on a journey.”

		“People want buglamps everywhere,” Nick said with a nod. “But most don’t have them.”

		“Right,” said Monty. “And that’s because all that time they’re traveling, the magic is seeping out of them—and not like it would here in Mistwood, but a lot faster, because the living things outside of the Cloud Forest don’t have as much magic of their own. We don’t know why it does this—some people think magic wants to make everything else magical, and some people think it just happens because magic will spread out naturally.”

		“I think it happens naturally,” Oliver declared. “I think it moves like air or water.”

		“You can argue about it with the other scientists,” Monty said with a laugh. “Whatever the reason, that’s what it does.” He plucked about half of the pea pods out of his hand and dropped them back into the bowl. “That means by the time your crate of buglamps gets to where you want it, they won’t last as long, and some of them might not be useful at all. You could put your buglamps in a metal box or surround them with stones so the magic has nowhere to go and stays in the ironwood, but that’s very heavy and bulky and impractical. Not to mention expensive. Or you try to make up for this by sending twice as many buglamps to start with.” Monty grabbed an even bigger handful of pea pods. “Which means the workshop that makes buglamps needs more ironwood, so the foresters cut more down.”

		“Which is bad,” Nick said. “People already harvest too much ironwood.”

		Monty released the pea pods into the bowl and picked up the entire bowl. “If you can figure out a way to keep the magic from seeping out of the buglamps in the first place, all of your lamps will be good as new when they get to their destination. Make sense?”

		Oliver pushed his glasses up his nose. “So Gran’s trying to invent another Sixsmith Method, only this time it’s one that keeps magic from escaping the ironwood.”

		Monty laughed. “That’s one way of looking at it. She’s not satisfied with her experiments yet, but knowing Gran, she’ll keep trying until she gets exactly what she wants.”

		“Is that why she’s working with the new mill?” Oliver asked.

		Monty looked puzzled. “The new mill? What does that have to do with anything?”

		Oliver quickly reached for more pea pods to snap. “I dunno. I just thought I heard somebody say something about it.”

		“Hm, well, we get our ironwood from the Northside Mill. We have no reason to change now,” Monty said.

		“Oh,” said Oliver. “Right.”

		Monty said, “Let’s finish these up quickly. Since I’ve got the two of you here today, I’ve got a whole list of chores to work on!”

		Oliver groaned. “You made a list?”

		“Every time you complain, I’ll add to the list,” Monty said, laughing. “Just think of it as a way to stay dry today.”

		Both Nick and Oliver looked out the kitchen window. The rain was falling in sheets outside, so heavy that it was hard to see anything beyond the garden.

		“Fine,” sighed Oliver.

		“Okay,” sighed Nick.

		And they went back to snapping peas.

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			Alarm at Midnight

		

		[image: ]

		At first, Nick thought it was the rain that woke her from her slumber.

		She opened her eyes slowly. The room was still dark. Sprocket was a small, warm weight at her side. Needlenose was snoring somewhere nearby. Rain drummed steadily on the roof. It had rained all day and into the evening without ever slackening. Nick had fallen asleep listening to the persistent downpour and waiting for Theo to return.

		She sat up with a start, and Sprocket mewled softly in protest. Nick flung her arm out to confirm: Theo wasn’t in bed. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw that Theo’s side of the bed hadn’t been disturbed at all.

		Nick slipped out of bed, heart thumping anxiously, and went to the window. It was still dark out. She had grown used to hearing the foghorns on Black Lake at night, but there was another sound now. She opened the window a bit to hear it better. It seemed to come from the direction of the city, but it was hard to tell. The noise was higher in pitch than the foghorns and repeating rapidly. Nick shut the window again and wiped raindrops from her arms. She didn’t know what time it was; it felt like the middle of the night. The anxious feeling in her chest grew stronger.

		Nick crept across the room and opened the door. The hallway was still lit by one of the buglamps, its magical glow low and warm as embers, but there was brighter light coming from downstairs, and she also heard voices. Nick recognized Winnie’s voice, as well as Papa’s. Monty spoke up after a few moments, plus another man whose voice she did not recognize at all. It wasn’t quite an argument, but they were talking over each other.

		She listened for a few more moments. She didn’t hear Theo.

		Another door opened down the hallway. Annette leaned out, blinking blearily. “What’s going on? Why’s everybody awake?”

		“I don’t know,” Nick said. Needlenose, who had risen reluctantly from his spot on the rug, nudged at her hand and whined.

		Annette rubbed her face and yawned. “I’ll go ask.”

		Nick followed her toward the stairs. “Do you hear that noise?”

		Annette listened for a second. “That’s the flood alarms.”

		“Flood alarms?”

		“They’re for warning people when the Lower City might flood.”

		Downstairs, there was a group of people gathered just inside the front door: Winnie and Monty, Papa and Gran, and a man in a dripping raincoat. Nick’s heart leaped with alarm when she recognized him. It was Mr. Greeves. She was, for a moment, certain that he had come to the house for her and Oliver. He must’ve figured out that they had followed him the other day.

		But Mr. Greeves barely even glanced at Nick. Of course he wouldn’t visit in the middle of the night just to get two kids in trouble. He wore a tense, worried expression. He kept looking at Gran as though he was waiting for her to say or do something.

		Annette stopped on the bottom step, and Nick a couple of steps above her. “What’s going on?” Annette asked. “Is there flooding?”

		Winnie stepped over to touch Annette’s arm comfortingly. “We don’t quite know yet. There’s some trouble at the new mill.”

		Nick’s stomach twisted into knots.

		“What kind of trouble?” Annette asked.

		“An accident, we think,” Winnie said. “Because of all this rain.”

		Mr. Greeves snorted with a harsh sort of amusement. “There’s not much chance it was an accident.”

		“You’ve just said you don’t have all the facts,” Papa said. He wore his robe and slippers, but his eyes were keen behind his glasses. “Is there something else you aren’t telling us?”

		“There is a lot we don’t know,” said Mr. Greeves. “But it looks a lot like deliberate sabotage.”

		“Sabotage?” Nick said.

		She hadn’t meant to speak, and she flinched when the adults looked at her in surprise. But she squared her shoulders and descended to join Annette on the bottom step. Annette bumped her shoulder against Nick’s softly.

		Winnie and Gran exchanged a look, and Winnie said, “Nick, can you run upstairs and wake Theo? She’ll want to hear this.”

		“She’s not here,” Nick said.

		“What do you mean? She’s gone out already?”

		“No,” Nick said, her voice small. With every passing second, she was feeling more and more frightened. “She didn’t come back last night.”

		“What a very peculiar coincidence,” Mr. Greeves said with a sneer.

		Winnie glared at him. “What are you implying?”

		Mr. Greeves lifted his chin imperiously. “We may not have all the facts, but there are facts we do have. And one of them is that Theodora has been involved with trouble like this before. And her daughter was recently caught snooping around the new mill with an Underhiller. Don’t try to deny it,” he said to Nick, although she hadn’t said a word. “I saw you myself, with that dog of yours.”

		“We weren’t snooping,” Nick said, but her face warmed. They had been snooping that day Mr. Greeves caught them, but only out of curiosity. Even as she said it, however, the other part of Mr. Greeves’s statement sunk in. “What kind of trouble? Is Theo in trouble?”

		“This is no time for assumptions and accusations,” Gran said firmly. She, alone among the adults, sounded calm and controlled. “Theodora will return when she wishes, as she has always done. Nick, go back to bed. Annette, get dressed. We must prepare the workshop for—”

		“Wait!” Nick said, panic rising in her throat. Needlenose whined worriedly beside her. “You haven’t said what happened! What’s going on?”

		Winnie rubbed Nick’s shoulder soothingly. “That’s what we’re going to go find out. All we know so far is that there was an accident at the new mill, and it’s caused some flooding.”

		“How bad is it? How do they stop it? What’s going to happen?” Nick asked.

		“Parts of Underhill and the Lower City are being evacuated,” Winnie said. “We really need to get going now. Our workshop has plenty of supplies and people who can help.”

		Nick had so many more questions, but she could tell from Winnie’s worried manner and Mr. Greeves’s impatience that it wasn’t the time to ask them. All she could think about was how the Underhillers lived and worked and played surrounded by so much water, the full force of the Serpentine River and Storm Falls shaping every part of their lives. She had only seen a fraction of Underhill, but even that had been overwhelming in scale and complexity. They’d crossed so many bridges, passed so many streams and pools, it was terrifying to think of what would happen when the waters rose and people had to flee.

		There were so many people in Underhill. Lizard and Auntie Orchid and the caretakers who had been tending the blighted roots. The foundling baby and the friendly people at the Riverside entrance. Magpie and Auntie Liana and Owl. She didn’t know what the inside of their homes looked like or how news spread when something happened. All she could imagine was the tunnels and caverns filling with dark, rushing water. The thought made her feel sick to her stomach.

		Winnie shook Nick’s shoulder gently. “There’s no need to worry. This happens once or twice every rainy season.”

		“Not usually this early,” Monty said.

		Winnie glared at him. “Nick, honey, I know this is all new to you, but we’re perfectly safe up here on the hill, and I’m sure Theo and Maris are fine too. The rains just make getting around a little difficult.”

		Nick hadn’t been worried about the Sixsmith house at all, but now she was worried about Theo and Maris. She didn’t even know where they’d gone yesterday, except that they’d intended to start out by talking to Dala. They could be anywhere.

		Mr. Greeves cleared his throat and said to Gran, “Master Sixsmith, we need to go. The chair—”

		“The chair can certainly handle matters for a bit without begging an old woman for help, can’t he?” Gran said, arching one eyebrow.

		Mr. Greeves blinked rapidly. His raincoat was still dripping on the floor. “Of course, but your resources—”

		“Oh, be quiet,” said Gran. “We’re coming. Run along. I imagine you’ve more people to fetch.”

		The look on Mr. Greeves’s face showed exactly what he felt about his work being described as fetching, but Gran didn’t seem to notice. Mr. Greeves excused himself, unfolding a large umbrella as he stepped out the door. For a moment the sound of the rain was deafening and a cool, damp burst of air filled the foyer, until Monty shut the door again.

		“Go on up and get dressed,” Winnie said to Annette. “We’ll head into the workshop to see what we can do. We have those modified panels in the back storage, and all those planks for the—oh, we’ll just have to get there and figure it out.”

		“Right,” said Annette. “Give me just a second.”

		To Nick, Winnie said, “It’s early, sweetie. You can go back to sleep for a few hours.”

		“But—”

		“Go on,” Winnie said, more firmly. “Monty will wake you up if we hear from Theo, okay?”

		Gran reached for her raincoat, and Papa helped her put it on. She said, “Are we ready?”

		“Just about,” Annette said, thumping down the stairs just as quickly as she had run up; she had exchanged her sleeping clothes for rumpled work clothes. “Where did I leave my—there they are.” She jammed her socked feet into her boots and grabbed her raincoat. “Now I’m ready.”

		Winnie handed Annette an umbrella. “Then let’s go.”

		They hurried outside, and Papa shut the door behind them. Monty sighed as he looked at the water on the floor.

		“I’ll get the mop,” he said, and he headed into the kitchen.

		Papa looked at Nick and smiled. “I don’t know about you, but I can never get back to sleep after a lot of commotion has woken me up. Let’s have a cup of tea.”

		He fetched two steaming mugs and led Nick into the study.

		Nick hadn’t been in this room before. She had only seen it through the doorway. It was large and cluttered and cozy, with two big desks, several bookshelves, and a number of squashy, comfortable chairs. Papa gestured for Nick to take one of the chairs, set her tea down beside her, and handed her a blanket. It wasn’t that chilly, but Nick was glad to draw her feet up and tuck the blanket around her anyway. She could still hear the flood alarms in the distance.

		Papa sat down in another chair and let out a sigh. “It happens every year, but I always feel like I’m never quite ready for the monsoon to begin,” he said.

		Nick sipped her hot tea cautiously. Papa had been nothing but kind to her since she had arrived, and he wasn’t nearly as intimidating as Gran, but she still wasn’t quite sure how to talk to him.

		He seemed to sense this, because he smiled and went on. “I’m sure Theo is perfectly safe, wherever she is. She knows what those bells mean. She probably got caught on the wrong side of the river for the night. Sometimes when it looks like it might flood, the city will limit traffic across the bridges and Dam Road. That makes it easier for them to transport people and supplies.”

		“Oh. Okay.” Nick nodded gratefully. That made sense. Theo and Maris might have been on the other side of the river or lake, and maybe they hadn’t realized they wouldn’t be able to cross until it was too late. They could be staying out of the rain at an inn or teahouse.

		She took another sip of tea and asked, “Will the people in Riverside and Underhill be okay?”

		“Oh, I’m sure they will,” Papa said. “It’s as your aunt said. This happens every year.”

		“But Aunt Winnie said they have to evacuate.”

		“That also happens from time to time. Perhaps not every year, but the different parts of the city have their ways of handling it.”

		Now Nick was curious. “What do they do?”

		Papa sipped his tea. “Well, let’s see. Oliver took you to see Underfall, correct?” Nick nodded. “You might have noticed, when you were exploring, that some of the side streets can be closed off with big ironwood doors.”

		“I saw those!” Nick said. “I forgot to ask Oliver what they were for.”

		“It’s a very clever mechanism,” Papa explained. “We had that built back when I worked for the city, probably thirty years ago. You see, when the flow of the falls increases, they can use those big doors to direct the water down the main streets. It makes the streets impassable for a while, but it protects the neighborhood.”

		Nick tried to picture the steep, twisting streets of Underfall turned into rivers and cascades themselves. She almost wished she could see it.

		“What about other neighborhoods?” she asked.

		“There are floodwalls down in Riverside,” Papa said. “Big stone walls that surround the base of the falls and stretch down the river for a ways.”

		“Oh! We saw—” Nick stopped herself. “I mean from above. We saw the walls from above.”

		Papa chuckled. “Don’t worry, I won’t let it slip to Winnie that you took a peek at Riverside. It’s hardly a proper exploration of Mistwood if you don’t climb up on the Riverside floodwalls to get a look at the falls.”

		The falls had been the last thing on Nick’s mind when she and Oliver had climbed the wall by the ropeway, but she wasn’t about to tell Papa that.

		“What do they do in Underhill?” she asked.

		“They have different methods,” Papa said. “It’s more spacious down there than you probably expect. The Green Cavern is a vast space—don’t think of it as a cramped, dark little cave. And many of the other caverns are almost as large.”

		Nick hoped it didn’t show on her face that she had already seen the places Papa was talking about.

		“Quite a lot of the falls flow through Underhill,” Papa went on. “And the Underhillers have channeled it very carefully to flow where they want it to flow. They use very old, magical methods that are quite a bit slower—one involves using a unique moss that grows on ironwood. It’s very clever, really, and most of the time it is perfectly sufficient.”

		Nick also didn’t tell him that she had seen Underhillers using gripmoss to reshape ironwood twice already: first with Auntie Liana in the Heart Grove, and again with the workers in the Green Cavern. She asked, “But not always? Is that what Aunt Winnie and Mr. Greeves were talking about?”

		“Yes, it seems like something has gone wrong, although it remains to be seen if it was an accident or something worse.”

		“Mr. Greeves said it was sabotage,” Nick said.

		“You remind me of Theo when she was your age, always asking questions with no easy answers,” Papa said with a fond smile. “To answer your question, I don’t know exactly what’s happened at the new mill. I imagine we’ll learn more as the days goes on. But I do know that the Company has been very guarded lately, because they know the Underhillers are unhappy about the mill. They never wanted it built.”

		“But…” Nick frowned into her teacup. “Shouldn’t they be unhappy? The Company made them leave their homes.”

		“Only in the areas that were unsafe,” Papa said.

		That wasn’t what Lizard and Magpie and Auntie Liana had said, but Nick didn’t know if she could tell Papa about that or not. She also didn’t know what to think about the possibility that the mill had been deliberately sabotaged. She thought Lizard and the other Underhillers might be angry enough to do something like that, but she didn’t understand how damaging the mill would cause flooding, as the water that turned the wheel was such a small part of the whole river.

		She said, “I don’t think the Underhillers would do something to put their own home in danger.”

		“One would hope not,” Papa said. “But the fact is they’ve done it before.”

		“They have?”

		“This was—oh, maybe thirteen or fourteen years ago. Before you were born, when Theodora was still here in Mistwood. There was an old tree in the Heart Grove, so old it was at the end of its life. The Underhillers and the Company disagreed about how to take it down—it was a very ugly disagreement,” Papa said, with regret in his voice. “There was no need for it to become so unpleasant, but tempers ran high on both sides. In the end, the Company wasn’t able to deal with the tree safely because the Underhillers interfered. The tree ended up falling on its own, and it’s very lucky that it fell away from the city rather than into it.”

		“Oh!” Nick said. “Oliver showed me that tree when we were in the Heart Grove. It was huge.”

		“Yes, it was,” Papa said. “It was one of the oldest in the grove. It’s a shame the Underhillers hastened its fall.”

		“On purpose?” Nick asked, skeptical. That was not the impression she had gotten from the way Auntie Liana spoke about the fallen tree.

		“They simply didn’t know better,” Papa said. “They have a very old-fashioned way of tending to the roots of the grove, and they resist adopting modern methods.”

		Nick frowned. She knew she didn’t know as much about life in Mistwood as her grandfather. She also knew that adults rarely responded well when a kid told them they might be wrong. But she couldn’t shake the suspicion that her grandfather was wrong, and she didn’t like the way he spoke about the Underhillers. What he was saying didn’t fit what Nick had learned from Lizard, or what she had seen for herself when she visited Underhill. It seemed to her the Underhillers worked hard to protect their home.

		More than ever, Nick wanted to talk to Theo, to properly talk to her, about Mistwood and Underhill and everything Nick had been learning in confusing bits and pieces. There was so much to keep track of and everybody seemed to believe something different.

		Papa must’ve been thinking about Theo too, because after a brief silence he said, “Your mother left right after that.”

		“She did?”

		“She and your grandmother were on opposite sides of that dispute. They never could see eye to eye about it.” Papa shook his head sadly. “Business is business, but family is family. I never understood why they had to argue about it so much.”

		Papa stood up with a sigh.

		“Well, that’s enough of that. I’m going to get an early start to the day,” he said. “You should go back to bed. No sense in staying up now to just make yourself sleepy later.”

		But even after Nick finished her tea and went back upstairs, she couldn’t fall back asleep. Instead she grabbed her notebook and pencil and began going through the notes she’d made since they’d arrived in Mistwood. It had only been a few days, but her mind was overflowing with everything new she had seen and learned. Too many of those new things contradicted each other.

		She was still mulling it over when morning arrived. The only conclusion she had come to was that she and Oliver needed to talk to Lizard, and after that they needed to talk to Theo.

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			Troubled Waters
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		Just before Nick and Oliver set out from the house after breakfast, Monty handed Oliver a large woven basket with a wooden lid.

		“Take this down to the workshop,” he said. “They’ll have a long day, and they might appreciate some snacks.”

		“Oh, snacks! What’d you make?” Oliver lifted the basket lid for a look.

		Monty snapped the lid back down. “You can find out when you get there, if they decide to share. Now go on. But I want you to stay away from the dam and the mills today. And stay out of the Lower City. Don’t go running down to Underfall or Riverside.”

		“We’re not allowed to go to Riverside,” Oliver said, giving his father an innocent look.

		Monty raised a single eyebrow. “Exactly. There won’t be any flooding in the Upper City. Just stay out of the way of the city and Company workers. Got it?”

		Nick and Oliver assured him they understood. They donned their raincoats, grabbed their umbrellas, and left the house to venture into the rainy morning. Needlenose, overcome with excitement, splashed through every puddle he could find as they made their way through the neighborhood. The dripping trees showered them with as much water as the steely gray clouds. The flood alarms had thankfully been silenced, but the mood remained tense. Many people out and about wore grim, worried expressions.

		The uneasy mood only grew stronger as they reached Mill Road. The road was always busy, but there was something frantic about the activity today, with more raised voices, more rough jostling, more arguments breaking out when the traffic was too slow or shop doorways were too crowded. Nick kept close to Oliver, and Needlenose stayed alert at her side.

		The Sixsmith workshop was just as busy as everywhere else. As Nick and Oliver stepped inside, they had to leap out of the way as a group of apprentices rolled a cart loaded with large crates and boards toward the front doors.

		Oliver tugged Nick into Winnie’s small office. “I’ll go look for Mom. You can wait here.”

		From the office doorway, Nick and Needlenose watched the apprentices work. From what they were saying, she learned that they were loading up materials meant for reinforcing places where the rain-soaked ground was in danger of washing away. It sounded like many workshops on Mill Road were doing the same: offering their supplies, tools, and materials to the city and the Forestry Company to keep the situation at the new mill and below Storm Falls from worsening. Nick heard them mention Underfall and Riverside, but nobody said anything about Underhill.

		There was a sick, worried feeling in her gut, one she hadn’t been able to shake since she woke up. For the past few days, Mistwood had felt like a big and exciting place full of things to discover. But it didn’t feel exciting now. It felt like a completely different city when everybody was anxious and frantic and rushing around. It made her feel small and lost. She wanted to see Theo and Maris. She wanted to know they were okay, to be reassured that they had found Penny and everybody was safe. She hated not knowing where her mother was.

		Several minutes passed before Oliver returned with Winnie. She looked flustered and distracted, with her brown hair in a frizz around her face and several tools clanking on her belt, but she smiled warmly when she saw Nick.

		“You two didn’t have to come through the rain to bring us this,” Winnie said. She peered into the basket and inhaled deeply. “But I doubt anyone here will complain about having fresh cardamom rolls to keep them going. I’ll have one when we have time for a break.” She sniffed at the basket again and sighed. “Well, maybe I’ll try one now. To make sure they’re good. I wouldn’t want to give everybody bad buns.”

		“I’m gonna tell Dad you thought his rolls might be bad,” Oliver said.

		Winnie tapped him on the nose. “I didn’t know I’d raised a tattletale!”

		“I’m not a tattletale!” Oliver said. “Not if you share.”

		Winnie laughed and shook her head, but she split a roll and handed the pieces to Oliver and Nick.

		“I don’t want the two of you out there wandering the city today,” she said. “There’s too much going on.”

		“We know. Dad already told us.” Oliver hesitated before taking another bite of the bread. “Do you know what’s happening in Underhill?”

		Winnie snapped her fingers. “That reminds me! Your friend Lizard came by earlier.”

		Oliver perked up. “They did? What did they say?”

		“Not much,” Winnie said. “It was you they wanted to talk to, not me. I told them you might be by later, but I don’t know if they’ll be back.” She closed the lid of the basket and stood up. “Back to work. There’s not much you two can do around here, so you should probably head home.” Winnie left them to rejoin the bustle in the workshop.

		Nick finished the last of her bread and looked at Oliver. “Do you think we should go home?” she asked.

		“No,” said Oliver. “I think we should go find Lizard. If they came by looking for us, they probably haven’t gone far.”

		They headed down Mill Road, dodging the people, carts, and supplies crowding the cobblestone streets. One workshop was loading a dozen faintly glowing lamps into a wagon. At another, two women argued with a man about what kind of tools would be best for waterlogged conditions. At a third workshop, three Forestry Company guards were pounding on the door, while an old woman leaned out from an upstairs window and shouted at them to leave her alone. They weren’t the only guards around, either. Here and there uniformed guards stood together in clusters, watching warily.

		Oliver led the way, with Nick and Needlenose jogging to keep up with him. He wove in and out of the alleys and intersections along Mill Road, checking various spots for Lizard—a food stall that Lizard liked, a small shop where they sometimes worked making deliveries, and finally the cart of a woman who sharpened tools for the ironwood workshops. She had signs of the wildroot malady: long bluish-green strips visible on her arms where her sleeves were rolled up. When Oliver asked about Lizard, the woman nodded.

		“Yes, they were here a little while ago,” she said. “Wanted to know what I was doing going about business as usual with everything happening below.”

		“What’s happening in Underhill?” Nick asked.

		“It’s not my concern. I live up here now.” But after a second, she exhaled and shook her head. “It doesn’t sound good, whatever it is. The kid said the flooding was pretty bad in the Green Cavern. And the Company has been sending armed guards to evacuate entire sections, even ones where there isn’t any flooding. Just showed up in the middle of the night and started rousting everybody from their beds.”

		“But why?” Oliver asked.

		The woman raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like I’ve got a seat on the Company board? All I know is the Company is blaming the Underhillers, the Underhillers are blaming the Company, and everybody’s angry about it. I’m glad to be out of it.” She jerked her head toward the end of Mill Road. “Your friend went that way.”

		There was a crowd of people gathering at the end of Mill Road. Dam Road was blocked; a group of Company guards stood before a barricade of carts and crates. Much of the crowd was due to the snarl of traffic in the intersection as people tried to turn around and maneuver out of the way.

		One of the guards was standing on a cart and bellowing, “This road is closed due to unsafe conditions!”

		“When will it open?” somebody shouted.

		“When it’s safe!” the guard replied. He cupped his hands around his mouth to shout again. “The road is closed due to unsafe conditions! Detour to the Lower Riverside Bridge to cross!”

		One man pushing a wheelbarrow spluttered with outrage. “You want us to go all the way down there?”

		Hand in hand to avoid losing each other, Nick and Oliver wound through the crowd to get closer. As they neared, they noticed a woman trying to get a guard’s attention. She was obviously an Underhiller; she had a bright orange streak in her hair, and on her face were shimmering patches of skin that resembled red and gold flames.

		“Why won’t you tell us what’s happened?” she asked. “We need to see the damage!”

		“We can help!” another Underhiller shouted. “We know the caverns better than anyone!”

		“The Forestry Company doesn’t need your help,” the guard on the cart replied.

		“The Forestry Company doesn’t control Underhill,” the woman retorted.

		Somebody in the crowd laughed. “Seems like they do now!”

		One of the Underhillers whirled around angrily, and Nick gasped when she recognized Magpie. “It’s our home! You can’t take it from us!”

		A hand grabbed Nick’s elbow, and at the exact same moment Oliver yelped.

		“Be quiet!” Lizard hissed, squeezing between them suddenly. “Why are you yelling?”

		“You startled me!” Oliver said.

		“What are you even doing here?” Lizard asked.

		“We were looking for you.”

		Lizard shook their head. “You should get out of here.”

		They dragged Oliver and Nick through the crowd, trying to make their way toward the edge. Needlenose stuck close to them. Nick regretted bringing him along, but she hadn’t known it would be so crowded.

		When they found a place to talk at the side of the road, Oliver asked, “What happened?”

		“We know about the flooding,” Nick added. “But nobody will say what’s really going on.”

		Lizard’s expression was dark. “They won’t tell us anything either. The water came from the lakeside section, the part the Company has blocked off. Or used to have blocked off—the flooding busted right through the barrier they’d put up. A bunch of guards came through in the middle of the night and told us to evacuate.”

		Over by the roadblock, the guard and the Underhillers were still arguing.

		“What right do they have to close all the entrances?” Magpie demanded.

		“It’s for your own good,” the guard shouted back. “It’s too dangerous to let you go running around right now!”

		The orange-haired Underhiller threw up her arms. “Where is the flooding the worst? Where is it coming from? You haven’t told us anything!”

		“Like you don’t already know!” That shout came not from a guard, but from a bearded man sitting atop a cart trapped in the traffic. “This is all your people’s doing in the first place! Don’t stand there and play the victim when you’re the ones putting everybody in danger!”

		The woman spun to face him. “What did you say?” she snapped, her voice sharp with anger. “Say that again. Say what you just said.”

		The man sneered. “Don’t play stupid. Everybody knows it was your people who sabotaged the new mill.”

		There were gasps of protest throughout the crowd, but most people murmured in angry agreement.

		“Yeah, it’s obvious!” somebody else shouted.

		“We’ve been expecting trouble all along!”

		“What are you even doing here? Go back to the Lower City instead of bothering us!”

		Oliver turned to Lizard and said, “Do you know what happened at the new mill?”

		“Not really,” Lizard said, their voice low and angry. “I know we didn’t do anything. We couldn’t even get up there until the flood broke their barrier! The guards kept talking about something collapsing, but they wouldn’t let anybody go look to help fix it.” Lizard leaned close to be heard over the growing clamor around them. “Auntie Liana and some others snuck away from the evacuation to investigate, but I haven’t seen them since then.” They scowled. “They wouldn’t let me go with them. Magpie didn’t want me to come here either.”

		“We haven’t done anything!” a woman’s voice rang across the crowd. It was another of the Underhillers facing the roadblock. “Why would we endanger our own homes?”

		“Why did you do it before?” somebody shouted from the crowd. “People died in the flood thirteen years ago! Maybe you’re trying to do it again!”

		“They want to wipe out the city!” somebody else cried.

		“That’s ridiculous!” Magpie said, but her voice was drowned out by jeers and shouts.

		“That’s what the worms want!” It was impossible to know who was shouting from the crowd. There were too many voices all fighting to be heard. “They’ll be happier if there’s no city aboveground!”

		A couple of people close to the barricade shoved the Underhillers. A few shoved back, but as soon as they did so, the guards sprang into action. They grabbed the Underhillers and dragged them backward, refusing to let go even when they struggled and fought. Others in the crowd pushed forward, striking with boots and fists, but the guards didn’t grab them.

		“I have to help,” Lizard said. “You two get out of here! You shouldn’t even be here in the first place.”

		“Wait! What are you going to do?” Nick asked.

		“I’ll figure it out. I can’t let the guards hurt them!” Lizard was already pushing their way through the crowd.

		Oliver and Nick tried to follow, but they quickly lost sight of Lizard. The crowd was shoving closer to the barricade, surrounding the guards and Underhillers. Needlenose barked and nudged his nose against Nick’s hand. He was vibrating with fear. Nick looked around, searching for a path out of the throng.

		“This way.” She charged forward, dragging Oliver after her.

		The two pushed their way through the crowd, away from the fighting. Farther from the barricade, people seemed more confused than angry. Everybody was asking everybody else if they knew what all the commotion was about.

		Finally Nick broke through into an open space on the road. She turned to look back, but it was hard to see anything, even when she jumped up or stood on her toes. It seemed like the guards had surrounded the Underhillers and were trying to break up the rest of the mob.

		“What do we do now?” Nick asked.

		Oliver shook his head. “I don’t know.”

		Nick spotted Lizard, but only briefly as they were trying to wrest themself free from a guard who was gripping their arm. The crowd closed around them again before she could see if they got away. Next to them, the man on his cart, the one who had started the shouting, helped a Company guard climb up to sit with him. They laughed together. The crowd surged and Nick couldn’t see the Underhillers anymore.

	
		
			NINETEEN

			Still Gone
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		Nick and Oliver returned to the workshop, but Winnie sent them straight home. She even had one of the workers accompany them partway to make sure they returned safely.

		When they reached the relative calm of the Sixsmiths’ neighborhood, where all the noise and anger roiling in the city seemed very far away, Nick asked, “Will Lizard be okay?”

		Oliver shook his head. “I don’t know. I wish we could’ve done something.”

		Guilt gnawed at Nick’s gut. There had been so many people, and the crowd had been so angry, and the guards so forceful. It seemed impossible that a couple of kids could’ve made any difference—but that hadn’t stopped Lizard. They had seen Magpie and the other Underhillers in trouble, and they hadn’t hesitated. Now they were probably in trouble too. And Nick and Oliver had just left them there.

		Nick didn’t know much about having friends, but she knew you weren’t supposed to run away when they were in trouble. Her steps felt heavy as she trudged beneath the dripping trees toward the Sixsmith house.

		“What’s going to happen to them?” she wondered.

		“I don’t know,” Oliver repeated miserably.

		Monty and Papa were surprised to see them back so early, but they understood once Nick and Oliver explained what had happened on Mill Road. Before they could protest, Monty gave them a stack of chores to keep them busy.

		Nick was glad to have something to do, something that made her feel useful, but it wasn’t enough to distract her. She kept glancing out the windows, hoping to see Theo and Maris walking up the drive. They would know what to do about all this. She didn’t know why they weren’t back yet. Even if they’d been stuck on the wrong side of the lake when Dam Road closed, surely they would have found a way across by now.

		Nick didn’t feel any better by evening, when Winnie, Annette, and Gran finally returned from the workshop. The first thing Annette said after coming inside was, “Aunt Theo hasn’t come home?”

		“No,” Nick said, her voice small. The tight, unpleasant feeling in her chest was stronger than ever.

		“I’m sure Theo’s just fine,” Winnie said. She took off her raincoat and hung it up. “Dam Road is still closed, and so are a lot of streets through Underfall. People are having trouble getting where they need to go.”

		“But the bridges in Riverside are open,” Annette said. “And there’ve been boats ferrying people across the lake all day.”

		Winnie gave Annette a sharp look. “And it’s very chaotic. There’s no reason to worry,” she said firmly.

		“But—” Annette glanced at Nick and stopped. “Right. I know that. Everything’s just a huge mess.”

		“And we’re doing what we can to help,” Winnie said. “As is everyone else.”

		Annette’s brow furrowed as she frowned. “I don’t think the Company driving Underhillers out of their homes and then arresting a bunch of them is helping.”

		Winnie pursed her lips. “Well. No, that does seem like it’s going to cause more problems than it solves. But that’s Company business. We can still help in our own way.”

		Monty emerged from the kitchen to say, “Dinner isn’t quite ready yet. I wasn’t sure when you’d be back. Come and have some tea.”

		Winnie stood on her tiptoes to give him a kiss. “That sounds wonderful. It’s been a long day.”

		Nick started to follow the others into the dining room, but Gran stopped her with a light touch on her arm.

		“Nick, come with me for a moment,” Gran said. “I’d like to have a word.”

		Nick glanced at Oliver, but he only shrugged. She didn’t want to go, but she couldn’t think of a reason to refuse, so she followed Gran into the study. The room felt different than it had early that morning, when Nick had sat with Papa drinking tea before dawn. The muted evening light through the windows was dreary and disheartening, and Gran didn’t tell Nick to sit down, nor did she sit herself. She paced back and forth, her graying hair escaping its bun in flyaway wisps. She had left her boots in the entry hall, but she was still wearing a tool belt that clinked and rattled as she walked.

		“I’ve asked several people to let us know if they’ve spoken to Theodora or Maris,” Gran said. “And I know Barnes Greenwood has done the same.”

		Nick nodded uncertainly. On the one hand, she was glad that Gran and Maris’s father were asking around about Theo and Maris. On the other hand, Gran’s words were confirmation that they were worried—and that wasn’t a good sign.

		“Are you quite sure your mother didn’t tell you where she planned to go?” Gran asked.

		Gran had a way of speaking that always sounded severe, regardless of what she was saying. Nick wished she could sit down or do something with her hands.

		“Theo only said she was going to talk to Annette’s friend,” Nick said.

		“Nothing else?” Gran said. She stopped her pacing to look at Nick. “Are you certain?”

		Nick had been racking her memory all day, but she hadn’t come up with anything. “She didn’t say where they were going after that. She only said they didn’t know where to look for Penny next.”

		Gran resumed her pacing. “Did your mother mention searching in Underhill?”

		Nick was growing more confused by the moment. “No, she said we would go there later to look for symptoms of the blight, but…do you think that’s where they went? Do you think they were there when the accident happened at the new mill? When it started flooding? Do you think they got trapped or, or…”

		Nick didn’t want to say hurt. She didn’t even want to think it. She pressed her lips together and swallowed. It wouldn’t do any good to panic. Theo always said there was no sense in panicking when you didn’t have all the data, and right now Nick had hardly any data.

		Gran gave her a thoughtful, assessing look. “As far as I know, nobody saw them enter Underhill.”

		That didn’t sound like a no to Nick.

		“But her search may have led her there. Theodora did tell me that Penny Greenwood was also looking into whatever is afflicting the ironwood trees,” Gran said. “And Theodora once had a number of acquaintances in Underhill.”

		“The Underhillers call the blight root rot,” Nick said. She caught herself and quickly added, “I mean, that’s what Lizard told us, because I asked them if they had seen any symptoms.”

		Gran raised an eyebrow. “So you’ve still been making observations, even while your mother is otherwise occupied.”

		“Of course I am!” Nick said defensively. “It’s important.”

		“Oh, I know it is,” Gran said. “I admit I was skeptical at first, but when Theodora explained the full extent of the effects, I realized she was quite right about how serious it is. Have you learned anything in your own observations? Perhaps something more about the cause?”

		“The cause is the main thing we can’t figure out,” Nick admitted. “It’s not insects or fungus or mold or any of the things that usually make trees sick.”

		Gran nodded thoughtfully. “It sounds to me as though it isn’t a blight at all, at least not in the normal sense of the word. Perhaps thinking of it as one is too restrictive.”

		“What do you mean?” Nick asked.

		“Ah, I’m afraid you are better able to answer that than I am. Theodora knows a great deal more about living ironwoods than I ever have, and you are her apprentice.” Gran perched on the edge of her desk. “It’s almost a shame that ironwoods are such special trees.”

		Nick eyed her grandmother skeptically. “It is?”

		“They are remarkable, of course,” Gran said, “but they are also quite unique, even amongst magical plants—or at least those that we’ve studied closely. Most of what we know about magic we’ve learned from them. And most of that we’ve learned by cutting them down and making use of their wood. That means when we’re faced with a problem we haven’t seen before, we have limited experience to fall back on.”

		Nick considered this for a moment. Gran was obviously willing to talk right now, so she took a chance and said, “Uncle Monty said you’re trying to figure out a way to make ironwood magic last longer.”

		“The magic in harvested ironwood, yes. The living trees are of course very different.” Gran tilted her head thoughtfully. “Do you have a theory about the disease?”

		“Not really. I was just wondering because so many of the symptoms come from magic going into the plants and animals around the groves.”

		“I see. Yes, that is a very significant pattern. If you want to learn about ironwood magic, come to the workshop and I’ll show you. It might give you some ideas. Although it will have to wait a few days until things calm down in the city.” Gran pushed away from the edge of her desk. “It’s almost time for supper. Let’s get cleaned up.”

		Theo was still not back by the next morning, and when Nick left the house with Oliver she had an extra knot of worry in her gut.

		Oliver glanced over his shoulder as they reached the end of the drive. “I almost thought they weren’t gonna let us go out. Dad’s worried there might be more trouble, but Mom said we weren’t going to get into any trouble just playing.”

		“We’re not just playing,” Nick said, offended.

		“I know,” Oliver said. “But it’s better if Mom thinks we are. And anyway, what are we going to do today?”

		Ever since Gran had brought up the possibility of Theo going to Underhill, Nick hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it. She told Oliver about her conversation with Gran.

		Oliver frowned, deep in thought. “Mom also said something weird when she was talking to Dad last night. They didn’t know I was listening.”

		“About Theo? Or about Underhill?” Nick asked.

		“Both,” he said. “Mom said that before Aunt Theo left Mistwood, she was spending most of her time in Underhill. And when she left, she left without telling anybody where she was going or if she was coming back at all. Mom said the family didn’t even get a letter until a year later. Until you showed up last week, she didn’t know if she was ever going to see Aunt Theo again.”

		Nick hadn’t realized she’d stopped walking until Needlenose whined and nosed at her hand. Oliver looked back at her.

		“That’s what Mom said,” he said, a bit apologetic. “But she wasn’t mad or anything.”

		Nick wanted to argue that Theo wouldn’t disappear like that, but she didn’t even know if that was true. She had always known that Theo had left Mistwood behind and never gone back, just as she’d always known that Theo rarely wrote to her family. She remembered Winnie’s shocked face when Theo and Nick showed up at the Sixsmith house.

		But even if everything Oliver had overheard was true, Nick still didn’t have to like what Winnie—or Oliver—was implying. The Sixsmith family didn’t know Theo like Nick did. They hadn’t seen her in twelve years. Nick, on the other hand, had spent every single day with her. She knew her mother. She knew Theo would never leave her behind. Neither would Maris. They wouldn’t do that.

		“She didn’t leave me,” she said.

		“I don’t think she did!” Oliver said quickly.

		“Good! Because she wouldn’t.”

		“Mom doesn’t think so either. I was just thinking…it explains why all the Underhillers know Aunt Theo, right? And maybe Gran is right. Maybe that is where she went.” Oliver slapped Nick’s arm lightly. “We need to talk to Lizard! They can tell us who Aunt Theo would have talked to!”

		“Do you know where they are? Or any of the Underhillers?” Nick asked.

		Oliver’s expression fell. “I don’t know. Annette said a bunch of Underhillers were arrested. Lizard might be one of them.”

		“The Company arrests kids?”

		“I guess they do if they’re Underhillers,” Oliver said in a small voice. “I really hope they’re okay.” He brightened a moment later. “I know how we can find out! Let’s to go the Company building. I have a plan.”

		The streets leading to Underfall were even more crowded and chaotic than those by Mill Road. All of the rain and commotion was making Needlenose anxious. He stuck close to Nick’s side, and she felt bad that she hadn’t left him behind to spend the day pleading for snacks from Monty. It felt like everyone in the Lower City was trying to go somewhere, but many roads were closed off, either by barricades, guards, or the large doors Papa had told Nick about. The Company building wasn’t even very far into Underfall. On the way, Nick and Oliver passed steep staircases flooded with rushing water and a work crew using ironwood pipes to drain the lower level of a row of homes.

		The Forestry Company headquarters was just as busy, with people going in and out constantly. There were guards stationed outside, but they didn’t seem to be doing anything. They seemed mostly bored.

		“So what now?” Nick asked.

		Oliver glanced from the guards, one of whom was yawning just then, to the people going in and out. He said, “Let’s go inside. There has to be somebody in there we can talk to.”

		“That’s your whole plan?” Nick said skeptically.

		“It’s worth a try,” Oliver said. He nodded resolutely and marched up the steps to the front doors of the building. Nick followed, with much less certainty, right behind him.

		The guards’ bored expressions didn’t change, but one of them reached out an arm to stop Oliver.

		“What do you want, kid?” he said.

		“I have business with the Company,” Oliver said.

		The guard raised an eyebrow. “Business? Really?”

		Oliver puffed out his chest. “Yes.”

		“And what business would that be?”

		“It’s about the Underhillers who were arrested yesterday.”

		The two guards both looked at Oliver sharply, and the other one said, “Do you have information about where they’ve gone?”

		Nick and Oliver exchanged a glance. That sounded like the Underhillers weren’t here—and the guards didn’t know where they were.

		Oliver said, “Are you the people we talk to about them?”

		The guard said, “If you have a tip, we’ll make sure it gets to the search teams.”

		That confirmed it: the Underhillers definitely weren’t here. “Nobody knows where they are at all?” Nick asked.

		The first guard narrowed his eyes. “Do you know something about where they’ve escaped to? You should tell us if you do. We’re just trying to keep the city safe.”

		Oliver shook his head and started to back away. “No, I don’t think we do.”

		“We’re very sorry to have bothered you,” Nick added.

		They hurried away, Needlenose close on their heels. Just as they reached the bottom of the stairs, the building’s doors opened behind them and a stream of people emerged all at once. Nick nodded at Oliver, and the two darted across the street to the same spot where they had waited for Mr. Greeves just days before. Nick clicked her tongue to draw Needlenose close; he snuffled into her hand and remained quiet.

		Most of the people in the group were older and dressed in expensive clothes, although there were a few wearing work clothes similar to what Gran and Winnie wore. They were talking animatedly amongst themselves, continuing whatever conversation they’d been having inside. It was hard to hear everything from across the street, but Nick heard the word Underhill more than once. Among the last to emerge were Mr. Portman and Mr. Greeves, along with an older man in a guard uniform.

		As they approached the street, Mr. Portman was saying, “…and we have no idea where? Surely we’ve made some progress, with so many good people on the job.”

		“We’re looking into it,” the older guard said.

		Mr. Greeves snapped. “Evidently, you aren’t looking hard enough. Are you quite certain they’ve gone back?”

		They were across the street now, so close that if they looked to the left, they’d see Nick and Oliver. Nick thought hard, trying to come up with a reason they would be hanging around the Company headquarters.

		“—where else could they be?” the older guard was saying.

		“Anywhere in the city,” said Mr. Portman drily.

		The guard looked uncomfortable. “We have checkpoints all over the city. But it’s most likely they’ve returned to Underhill.”

		“I was led to believe all of the entrances were closed and guarded,” Mr. Greeves said.

		“Yes,” the guard replied. “But there are rumors of a hidden entrance.”

		“No matter,” said Mr. Greeves. “By tonight when the alarm sounds—”

		“Sixsmiths!” Mr. Portman’s voice boomed. Nick and Oliver jumped. They’d been focusing so hard on Mr. Greeves and the guard that they hadn’t seen Mr. Portman look their way. “What a pleasant surprise. What brings you here? You’re a bit late for the meeting, I’m afraid, not to mention a few years too early.” He chuckled at his own joke.

		“We just wanted to see what was going on,” Oliver said. “In Underfall, I mean. Because we heard about…”

		“We heard about the flooding,” Nick finished quickly. “Oliver said he’d show me the flood doors. Our grandfather told me about them.”

		“They’re a wonder, aren’t they? It’s good of you to be interested in the city,” Mr. Portman said in a jolly tone. “But make sure you don’t get in the way. There’s a lot of very important work going on.”

		Nick grabbed Oliver’s hand. “We know. We’ll be careful. We have to go now anyway. We’re going to be late for lunch.” She dragged Oliver away, careful not to look back or do anything else suspicious.

		Only when they were safely away from the Company building did Oliver say, “Did you hear what they said? About the Underhillers going back to Underhill? Do you think that’s what happened?”

		Nick nodded. “I bet it is! The Underhillers escaped and went home, and now the Company can’t find them!”

		She felt jittery and excited, buoyed up by hope that the Underhillers had gotten away. Needlenose picked up on her mood and began running circles around her.

		“But the Company said that all the entrances were blocked off,” Oliver said doubtfully.

		“What about the secret entrance? The one the guard mentioned?” Nick asked. “Maybe the Underhillers know something the Company doesn’t.”

		“If Lizard were here, they would say they know plenty the Company doesn’t,” Oliver said. He pushed up his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “I hope they’re okay.”

		“Did you hear the other thing Mr. Greeves said?” Nick asked. “Right before Mr. Portman saw us. Something about an alarm.”

		“They must think it’s going to flood again tonight.” Oliver looked up at the dark gray sky. “They’re probably right too. Let’s go home. I’m tired of being soaking wet.”

		Nick agreed. The rain was coming down more heavily now. It was time to go back to the warmth and safety of the Sixsmith house and make a new plan.
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		The torrential rain continued into the evening. Gran, Winnie, and Annette didn’t return from the workshop by suppertime, so it was a subdued and quiet meal. There had been no news of Theo and Maris all day. The heaviness of the rain, the deafening noise it made on the windows and roof, and the darkness encroaching as night fell, all of it wound a tight knot of anxiety in Nick’s chest.

		Nick and Oliver were washing dishes when Annette came home. They heard the thump of the front door and rushed out to the foyer to greet her. Through the open door they heard, once again, the distant sound of bells ringing.

		“The others are still at the workshop. Mom sent me home,” Annette said, obviously displeased, when Monty asked where Winnie and Gran were. She tugged off her raincoat to hang it up, then leaned on the door for balance while she toed off her boots. “I didn’t want to come back.”

		“There’s more flooding?” Papa asked.

		“Not yet,” Annette said. “The Company’s sounding the treefall alarm because one of the ironwood trees might fall. The one by the new mill.”

		“But that’s right on the dam,” Monty said, his eyebrows knitting in concern. “If that tree falls…”

		Papa nodded grimly. “That would be very dangerous.”

		“I wanted to stay and help,” Annette said. “But Mom wouldn’t let me. Everyone’s focusing on getting people out of Underfall. There’s no time for anything else.”

		Nick glanced at Oliver, who was frowning intently. He asked, “Why didn’t the Company know it was dangerous? Don’t they watch the trees in the grove?”

		“They do, but the Company’s saying that this happened without warning. People are wondering if something happened to the roots to make the tree less stable.”

		Nick blurted out, “They’re saying it was the Underhillers, aren’t they?”

		Annette hesitated, then nodded. “Apparently a group of them escaped arrest and returned to Underhill. So people think they went back to cause problems. Maybe even to keep sabotaging the mill.”

		“They wouldn’t do that!” Oliver said hotly.

		“I’m not saying they did!” Annette insisted. “I’m just telling you what the rumors are!”

		“The rumors are stupid and you’re stupid too if you believe them!”

		“I don’t—”

		Monty stepped between Oliver and Annette. “Hey, hey, let’s not do this.”

		Oliver leaned around him to scowl at Annette. “But she said—”

		“Oliver,” Monty said sternly. “Annette is just telling us what other people believe. She’s not accusing the Underhillers or your friends of anything.”

		Oliver glowered and crossed his arms. “It sounds like she is.”

		“Annette, you know better than to trust rumors that go around when people are scared and worried.”

		“I was trying to say I don’t even believe it,” Annette huffed.

		“None of us know what’s really going on,” Monty said. “So there’s no point in arguing about it. We’ll wait until we have more information. Oliver, Nick, go on and finish the dishes. Annette, get cleaned up for dinner. Okay?”

		“Yeah, okay.” Annette finished pulling off her boots and headed up the stairs.

		Oliver didn’t move, not until Monty looked at him and said, “Okay?”

		“Fine.” Oliver turned abruptly and stomped back into the kitchen.

		Nick hurried after him. “What do you think—”

		“They wouldn’t do that!” Oliver said. He plunged his hands angrily into the dishwater. “It’s a lie! The Company is lying!”

		“I know, but don’t you think—”

		Oliver went on, “They want to blame the Underhillers and everybody will believe them because nobody cares about what happens and—”

		“Oliver!” Nick said. She flicked her dish towel at him to get his attention.

		He flinched and glared. “What?”

		“I know they’re lying,” Nick said. “They’re telling people now that they didn’t see it coming, but this morning Mr. Greeves and Mr. Portman already knew there was going to be an alarm tonight. If they already thought there was danger, why didn’t they sound the alarm right away?”

		Oliver’s scowl deepened. “I bet the tree isn’t even close to falling over. They built the new mill right next to it. They would have noticed. They just want to blame the Underhillers for…for something!”

		Nick’s thoughts were racing. Talking to Gran, she had felt bad that she hadn’t figured out exactly what was causing the ironwood blight, even though she had been looking for it throughout the city. But she hadn’t wasted her time in Mistwood. She had been exploring and learning. She had been meeting people and collecting data.

		Gran was right, it wasn’t a normal blight at all, but it was still caused by something.

		She took another dish from Oliver and dried it absentmindedly. She stared at the buglamp hanging from the kitchen ceiling. The light in the lamp wasn’t entirely steady. If she looked closely she could see the shifting, swarming motion of the insects around their nest in its cage of ironwood and glass.

		When you’re stuck, Theo always said, look at your data. Always go back to your data.

		Nick had a lot of data. And it wasn’t just her maps and notes and observations of symptoms. If those were the only data she needed, she and Theo would probably have figured out the cause of the blight months ago. They had come to Mistwood to make more observations. And Nick had done that. It just wasn’t the sort of information she was used to collecting.

		Underhill entrances and sections being closed off and blocked by Forestry Company guards after the construction of the new mill—that was data. Penny Greenwood asking around about the blight before going missing—that was also data. Guards in the Heart Grove to keep Underhillers out. Mr. Greeves arranging for mysterious shipments out of the new mill. Dala’s brother getting a Company job and not coming back.

		“Nick?” Oliver said. “Uh, Nick?”

		Nick was still looking at the buglamp. It was dimmer now than it had been earlier in the day. By bedtime the light would fade completely, and in the morning Monty would shake it again when he woke to make breakfast. Nick thought about snapping peas and Monty explaining how magic seeped out of ironwood.

		Most of what they knew about ironwood trees, Gran had said, came from cutting them down. But there was more to it than that. Nick recalled the large brick oven in the workshop where the buglamps were made. Working with ironwood involved doing a lot more than just cutting and shaping the wood. It also involved treating the wood in different ways to draw out the magic. And it worked because ironwood trees had magical defense mechanisms.

		Nick remembered, suddenly, what one of the townspeople in Springhaven had said when Theo gave them her report. They knew somebody who could make their ironwood trees grow twice as fast, with twice as much magic, and it would last twice as long. A new fertilizer. The Forestry Company didn’t want anybody to know about it.

		Nick grabbed Oliver’s wrist. He yelped and almost dropped a dish into the sink.

		“I know what’s happening,” Nick whispered. She shook Oliver’s arm excitedly. “I know what’s causing the blight!”

		“What?” Oliver said. “What do you mean—”

		“No, listen, the flooding and the blight, and all the parts of Underhill that are blocked off, it’s all the same thing! It’s because the—”

		“What are you two whispering about?”

		Nick let go of Oliver’s arm and spun around. Annette was leaning in the kitchen doorway.

		“Nothing,” Nick said.

		“Nothing,” Oliver said.

		Annette smirked. “Whatever. I’m hungry. Where are the leftovers?”

		She fixed herself a plate of dinner and carried it into the dining room. Oliver looked at Nick, but Nick shook her head and mouthed Later.

		They finished their chores quickly and rushed upstairs to Nick’s room. Needlenose, excited by the chance to run inside, raced around the room, disturbing Sprocket from her nap by the window.

		Nick shut the door firmly behind them. “It’s the roots!” she said.

		Oliver looked puzzled. “What’s the roots?”

		“They’re harvesting the roots!” Nick said. She dragged her bag onto the bed and brought out her notebook. “The new mill isn’t a mill at all. The Company built it over one of the entrances to Underhill so they could go down there and harvest the roots!”

		“Why do you think that?” Oliver asked.

		Nick held up her fingers one by one as she explained. “They closed off whole sections of Underhill so nobody can see what they’re doing, so they must be doing something underground. They have guards everywhere, so whatever they’re doing is very secret. They don’t bring any lumber into the mill, but they do ship lots of stuff out of it—stuff that isn’t labeled, so nobody knows what it is.”

		Oliver nodded uncertainly. “Yeah, and all of that is very suspicious, but why do you think it means they’re harvesting the roots?”

		“Because of the blight!” Nick said. “Theo and I haven’t been able to figure out what causes the blight. We’ve looked for everything that normally makes ironwoods sick. Bugs and fungi and molds and parasites—everything. But we couldn’t find anything, because there isn’t anything. The ironwoods themselves are causing the blight.”

		“What? How can the trees be making themselves sick? That doesn’t make sense.”

		“They aren’t making themselves sick, not really,” Nick explained. “They’re trying to defend themselves. Ironwoods have all different kinds of magical defenses for when they’re damaged. That’s why people love ironwood so much, right? Because when they damage it with fire or ice or saws or anything, there’s a magical reaction.”

		“So you think the blight is a magical reaction?”

		“Yes!” Nick said, excited that Oliver understood. “It’s not even a real blight. It’s actually ironwood groves all over reacting to the roots of the Heart Grove getting damaged.”

		“The flooding too. Digging out the roots from underground would be like…like…” Oliver looked around, them mimed throwing a punch toward the bedroom wall. “Like punching great big holes in the wall and leaving only dirt and rocks behind.”

		Nick nodded. “Exactly.”

		“But…” Oliver chewed on his lower lip. “But the Company doesn’t allow any harvesting in the Heart Grove, and it’s illegal to harvest ironwood roots anywhere. Those are the Company’s own rules.”

		“Somebody is breaking the rules,” Nick said. “Mr. Greeves and Mr. Portman.”

		Oliver nodded, then he was was quiet for a few seconds. “Are you sure? I think…it sounds right. But this is a big deal. Mr. Portman is chair of the Company! People trust him to keep the ironwoods safe. Are we really sure?”

		“Yes!” Nick took a breath. “Well. Not one hundred percent, but I’m mostly sure.”

		“We have to tell someone.” Oliver hugged Needlenose hard and buried his face in the dog’s red fur. “But I don’t know who will believe us.”

		“What about Gran and your mom?” Nick asked.

		“They might believe us, but I think they would go ask Mr. Greeves and Mr. Portman, and they’ll blame the Underhillers. People already think the Underhillers have put the city in danger of flooding or a treefall…” Oliver shook his head. “The Company will say they shouldn’t live in Underhill at all, and lots of people will agree. That’s what Lizard and the others have been afraid of all along. The Company has always wanted them out.”

		“We need proof,” Nick said. “If we get proof that Mr. Greeves and the Company are causing all the problems, and not the Underhillers, we can tell Gran and Aunt Winnie.”

		“That might work,” Oliver said. “People might not listen to the Underhillers about something being wrong, but Mom and Gran will probably listen to us, and everybody will listen to Gran. But how do we get proof?”

		“We can convince them if we see it for ourselves,” Nick said. “If we see where they’re harvesting the roots and what’s going on under the new mill and all that.”

		“Yeah, but how? We can’t get into Underhill or the new mill. There are too many guards.”

		Nick flourished with her notebook. “But we do know how to get into Underhill. Auntie Liana showed us.”

		“Then how do we get to the section under the new mill? That’s also closed off.”

		“But it isn’t, not anymore. Lizard told us the flooding broke through the barrier,” Nick added. “I bet we can find a way through.”

		“I bet we can get lost,” Oliver muttered.

		“Do you have a better idea?”

		Oliver sighed. “No.”

		“We have to go and see for ourselves. The more we see, the more we can tell Gran,” Nick said. “We can’t let them keep harvesting the roots. It’s hurting the ironwood groves everywhere. The trees could die.”

		“And if the flooding gets worse or a tree falls, everybody will blame the Underhillers and use that as an excuse to push them out of their homes for good,” Oliver added. “People are already starting to, and it will only get worse.”

		“We’ll go tonight,” Nick said. “We won’t let them keep lying.”

		They did their best to act normal for the rest of the evening. Gran and Winnie still weren’t home by bedtime. Monty said they were likely staying at the workshop overnight.

		Nick went up to bed, but instead of changing into her pajamas, she slipped into bed and lay awake for a long time, listening to the rest of the house go to sleep. It took longer than she expected for the last footsteps to climb the stairs and the last door to close. But once the house was completely silent, Nick climbed out of bed. She had to tell Needlenose to settle back down. He couldn’t come along, not this time. Then she grabbed her bag and rain jacket, and crept into the hallway.

		Oliver was opening his door at the same time. He put his finger to his lips, although Nick hadn’t been planning to say anything. They tiptoed along the hallway and down the stairs, their socks muffling their steps. The house was completely dark and quiet. They put on their shoes and hurried outside, taking care to close the door behind them without making any noise.

		Nick looked back as they ran from the house. No lights came on, no voices called after them. Oliver darted into the garden for a moment, then returned patting his pocket with a satisfied look on his face. Nick breathed a sigh of relief as they reached the end of the drive—and a looming shape stepped out from the shadows and said, “Where do you think you’re going?”

		Oliver let out a squeak, and Nick stumbled back a few steps.

		It was Annette. She was wearing her raincoat and carrying a large umbrella. She had been waiting just outside the gate.

		“What are you doing here?” Oliver hissed.

		“What are you doing here?” Annette countered. “I knew you were up to something! Do you realize how suspicious you were acting?”

		“We were not!” Oliver said.

		Nick asked, “Are you going to tell Uncle Monty?”

		“I won’t if you tell me what you were whispering about earlier,” Annette said. “Mom and Dad keep telling me not to worry, and Gran just looks grumpy and refuses to say anything, and I’ve been shut up in the workshop, so I haven’t been able to ask around. But you’ve figured something out, haven’t you?”

		Oliver and Nick exchanged a look. Oliver nodded, and Nick quickly explained what she thought was happening. Annette asked a few questions, but for the most part she listened intently.

		When Nick was finished, Annette said, “It’s plausible. But no one’s going to buy a theory like that without proof. How were you going to get across the lake to the Heart Grove? Dam Road is closed.”

		Oliver shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”

		Annette gave him an incredulous look. Then she looked back at the Sixsmith house—still dark, still quiet—and sighed. “Okay, come on.”

		“We’re not going home,” Oliver said, folding his arms.

		“Not home. We’re going to the Heart Grove. I’ll take you.”

		“Is this a trick?” Oliver said, narrowing his eyes.

		“No,” Annette said. “I know if I tell you to go back to bed, you’ll just sneak out again. And there’s no way I’m letting the two of you go wandering around at night alone.” Annette shifted her grip on her umbrella. “I think you’re right. Something’s going on with the new mill, and I want to know the truth too. If we go together, I can at least keep an eye on you.”

		“We don’t need you to keep an eye on us,” Oliver grumbled. “But…Gran and Mom will probably listen to you, if we get proof and you tell them what’s going on.”

		“Exactly. Also, I can get us across the lake.” Annette started walking. “Lucky for you, I know somebody who has a boat.”

		Even though it was quite late at night, the city was still awake. There were shops open and plenty of people out and about. Nick caught snatches of conversations about the evacuation from Underfall and Underhill. A few people seemed worried about the tree falling, but most were focusing on what the flooding would do to the city.

		As they walked, Annette said, “What other workshops were listed in that logbook your friend took?”

		“Master Reedy was one,” Oliver said. “The Tanner brothers. And Low and Beedle. I can’t remember the others. Why do you want to know?”

		Annette looked thoughtful. “We have actually been working with Low and Beedle a lot. We’ve been giving them the wood we treat with Gran’s experimental new method, and they make shipping crates out of it. That way we can test how the magic in the wood holds up after it’s traveled long distances in different environments. But the others…” She tapped the handle of her umbrella. “Tanner, Reedy, Sixsmith…oh. Oh, that’s…” She laughed a little bit and shook her head. “A little obvious.”

		“What?” Oliver asked. “What’s obvious? I couldn’t figure out what they have in common.”

		“Of course you couldn’t. You don’t pay any attention to boring adult Company business.” Annette gave Oliver a gentle shove. “What they have in common is that they all opposed Stanford Portman’s election as chair of the Company.”

		“What does that have to do with the new mill?” Nick asked.

		“Nothing. It just makes me think that they used our name, and the names of those other workshops, so they would be able to blame us if they got caught. I don’t know if it would work,” Annette added after a moment. “But it would probably confuse things for a while.”

		No one paid them any attention as they made their way to the waterfront. The docks were brightly lit and even busier than usual. Everybody who normally would’ve crossed the city on Dam Road or the roads through Underfall was going by boat instead. Through the sheets of rain, Black Lake was dotted with countless lanterns illuminating boats that were carefully navigating around one another.

		Turtle was tied up in the same place it had been before. Dala was tightening ropes over some barrels as they approached. She was surprised to see them, but when Annette explained the situation, she agreed to take them across the lake.

		“Your mom and her friend were here the other day,” Dala said to Nick, as she steered Turtle away from the docks and toward the open water.

		Nick’s heart skipped. “I haven’t seen them since that day. What did you tell them? Do you know where they went?”

		“I told them the same as I told you about my brother,” Dala said. “They said they were going to go ask around at the new mill and maybe talk to some Underhillers.”

		Oliver nudged Nick in the side. “That means they probably did go to Underhill.”

		Nick nodded. She felt a fluttery sort of nervousness in her throat. She was glad to have some idea of where Theo and Maris had gone, but she wasn’t going to feel better until she found them.

		There was a brisk breeze across the lake, blowing rain into their faces. Nick huddled down in her raincoat. The night grew darker as they traveled father from the shore.
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		The Heart Grove at night was strange and unsettling. It was still raining, but only some of it filtered down through the thick canopy. Soon, Nick’s trousers were damp up to her knees and her shoes squelched with every step. The magical glow of the ironwoods was eerie and bewildering, with blue, green, and gold lights dancing from tree to tree, racing up and down the roots, spreading out to sparkle in the branches and leaves. The glow wasn’t quite bright enough to see the trail clearly, but it was just bright enough to give everything weird, distorted shadows that never remained still. There were different sounds at night than there had been during the day: birds and insects singing in spite of the rain, monkeys calling out in piercing voices, and the constant drumbeat of rain on leaves. The mushrooms that clung to the ironwood trees glowed in soft hues of green and blue. Lively tendrils in the forest grew and twined around branches so swiftly Nick couldn’t tell if they were vines or snakes or something in-between. Red flowers on big, leafy bushes opened and closed as Nick, Oliver, and Annette passed by. A warm, spicy scent, almost like cinnamon, drifted from each blossom.

		Annette had borrowed a buglamp lantern from Dala when they left Turtle, and it was Annette who led the way now. They had easily avoided the Forestry guards at the grove’s perimeter. Nick concentrated on following the glow of the lantern as they climbed the hillside. She had only been here once before, in full daylight. One wrong step and she would be hopelessly lost.

		Finally, they reached the fallen log where Nick and Oliver had met Magpie, Owl, and Auntie Liana. The rain falling on the towering ferns made a strange, wavering sound, like dozens of mismatched wind chimes. The rain was so heavy that the city below was almost entirely hidden in the valley. City lights appeared between shifting clouds and quickly vanished.

		Annette held the lantern up to look at the hollow beneath the roots of the fallen tree. “Are you sure about this?”

		“We saw Auntie Liana open it,” Oliver said.

		“And you know how to do it?” Annette said skeptically. “If you only have to use the gripmoss, why doesn’t everybody know how to do it?”

		Oliver reached into his pocket for the melonberry flowers he had plucked from the garden back at the Sixsmith house. “It’s not only gripmoss,” he said. “Everybody would know how to do it if they paid attention to magical plants other than ironwood.”

		He handed a couple of blossoms to Nick, who rubbed them over her hands like she had seen Auntie Liana do. They made her skin tingle slightly, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.

		“Why do we need the melonberry flowers?” Annette asked, rubbing the petals into her hands as well.

		“I don’t know,” Oliver said. “I’m going to ask Auntie Liana next time I see her. I bet she knows a lot about melonberries and gripmoss and the other plants Underhillers use.”

		Nick flexed her hands. “Ready?”

		Oliver nodded. “Ready.”

		“Okay,” Annette said. “Show me how this works.”

		Nick and Oliver positioned themselves where Auntie Liana had stood the other day and placed her hands on the gripmoss. Annette did the same, reaching between them with her longer arms. As the moss wrapped around Nick’s fingers, she felt faint sparks, like what happened when she touched Sprocket’s fur on a dry day.

		“Oh, that feels interesting,” Annette said. “What do we do next?”

		Nick’s hands were engulfed in moss up to the wrists. “We open it up. Like this.”

		Nick began to pull, while Oliver pulled in the other direction, and between them Annette helped by pushing outward from the center.

		At first nothing happened. The moss gripped Nick’s skin with a tight, almost uncomfortable feeling, itchy like rough wool. The moss was cool and damp, but once it took hold of her hands it didn’t slip at all. She adjusted her feet for better leverage, took a breath, and pulled again.

		The sparking sensation returned, more strongly this time. It didn’t hurt, not quite, but it did feel very strange. Finally, from within the tree, there came a loud creak.

		“It’s working!” Nick said. “Keep pulling!”

		“I am pulling,” Oliver replied. “This feels so weird.”

		Nick’s hands began to tingle, like they had fallen asleep after she’d slept in the wrong position. She wanted to shake both arms to dispel the sensation, but she didn’t dare let go. The ironwood creaked and groaned, and she felt the roots shudder as a gap opened. Cool sparks raced up and down her arms, raising goosebumps all over her skin and making her scalp prickle.

		It was the magic, she realized. She was feeling the magic as it flowed from the ironwood tree to the gripmoss, and from the gripmoss into her hands. It sparked with energy and felt warm and strangely familiar.

		The ironwood continued to creak and rumble as it opened, but it wasn’t fighting her. It was slowly waking up.

		She was jolted out of her reverie when Annette said, “That’s enough. I think we can get through.”

		Nick let go, and the sensation of the magic faded. The gripmoss released her hands, and she looked down at them. They looked the same as always, though they were stained from the melonberry petals. She shook them to ease the tingling.

		They’d opened a gap in the roots just wide enough to slip through. Annette went first, her buglamp lighting up the narrow space. Oliver followed right behind his sister, and Nick came last. The passage slanted downward through a gap between the ironwood roots. But after several steps, the roots gave way to stone, and the passage led them to a staircase that wound down into the darkness.

		“I guess we go down, then,” Annette said. Her voice echoed strangely in the space. “Stay close.”

		Part of Nick wanted to be annoyed that Annette had taken over, but part of her was also relieved to have Annette watching out for them.

		The staircase wasn’t very wide, and its spiraling curve made Nick slightly dizzy. The doorways they passed were completely blocked, packed with rocks and dirt that spilled onto the steps. They didn’t encounter any openings or passages until they reached the bottom. There, three corridors branched off from a round room, each one framed by an arch of intricately carved ironwood.

		Annette held her lantern up. “Which way?”

		“This way,” Nick said at the same moment Oliver said, “There.”

		They were pointing at the same corridor. Annette asked, “Are you sure?”

		“We have to go through the Green Cavern to get to the section under the new mill,” Oliver said. “Lizard said the flooding broke through the barrier the Company put up.”

		“Ironwood leaves always point toward the Green Cavern,” Nick said. She touched the ironwood leaf carved into the wood. “The one that points to the entrance at the new mill is a bird, but there aren’t any birds here.”

		“There will be when we get closer,” Oliver said.

		“All right, then,” Annette said. “Ironwood leaves it is. I hope Lizard is right about that blocked passage, or else we’re going to be stuck trying to find another way.”

		At first, the parts of Underhill they passed through looked like they’d been abandoned a long time ago—closed doors, corridors blocked by debris, and empty caverns with partially collapsed walls. But as they followed the symbols on the archways, they saw more and more signs that someone had been working in these hallways recently—shovels and wheelbarrows filled with dirt and stone, lanterns lit along the walls, brooms and buckets left outside rooms that had been cleaned up.

		“Lizard said the Underhillers were feeling cramped because of the Company,” Oliver said, looking around. “They must be trying to open up some old spaces that they stopped using before.”

		“A lot of these rooms don’t look very stable. I wonder how they manage to make them safe again,” Annette said.

		Nick was wondering the same thing. Soil and rocks had pushed through the roots in some places, as though the hill above was trying to squeeze the corridors and rooms. She could tell the Underhillers were doing work in this section, but it seemed to her it would take a lot to make it a safe place to live.

		They soon found themselves entering the inhabited part of Underhill—the part that had been inhabited until a couple of days ago, at least. They followed the ironwood leaf symbols out of one broad corridor and into a long, curving cavern. It looked so different now, all empty and silent, that it took Nick a moment to recognize it as the one Lizard had led them through the other day. Only a few of the buglamps remained lit, which gave the cavern a spooky feeling. The market stalls were still there, but everywhere there was evidence that people had packed up and vacated very quickly. Here and there were meals left uneaten and carts half loaded. The faint smell of spoiling food emanated from some of the shops.

		But even more alarming was what they encountered about halfway through the cavern. Annette stepped into a puddle of water and stopped abruptly to raise the lantern.

		“That’s not good,” she said.

		The buglamps at this end of the cavern had gone dark, but Annette’s lantern was enough for them to see that a great wash of mud and stone had swept out of one corridor and across the cavern. There were toppled market stalls in its path and people’s belongings stuck in the mud. Rivulets of water were still flowing toward another corridor.

		“I didn’t know the flooding was this bad,” Oliver said.

		“The Company did say it was dangerous,” Annette pointed out.

		Nick toed gingerly at a red scarf in the mud. “No wonder they had to leave in a hurry.”

		They picked their way across the muddy path. The roar of Storm Falls was a constant companion, but the sound felt more ominous now than it had before. Annette and Oliver must have felt it too, because they all started walking faster, following the carved ironwood leaves until they reached the Green Cavern.

		The aftermath of the flooding was even more obvious here. The channels of water through the cavern were overflowing. The water flowing across the cavern floor was several inches deep, and mud and debris had swept across nearly everything. They passed Auntie Orchid’s shop, and Nick was dismayed to see her clean floor now covered in dirty water. Pans and plates had fallen into the mud, and the table and stools had been washed away.

		“Here’s a bird carving,” Annette called. She stood at the mouth of a broad corridor that branched off of the Green Cavern. “It points up this way, but…”

		The corridor floor was caked with mud and rough with rocks of all sizes, including some that were so big it was hard to comprehend how much water had been needed to move them. Water ran down the sloped floor, carving paths through the mud.

		They forged ahead anyway, careful not to slip on the slick path. The floor slanted upward beneath them, and before long they found planks of ironwood strewn about. The barrier that had previously blocked the corridor was no more. A flood of water, mud, and stone had slammed into it from above and broken it open.

		“Wow. This is really bad,” Oliver said. “I know Lizard said it was, but I had no idea the flooding could get strong enough to break through an ironwood wall.”

		Annette held the lantern up to examine the remains of the barrier. “I hope it doesn’t get any worse. A lot of the Lower City’s flood protections use ironwood. If it wasn’t enough here then—what was that?”

		Nick saw it at the same time as Annette: a flash of light in the corridor ahead. The three of them froze, staring hard into the darkness.

		A voice called out, “Hello?”

		Her heart pounding, Nick glanced over at Oliver and Annette. Oliver looked frightened, but Annette stepped forward, her eyes narrowed.

		“Hello?” the voice said again. “Is there somebody—that’s a stupid question, of course there’s somebody there.” That second part was said in a low mumble, followed by the sound of footsteps sloshing through the ankle-deep water. “Who’s there?”

		Annette’s eyes widened. “Penny?”

		The distant light grew brighter, and the person holding the lantern came forward, pace quickening. Her clothes were torn and damp and her hair was a mess, as though she had fallen into a muddy puddle. She was limping slightly, favoring her left leg. As she drew nearer, Nick saw that she did, in fact, look a lot like Maris. They had the same copper-colored eyes.

		“Annette?” Penny said. “What are you doing here? Why are you…why is your little brother here? And…”

		“This is my cousin, Nick,” Annette said. “Your sister and her mom were looking for you. Where have you been? What’s going on?”

		“Yeah, they found me, and my sister told me to get away as soon as I…” Penny trailed off as she reached the broken barrier. “I still don’t understand what you’re doing here.”

		“You’ve seen Maris and Theo?” Nick asked. “Are they here?”

		“Have you see any Underhillers? A bunch of them escaped the Company and we think they came here,” Oliver said.

		“Just a second. I need to take a break.” Penny limped over to a boulder and sat down. “How did you all even get down here? The Company guards told us all the entrances are blocked from the outside.”

		“We used an old entrance,” Oliver said. “The one in the Heart Grove.”

		“How did you—” Penny shook her head. “Never mind. You shouldn’t have come here. The flooding’s only going to get worse. That’s why everyone helped me escape,” Penny said.

		“Escape?” Annette asked. “And what do you mean, everyone?”

		Penny took a deep breath and said, “I don’t even know where to begin.” She looked at Nick curiously. “You’re Theodora Sixsmith’s kid? So you know there’s something wrong with the ironwood trees.”

		“The blight,” Nick said. “But it’s not really a blight. They’re harvesting the roots, aren’t they?”

		Penny blinked. “Oh, how did you know that?”

		“Nick figured it out,” Oliver said proudly.

		“I could’ve used Nick’s help two weeks ago,” Penny said. “I knew the ironwood trees were sick, but I couldn’t figure out why, so I asked around. That’s how I learned the Company was hiring people to work at the new mill.”

		“Is Sam here too?” Annette asked. “Dala’s brother? I heard he got a job at the new mill, but no one’s seen him since.”

		Penny nodded. “He got hired on a bit earlier than me. There are some people who have been working here for months, but they’ve all been told to keep it secret or they won’t get paid. A lot of them are new to Mistwood, without friends or family nearby. Or they’re used to working in really isolated mining camps, so people wouldn’t notice if they stayed at the mill for a long time. But obviously that’s pretty suspicious for a mill, so I stayed on to find out more.”

		“Your dad and sister have been really worried about you,” Annette said.

		Penny looked a bit guilty. “I know. I didn’t mean to stay away more than a few days, but once I realized that everything coming out of the mill was coming from underground, I had to know what was going on. And the best way to find out was to keep working with them.”

		“What are they doing with the roots?” Annette asked. “Where is it all going?”

		Penny shrugged. “To whoever will buy it, I suppose. They can’t harvest it in big logs, of course, so it’s all in chunks when they bring it out of the ground. I think they’re mostly sending it to workshops outside of Mistwood. They have us pack it up in these special crates that are supposed to block the magic from seeping out.”

		“Oh!” Oliver said, eyes widening. “They’re using Gran’s work!”

		“They’re using our work,” Annette said. “I’ve been working on that project too. Gran is going to be furious when she finds out what they’re doing.”

		“They also pack up the woodchips and sawdust they got from cutting everything else up,” Penny said. “I couldn’t figure out why they’d do that.”

		“I know!” Nick said. “They’re selling it as fertilizer to towns with their own ironwood groves. I heard about it before we came here.”

		“I wonder if that works,” Oliver said, his expression thoughtful. “Mulch and woodchips can improve soil quality, and if the magic seeps out and into the living trees…”

		“But harvesting the roots is hurting those groves too,” Nick said. “They’re all magically connected, even if we don’t always see it. All the ironwood trees in the world are connected to the Heart Grove.”

		“So they’re selling a solution to a problem they caused in the first place,” Annette said. “That sounds just like the Company. But how long do they think they can get away with it? And why harvest the roots at all?”

		Penny shook her head. “I don’t know the answer to that. I don’t know how many people know about it, but when I was first asking around, it seemed like most of the Company had no idea. A lot of people seem to think the mill just isn’t working properly yet, and when they ask why, Stanford Portman says some nonsense about working out the problems in a new design. And there’s nobody else to ask, because the person in charge of the mill is his assistant.”

		“Mr. Greeves!” Oliver said, scowling. “We knew it was him.”

		“The fact that he’s running things instead of a proper mill foreman or a regular harvesting team makes me think Portman and Greeves have been hiding it from the rest of the Company,” Penny said. “But the workers only know they have to keep quiet, and I couldn’t get more out of the guards. They’ve been on edge since the monsoon started. They keep saying they need us to work in case the rain starts up again.”

		“Again?” Annette said. “Penny, it’s been raining all day. It’s raining more than ever.”

		“Oh. Oh, no.” Penny shook her head. “They aren’t letting anyone leave, so I don’t know if any of the workers or guards are prepared for how bad it could get. When my sister showed up at the mill, the guards said they were just following orders to keep everybody there until Mr. Portman said otherwise. They said the same thing when the Underhillers came to try to help.”

		“Will anybody else be able to sneak out?” Annette asked.

		“I don’t think so. When I got away, the guards had everybody in a cavern with only two entrances, and both of them were locked and guarded. The guards are armed, and there are almost as many of them as there are workers. I was only able to get out because a group of Underhillers showed up, and that created enough of a distraction for me to slip away. But that means the guards will be even more careful.” Penny stretched her leg out in front of her. “I didn’t think it would take me so long to get to the surface. I only got slowed down because I tripped and twisted my ankle.”

		“It’s a good thing you ran into us.” Annette reached down to help Penny to her feet. “Here, lean on my shoulder. We should be able to make good time together.”

		“We’re leaving?” Nick asked. “But—”

		“We know where Aunt Theo and Maris are, and we found Penny. We have to get help,” Annette said firmly. “Gran and Mom can do a lot more than we can.”

		But just as they returned to the Green Cavern, a tremendous noise rumbled through Underhill. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, like the roar of the waterfall but even louder. The floor and walls of the cavern trembled. Oliver grabbed on to Nick for balance.

		The noise grew louder and louder, and suddenly one of the streams flowing through the cavern was surging with muddy water and debris. It spilled over its banks almost immediately and began to spread through the cavern.

		“It’s already flooding again,” Penny said. The ironwood roots that made up the domed cavern groaned. “We have to hurry.”

		The water level was rising steadily. It sloshed at their feet, quickly covering Nick’s shoes and rising to her shins.

		“Come on,” Annette said to Nick and Oliver. “We have to get out of here.”

		“We can’t!” Nick cried, even as the walls shook again. “I’m not leaving my mom!”

		“I’m not leaving Lizard,” Oliver said.

		Annette made a frustrated sound. “You shouldn’t even be here! This isn’t something kids need to fix!”

		“But we can help,” Nick said.

		Penny touched Annette’s shoulder gently. “You’re not much more than a kid yourself,” she said, with a strained smile. “None of us should have to do this, but we’re the ones who are here. With my ankle like this, I can’t run back up to the mill fast enough to warn them. But I know my way out, and I can get help. You need to go back and warn everyone about the flooding.”

		“Argh!” Annette shook her head, sending drops flying from her damp, curly hair. “Okay. I can do that. Oliver and Nick, you can go with Penny.”

		“No way,” Oliver said stubbornly. “You’ll get lost. You don’t know how to read the signs.”

		“Fine!” Annette made sure Penny was steady on her feet before letting go. “Fine. You win. We don’t have time to argue. Come on.”

		Penny started limping slowly, but purposefully, away. Annette looked at Oliver and Nick. Without another word, they turned and started to run, back through the cavern, back into the corridor where they had met Penny, climbing through Underhill toward the new mill.
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		They ran as fast as they could. It was no easy thing, as they were climbing steadily through Underhill’s confusing corridors and caverns, and everywhere there was mud and debris in their path. They followed the carved bird symbols at every junction and did not stop to rest. It was frightening to race through the darkened corridors and caverns, knowing that a flood of water might rush through the walls at any moment.

		Their route took them through a corridor open on one side, overlooking one of Underhill’s large caverns. Annette, who had been in the lead with her lantern, stopped suddenly to peer out into the darkness. Below them, water was gushing into the cavern through multiple tunnels.

		“It’s getting worse,” Annette said. Nick could barely hear her over the sound of the rushing water. “Some of these caverns must be completely flooded.”

		They didn’t pause for long. There was no choice but to keep going.

		Another junction, another carved bird, and the sound of the flooding cavern faded behind them. After a while it became indistinguishable from the omnipresent noise of Storm Falls. They hadn’t felt any other tremors or heard any more crashing, but Nick didn’t feel reassured. Annette was right; this much water surely meant some areas of Underhill were totally flooded. She couldn’t stop thinking about rushing dark water filling up caverns and hallways and rooms, places where people used to live, sweeping away every trace of their lives.

		They rounded another bend, and suddenly there were lights ahead of them. Annette stopped so quickly Oliver bumped into her from behind.

		“You there!” somebody shouted. “What are you doing here?”

		Another person said, “Have more of them come back?”

		“I think they’re guards,” Oliver whispered. “They think we’re Underhillers.”

		“That’s fine. We can work with that.” Annette squared her shoulders. She raised her voice to a shout as she jogged forward, with Nick and Oliver right behind her. Oliver was right; both people were wearing the Company guard uniform. “Hey, you! Take us to your boss!”

		“You shouldn’t be here!” one guard said.

		“Neither should you,” Annette shot back. “But we’re both here now, and Underhill is flooding, and you’re going to take us to somebody who will actually do something about it.”

		The guards looked at each other nervously. “Flooding? But we haven’t heard any—”

		“Yes, flooding!” Annette repeated. She strode past the guards before they could react. “Is it this way? Is this where everybody else is? I’m not interested in waiting for you to decide to be helpful.”

		The guards hurried after her. As they followed, Nick whispered to Oliver, “Your sister is kind of cool.”

		“I know,” Oliver said with a groan. “But don’t let her hear you say that.”

		It wasn’t long before they came to an ironwood barrier with a door set in it. At a knock from the guards, the door opened, and after a brief exchange, the people on the other side let them all through.

		The chamber on the other side of the barrier was so brightly lit that Nick winced and shut her eyes to let them adjust. When she opened them again, her heart sank.

		This was where the Company had been harvesting the roots of the ironwood trees. The roots in the walls were exposed, almost completely stripped of bark and moss, with the soil and rocks dug out from around them. It grew worse as they entered a larger cavern, where many of the roots had already been chopped into pieces. Chunks lay on the ground in piles, leaving the sawed ends to bristle from the soil.

		In far too many places Nick could see evidence of the ironwood’s defensive mechanisms: the scaly remains of hardened bark and raw ends with spiky protrusions. But none of it had stopped the harvesting. It was obvious that the walls of this cavern had already been dug out and pushed back as more and more roots were removed. There was a channel through the center of the cavern with a bridge over it, but no water flowed. The ground was muddy, there was dirt crumbling from the walls, and water seeped everywhere.

		Nick was so caught up in staring at the damage that she didn’t notice the people at the far end of the cavern until she heard her name.

		“Nick? What are you doing here?”

		“Theo!”

		Nick broke into a run. She crossed the cavern and threw her arms around her mother. Theo pulled her close and squeezed her tight. Nick’s heart was racing and her eyes stung. She was suddenly afraid she would start crying.

		She took a breath—Theo smelled like mud but Nick didn’t mind—and pressed her face into Theo’s shoulder. “You didn’t come back. I didn’t know where you were! We didn’t know you were here until Penny told us!”

		“How did you even get here?” Theo asked. She kissed the top of Nick’s head, then gently pulled away to hold Nick at arm’s length. Theo looked tired and bedraggled, her clothes rumpled, her expression confused. “Why are you here? It’s dangerous!”

		Maris swept in to wrap Nick up in a hug as well. Nick held on tight, eyes closed to hold back the threatening tears, until Maris asked, “You saw Penny? Is she okay?”

		“Yes! She’s—”

		“Who are these kids?” one the guards cut in.

		With Maris’s arm still around her shoulder, Nick looked around at the group of people. Everybody was trying to talk at once, and after listening in bewilderment for a few seconds Nick realized only some of it had to do with their arrival. They seemed to have walked in on an argument. Several Company guards stood at the edge of the group, looking very annoyed and confused by the fresh commotion. Aside from Theo and Maris, there were about ten mill workers in work uniforms and about a dozen Underhillers, including several that Nick recognized.

		“Lizard!” Oliver shouted. He ran over to give them a hug.

		Lizard squirmed away from Oliver’s embrace. “What are you doing here?”

		“We’ll explain that, if everybody quits shouting questions at us,” Annette said. “Oh, hi, Sam, your sister and mom are looking for you.”

		A young man in the crowd looked up, bewildered. “Annette?”

		Annette raised her voice. “Everybody, be quiet! Listen up!”

		To Nick’s surprise, it actually worked. The cavern fell silent.

		“Underhill is flooding,” Nick said.

		“Again?” one worker said. “I thought we took care of that.”

		“Where’s the flooding?” It was Magpie. She came over to stand by Lizard. “How bad is it?”

		“It was starting in the Green Cavern when we came through,” Nick said.

		“It’s also getting really bad in the large cavern not far from here,” Annette said. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what it’s called. We looked down on it from an open corridor above.”

		“The Upper Cavern,” one Underhiller said.

		“But I really thought we took care of that,” the same worker said again. He was looking at his fellow workers worriedly. “Didn’t we? After it flooded the other day?”

		“Maybe it wasn’t enough,” Sam said.

		The group of Underhillers shifted as Auntie Liana came forward. “All the water you’ve redirected from this section has to go somewhere,” she said. “Did you think it would simply cease to flow? What did you think—”

		“These children don’t know what they’re talking about,” a familiar voice said.

		Nick hadn’t noticed Mr. Greeves standing at the edge of the group, but there he was, lacking his usual hat but wearing his customary annoyed expression.

		“You!” Oliver said, glowering.

		Mr. Greeves said, “The children are only here to make trouble. They’ve trespassed on a restricted area and—”

		“And,” Auntie Liana said, cleanly interrupting him, “what they say proves what we have been warning you about.”

		“What they say is nonsense. There is no danger here,” said Mr. Greeves.

		“If there’s no danger, why are you here?” Maris asked. “It’s getting rather late—”

		“It’s the middle of the night,” Annette said.

		“Oh, is it? Well, then, it’s the middle of the night. You could be at home in bed, but instead you’re here arguing with us. What are you waiting for? Are you expecting something to change in the middle of the night?”

		Mr. Greeves scowled, but it didn’t hide his discomfort. “Nonsense.”

		“They sounded the treefall alarm,” Annette said. “But not the flood alarm.”

		Auntie Liana glanced at the cavern ceiling before looking at Mr. Greeves again. “There is no danger of treefall—not yet. But all of the water has to go somewhere, and you’ve blocked the natural channels. If the flooding continues, it will erode so much soil the remaining roots won’t have anything to hold on to. Is that what you’re expecting to happen?”

		“No!” Mr. Greeves snapped, but he looked flustered. “It’s a precaution!”

		“Or it’s a distraction,” Annette said. “Why do you want to warn people away from the mill when they could be here helping?”

		“Be quiet, girl,” Mr. Greeves said. “This is ridiculous. I don’t have time to argue with you.”

		“You’re not doing anything else,” Lizard said.

		“You don’t know what to do, do you?” Magpie said. She smiled thinly, with little humor. “Your boss sent you down here to keep an eye on us, but now that there’s a real problem you have no idea what to do.”

		Nick saw a few of the guards exchange wary glances. There was a murmur among the Company workers.

		“All these people down here, these armed guards and workers, and you can’t even bring yourself to make a decision when it actually matters,” Magpie said.

		Mr. Greeves spluttered. “How dare—”

		“Oh, hush,” Auntie Liana said, with a dismissive gesture. “This is more serious than your hurt feelings. We have to do something about the flooding.”

		“Can you stop it?” Nick asked.

		Magpie said, “Not from inside this room. We were trying to get a better look at the damage earlier when we ran into the Company guards. And we foolishly thought they would appreciate our help.” She looked around at the group. The guards, the mill workers, and the Underhillers all looked equally frustrated and tired. “But instead we’re locked in here and still arguing about it.”

		“Just how bad will it be if we can’t stop it?” Maris asked. She spoke loud enough for her voice to carry, and a hush fell over the murmuring workers and guards.

		Magpie looked at Auntie Liana, who nodded and answered. “If the rain keeps up, and we don’t redirect the flow of the river back into the right channels, it will become dangerous in a few different ways.” Auntie Liana held up one long finger. “First, the water will keep breaking through in parts of Underhill where it isn’t supposed to flow, and from there it will flow into Underfall and Riverside. Because it isn’t flowing through the usual channels, it’s hard to know where it will break through on the surface, so there is no way to prepare for it. The gates are the most vulnerable parts, but floods are unpredictable so we can’t be sure those are the only parts of Underfall and Riverside that will be in danger.”

		Nick glanced at Maris and found that she was watching the guards and workers intently. They were all listening to Auntie Liana. A few whispered to each other, wearing worried expressions.

		That was what Maris had wanted, Nick realized. That was why she had asked Auntie Liana to explain the danger in detail.

		Auntie Liana raised another finger. “Second, as I already said, the water is even now eroding the roots beneath this part of the Heart Grove. Only one tree is in immediate danger, but others will be as well. All of the trees of the Heart Grove are connected, and what damages one puts the rest at risk.”

		Mr. Greeves huffed. “That isn’t—”

		“Let her finish,” one of the Company workers said sharply.

		“Finally,” Auntie Liana said, raising a third finger, “if the water continues to flow through Underhill unchecked, the dam is in danger of failing.”

		“The dam could collapse?” a mill worker asked, alarmed.

		“We won’t let that happen,” Magpie said. “We can stop it. But we have to start now.”

		Nick thought about the water rushing into the Green Cavern and the Upper Cavern, about the channels growing wider and wider as dirt and rocks washed away. From the outside, the natural dam that created Black Lake, held so firmly by the tangled network of ironwood roots, looked impenetrable and powerful. Even from the inside, when she had first visited Underhill, it had felt like every root, every boulder, every stream of water had a place in the vast underground labyrinth. It was unsettling to realize that changes in places she couldn’t see could throw the entire place out of balance. It was even worse to know that it had already begun, and the people who wanted to fix it had been stopped by those who refused to see that anything was wrong.

		The cavern echoed with a sudden knocking. Somebody was at the door built into the ironwood barrier, the one that Nick assumed led up to the new mill.

		“Did Penny get help?” Oliver asked excitedly.

		“I hope so,” Nick said.

		But her hope was dashed as soon as the guards shoved the group back and opened the door, because it wasn’t help that arrived, but Mr. Portman. With him were a few more Company guards. They shut the door firmly behind them.

		Mr. Portman began speaking at once. “We have a change of plans. We have to clear out as much—”

		Mr. Greeves cleared his throat, and Mr. Portman stopped abruptly. He blinked and looked over at the group.

		“What is it?” he asked.

		“The Greenwood girl is gone,” Mr. Greeves said. “And these children have arrived.”

		“They said that Underhill is flooding,” an Underhiller said. “Let us out of here so we can help!”

		Mr. Portman blinked again. He spotted Nick, Oliver, and Annette, and his expression changed several times before he settled on a wide, toothy smile. “Ah, the Sixsmiths! You are always underfoot lately, aren’t you? You should be home in bed rather than running around and causing trouble. Take care that you don’t get in the way.”

		“Get in the way of what?” Oliver asked. “You’re not doing anything!”

		Mr. Portman chuckled. “Everything is under control. There is no flooding.”

		“Yes, there is,” Nick said loudly, while at the same time Annette said, even louder, “Everything is not under control.”

		“Manners, children. Now, please be quiet while the adults have a rational discussion.” He turned pointedly to face Mr. Greeves and the guards. “As I was saying, we have to clear out—”

		“Clear out what?” Auntie Liana said. She stepped up close to Mr. Portman and glared at him, although he was a good head taller than her. “Clear out the evidence of what you’ve been doing before the rest of your Company finds out?”

		“Oh, come now,” Mr. Portman said, spreading his hands. “I have nothing to hide. All of the work here is perfectly legitimate. Just ask these people.” He smiled at the workers. “They are all being paid very well for their labor.”

		“We didn’t agree to stay here during a flood,” one man called out.

		“We came here to stop the flooding,” Lizard said. “But you won’t even let us!”

		Mr. Greeves snapped, “Shut up. You worms are only getting in the way.”

		“Now, now,” Mr. Portman said. “We don’t like that word, Mr. Greeves. The Underhillers are a valued part of our community. It’s a shame that they’ve done so much to undermine their reputation over the years. People still remember the last major treefall.”

		“We had nothing to do with that,” Magpie said. “We tried warning your Company about it for months, but they ignored us.”

		“That is what you claim, yes. But you will find it difficult to convince anybody.” Mr. Portman smiled. “I’m afraid it’ll be very difficult to earn back Mistwood’s trust, after you have now sabotaged the new mill.”

		The Underhillers protested, but the voice of one guard carried over the noise. “But they haven’t even been in the mill. We would have noticed.”

		“And the flooding started down here,” a worker said. “It didn’t start on the surface.”

		“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mr. Portman said sharply. He took a deep breath and kept smiling, although his smile looked very stiff now. “We need to arrest these people and secure them so they can’t harm the city any more.”

		“There won’t be a city soon enough, if you keep stalling,” Auntie Liana said. “Underhill is flooding, and if it continues, half the city will be in danger of washing away, and you—” She jabbed a finger at him. “All you can see is your own greed.”

		Mr. Portman laughed uneasily. “People want ironwood. It’s my job as the head of the Forestry Company to provide it. That is all I have done. Nothing more and nothing less. Guards, arrest this woman.”

		But the guards hesitated.

		“The kids came through Underhill,” one of them said. “They saw the flooding themselves.”

		Mr. Portman’s eyes narrowed. “It’s under control.”

		“You’re killing the trees,” Nick said. She didn’t speak particularly loudly, especially not compared to all the raised, angry voices around her, but her words carried anyway.

		Mr. Portman turned to look at her, as did many of the others. Nick didn’t like having so many eyes on her. This was worse than telling the people of a town they needed to take better care of their ironwood groves. But she had to say it.

		“You’re the reason all the ironwood groves outside Mistwood are getting sick,” Nick went on. Her voice was shaking a little. She didn’t look away from Mr. Portman. “They’re trying to protect themselves, but they can’t, because they’re being harmed right here. Right in the middle of the Heart Grove.”

		“Nonsense,” said Mr. Portman.

		He took a step forward, and Nick stepped back quickly—and bumped right into her mother.

		“She’s right,” Theo said. She put her hand on Nick’s shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “The damage you’re doing to the trees here is harming ironwood trees everywhere. And that’s harming the plants and animals around each and every grove.”

		“Ridiculous,” said Mr. Portman.

		“You may have chosen not to see it, or maybe you just don’t care,” Theo said, “but you can’t keep everybody else from seeing it. And people do see it. They know something is wrong.”

		“The foresters have noticed,” one mill worker said. “They just know better than to expect their bosses to listen.”

		“This won’t stay quiet any longer,” Maris said.

		“Not even if you blame us for everything,” Lizard said, glaring.

		“I don’t need to listen to this,” Mr. Portman said. He turned to address the guards and workers. “Get to work, all of you. You have jobs to do, and if you don’t do them, you’ll never work for the Forestry Company again.”

		“But what if they’re right?” one worker asked. “About the flooding.”

		Another added, “My parents live in Riverside. What’ll happen to them?”

		The other workers called out their agreement. A few of the guards were looking around anxiously.

		One of the workers shouted, louder than the rest, “This was supposed to be a normal job! Why did you lie about it?”

		Mr. Portman seethed. “You signed the paperwork. Your job is whatever I say it is, because I’m the one who pays you.”

		“For now,” said one of the Company guards. “But you won’t be once people find out about this.”

		“Is that a threat?” Mr. Portman demanded. “Are you threatening me?”

		“I’m just saying, I don’t think we should keep these people here if they can help,” the guard said. The other guards murmured their agreement. “If the Underhillers can keep Mistwood from flooding, we should let them.”

		“Well, that’s nice of them,” Lizard muttered. Oliver stifled a nervous laugh.

		“You’re overreacting,” Mr. Portman said. “I don’t pay you to question—”

		“What do we need to do?” Sam asked, turning away from Mr. Portman to face Magpie. “It’s stupid to keep arguing when we can help.”

		Magpie began giving instructions right away. “We need to reopen the channels that were closed up in this part of Underhill,” she said. “That’ll relieve some of the pressure. Depending on how much damage has been done, we might not be able to open all of them, but we have to do what we can.”

		A worker raised her hand. “I was part of the work crew that blocked them in the first place. I know where to go.”

		“Good,” Magpie said. “Take a few people with you. Everyone else, we’ll need to get as close as we can to the flooding areas to find where there’s still intact gripmoss on the roots.”

		“It won’t be easy without melonberry flowers,” Auntie Liana said. “But—”

		“Wait, we have those! We brought some!” Oliver dug into his pocket to produce the blossoms. He handed them to Auntie Liana.

		Theo said, “Okay, Nick, I want you and Oliver to go with Annette—”

		“We can help!” Nick said. She turned to Auntie Liana and Magpie. “We can help. If you need us.”

		“We can certainly use more hands,” Auntie Liana said. She nodded at Theo. “But not where it’s going to be dangerous. What we need is for you young people”—she reached out to snag Lizard’s arm and tug them closer—“to run messages between the workers up here and where we’re going to be, so we can be sure what we’re doing is working. And to point the way for anybody else who comes to help.”

		“We can do that,” Lizard said. “I’ll make sure they don’t get lost.”

		“We got all the way here without getting lost!” Oliver protested.

		“Then it’s your job to make sure no one else gets lost,” Auntie Liana said, smiling.

		Theo gave Nick a quick hug. “Be careful and stick with your friends. I’m going to help the workers up here.”

		It turned out that Auntie Liana had given them an important job: everyone really did need a lot of messages passed back and forth. It was the only way for the workers clearing out the blocked water channels to communicate with the Underhillers using gripmoss to move the roots. Nick, Oliver, and Lizard ran back and forth more times than they could count, telling each group what the other was doing and where the water was flowing.

		A few hours in, Annette and Sam headed back toward the Green Cavern, where they ran into a group of Underhillers and other people Penny had found and sent to help them. Soon, Nick, Oliver, and Lizard had even more running to do.

		Nick didn’t know how long they went on like that, only that it felt like forever. It had been very late already when they set out from the house, so it was now well past midnight and into the early hours of the morning. Every time Nick stopped to catch her breath, she felt even more tired. But she was determined not to stop until Underhill and Mistwood were safe.

		When water finally began to flow again through the caverns under the new mill, they ran back toward the Upper Cavern to tell the Underhillers. On the way back, they stopped in the corridor overlooking the cavern to take a short break.

		Nick’s hands tingled slightly where she was holding on to the railing. She startled and let go at first, then gingerly touched the wood again. She glanced at Oliver and Lizard.

		“Do you feel that?” Oliver said.

		Lizard nodded.

		It was a strange sensation, not unlike what Nick had felt when they opened the entrance beneath the fallen tree, but not quite the same, either. While that had felt like the moss and the ironwood were pushing and pulling together, this felt like the wood was humming and tingling with magic and—almost reaching, she thought, like that magic was reaching out through the endless maze, the blue and green and golden light pulsing along the curve of every root, flowing from tree to tree so smoothly there was no telling where one ended and another began.

		She closed her eyes, trying to soak it all in.

		There was too much going on for her to focus on any one thing. Nick felt the magic slipping down the roots, all along the flooded tunnels, into the vast Green Cavern, where the ironwood was blanketed in moss and vines and fungi. The roots of the cavern twisted upward toward the ceiling, and Nick felt the magic flow and twist with them, pushing through soil and stone. When the flow of magic reached the surface, Nick felt that as well, in a bright and exuberant rush of sensation that resonated through all of the trees of the Heart Grove.

		But it did not stop with the trees. Nick felt the magic spread to touch all the ferns and flowers and mosses and vines, the insects and birds and animals, and even into the people of the city of Mistwood, where their lives were woven into and around the grove, and finally expanding to the whole of the Cloud Forest and beyond.

		It was too big for Nick to hold in her mind, too big for her to fully grasp, but all of it was connected and alive. She wanted to understand all of it.

		“Look!” Lizard said. “The water’s going down!”

		Nick’s eyes snapped open. Lizard was right: the water in the Upper Cavern had been rising before, but now it was falling as less and less flowed in. It was working. They were stopping the flood.
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		Two weeks had passed since the flooding in Underhill. In the Green Cavern, the mud and debris had been cleaned up, the bridges repaired, the streams and cascades guided once again into their channels. The shops and market stalls were open again, including Auntie Orchid’s steamed bun shop. Nick’s stomach grumbled as she waited in the long line.

		The people had returned as well, and the Green Cavern was more crowded than ever. Not all of them were Underhillers. There were a lot of people from aboveground, too. There were even a few people from out of town. Nick realized with a start that she could recognize them on sight now, just by the way they dressed and gawked and moved around.

		When Nick reached the front of the line, Auntie Orchid smiled brightly. “Nick! I was wondering if I would get to see you today. Do you want the usual?”

		“Two more than usual, please,” Nick said. “My mom is leaving the meeting early and wants some lunch, too.”

		Auntie Orchid removed a stack of bamboo baskets from the steaming water and wrapped several buns into a bundle. “Ah, is it lunchtime already? I’ve been so busy the day has flown by. Here you go. There are two kinds here, spicy and extra spicy.”

		“Thank you!” Nick said. She paid Auntie Orchid and took the food. The bundle was warm and smelled delicious.

		Nick wove through the crowd, cutting through the Green Cavern to make her way to the Old Gate. The entrance, which had previously been closed by the Company, was now open, and that was where the others were waiting. Oliver and Lizard were there, deep in a conversation, while Theo watched them with a fond, bemused expression.

		Lizard spotted Nick first and broke off midsentence to say, “Finally! I’m starving!”

		“There was a long line,” Nick said. She held out the buns for them to take. Needlenose nudged her hands eagerly, but she gently pushed him away. As Lizard reached for one, she added, “That’s the extra spicy.”

		“I love extra spicy,” Lizard said. They took a huge bite and made a happy sound. “I have to eat fast. Auntie Liana said I could help out in the Upper Cavern, but only if I get there before they start.”

		“You’re leaving?” Oliver said, looking a little disappointed.

		Lizard was too busy eating to notice Oliver’s expression. Between bites they said, “Auntie Liana says they’re going to open a whole new channel so that the water flows through the damaged areas. It’ll help the damaged roots grow back.” They finished eating and leapt up. “See you later!”

		Nick watched them go, then glanced at Oliver. He looked like he wanted to run after Lizard, but instead he only sighed and focused on eating his own lunch. He offered the last unfinished bite of his bun to Needlenose.

		Nick felt like she should say something, but she didn’t know what would help. She knew Oliver felt left out because Lizard had been spending so much time with the other Underhillers, helping with repairs and learning to work with the ironwood roots. Nick and Oliver had also gone along to help on some days, but it was hard to keep up when they also had so many other things to do. They had helped clean up Underhill, ran errands for the people in the meetings, made observations in the Heart Grove—there was no shortage of things to do around Mistwood. Nick felt like she had barely stopped moving in days. Even so, she had noticed the same crestfallen look on Oliver’s face a few times when Lizard hurried off.

		For the past two weeks, the Underhillers had been steadily working to ensure that there would be no more serious flooding in Underhill. Although Mr. Portman had only sounded the treefall alarm to have an excuse to keep people out of Underhill indefinitely, the ironwood nearest to the mill was, in fact, somewhat precarious and would have to be stabilized. It would take years for the roots to grow back, but it wasn’t too late. The Heart Grove would recover in time.

		That was just one of the many things the people of Mistwood had been discussing at the endless meetings that had been happening since the night of the flood. They were also talking about how to find out if the Company had any other secret work going on that could put people or trees in danger, and how to stop it from happening again, and how to find out who knew about it, and whether anybody who worked for the city council was involved, and so much more. Nick had quickly volunteered to run errands and carry messages instead of sitting in on the meetings, because she easily grew bored of the adults talking for hours on end. Theo and Maris filled her in when she asked. So she knew that the Underhillers had gotten the Forestry Company to agree that they wouldn’t claim or restrict any part of Underhill anymore, and that all harvesting of the roots would stop immediately.

		That had been, according to Maris, the easy part of the discussions, because the people of Mistwood had been rightfully frightened by how close they’d come to a very serious disaster. People from Riverside and Underfall, as well as boat captains on the Serpentine River and everybody else whom the flooding had endangered, had joined the Underhillers in demanding that the Forestry Company stay out of the roots of the Heart Grove.

		What had been less easy for people to agree upon, and why the meetings were still going on two weeks later, was everything else. Some people wanted to change the way the Forestry Company was run. Others only wanted to change who was running it. As the caretakers of the ironwood roots, the Underhillers wanted some say in the Company, and a lot of people wanted that too, but a lot of other people were arguing against it. Some people wanted to harvest less ironwood. Others wanted to harvest more. Nobody could agree on the right amount.

		It was all very complicated, because it seemed like every time a new idea was introduced, three new groups of people appeared to argue different sides of it. During their work and travels across the continent, Nick and Theo had attended plenty of town meetings where everyone had a different perspective and everyone was arguing—and this felt like all of those meetings rolled into one big, raucous, days-long debate.

		Gran and Papa were right at the center of it, as were Winnie and Maris and Auntie Liana and Magpie. But Theo had kept to the sidelines, offering her opinion only when it pertained to the health of the ironwood trees, no matter how many times people asked her to tell them what to do. When Nick had asked her why, Theo had said, “I want them to listen to me about caring for the trees, but I want them to listen to the workers and the Underhillers about the rest of it.”

		But there was one thing that nobody seemed to have brought up yet, one thing that Nick and Oliver asked about every day, only to be disappointed when Theo shook her head.

		“I don’t understand,” Oliver said. “Why isn’t anybody doing something about Mr. Portman? He’s the one who caused all the problems in the first place!”

		They were headed out of Underhill through the Old Gate. They had to step aside to let several carts full of stones and tools pass, as a group of masons headed in to do repairs.

		“Ah, well, the answer to that depends very much on who you ask,” Theo said. “There are a lot of people at the Company who think that removing him from his position was enough.”

		“That doesn’t even count as punishment,” Oliver grumbled.

		“And there are some people,” Theo went on, “who believe there shouldn’t be any consequences at all, because Stanford Portman was only doing what he believed was his job. He was trying to sell as much ironwood as possible, and when he ended up promising too much to too many people, he found a way to get more.”

		“But he shouldn’t have done that in the first place,” Nick said. “And the Forestry Company is supposed to be about protecting the ironwood, not about making money.

		“I agree, and so do a lot of other people, including most Underhillers,” Theo said. “That’s why they’re trying to be part of how the Company is run. Because the problem isn’t just one man. The problem is that people will keep wanting more ironwood, so the Company is always going to be stuck between providing what people want and protecting the groves—at least, until we change how we do things.”

		“Like using less ironwood,” Nick said. “And letting the groves grow as they’re supposed to, and not just cutting them down to use the wood.”

		“Or like studying other magical plants,” Oliver said.

		The three of them passed through the Old Gate and into the gray, damp day.

		“Right,” Theo said, “but the other problem, of course, is that some people simply don’t want to find a better way to do anything.”

		“Is that why there’s so much arguing?” Nick asked.

		“That, and the fact that those people know they’re going to lose eventually.” Theo laughed at the skeptical look on Nick’s and Oliver’s faces. “I know it doesn’t seem like anything is happening, but it’s only been a couple of weeks. Changing the way a whole city works takes longer than that. It’s difficult, because they have to be sure not to make it worse while trying to make it better.”

		“It’s still all about ironwood,” Oliver grumbled. “That’s all anybody wants to talk about.”

		“You were right,” Nick said. “On my first day here, you told me that’s all anybody in Mistwood ever talks about.”

		“I know.” Oliver gestured up the street. “I guess I better go to the workshop.”

		“Are you sure?” Theo said. “We were going to walk over to pick up some treats for Maris at her favorite bakery. It’s a nice day.”

		Oliver squinted at the sky. “Is it?”

		Nick looked around as well. It wasn’t raining at the moment, but most of Underfall was draped in a thick fog.

		Theo laughed. “Okay, maybe it’s only nice for Mistwood in monsoon season, but it’s still perfectly fine for a walk.”

		Oliver shook his head. “Annette said she wants help and Mom said I get to help her and I said it’s boring but they don’t care.” He waved as he started to trudge away. “I’ll see you guys at home.”

		Once he was gone, Theo and Nick headed toward the busy hillside neighborhood they had passed on their very first night in Mistwood. Nick marveled at how different it all looked to her now, even though very little had changed on the surface.

		She’d explored enough of Mistwood to notice the differences among the neighborhoods, from the shape and size of their buildings to the types of shops and homes, but also the ways they were all the same. People were busy and bustling everywhere, going about their business as quickly as they could before the rain started again. Needlenose found new smells to investigate on every street, his tail wagging nonstop. Nick was even getting used to walking up and down the steep hills all the time. She understood quite clearly now why some streets in Mistwood were staircases. Staircases with railings were easier to navigate than the steep streets that turned into muddy streams or treacherous cobblestone slides when it rained.

		“Oliver seems a little down,” Theo said, as they waited to cross a main road. “Is he upset about something?”

		Nick said, “I think he’s sad because Lizard is busy doing stuff all the time.”

		“That makes sense. It’s hard when your good friend suddenly has a lot of things to do with other people.”

		Nick thought about it a little more and said, “And since everybody is talking about ironwood all the time now, he probably thinks it will be harder to convince his parents to let him do something besides apprentice at the workshop.”

		“Ah,” Theo said. “That is a tricky one.”

		Nick looked up at Theo. “How did you do it? When you decided to become an arborist instead of an ironwood worker?”

		Theo laughed and shook her head. “Oh, I didn’t go about it in a smart way at all. Oliver definitely should not follow my lead. All I did was leave without telling anybody, and I only wrote to them later to let them know where I was. It was…honestly, it was very immature and a little cruel. I shouldn’t have made them worry.”

		Nick had guessed that Theo had done something like that from the things Gran and the others had said, but it was a surprise to hear it directly from Theo. She waited until they found a break in the traffic and crossed the road, then she asked, “Why did you leave like that? Were you afraid Gran and Papa wouldn’t let you?”

		Theo considered the question before answering. “You know, I think that’s what I told myself I was afraid of, but I’m not sure it was ever true. I think it was just an excuse.”

		“For what?” Nick asked.

		“A lot of things,” Theo said. “After the—you know about the treefall, the one that happened where you sneaked into Underhill.” Nick nodded. “Well, after that happened, and the whole city was blaming the Underhillers just because the Company said it was their fault, I was…I was a little bit like you and Oliver are now. I thought it was so obvious that something had to change in Mistwood, but nobody seemed to want to do anything about it except talk and argue.”

		“People really like to argue,” Nick said.

		“They certainly do.” Theo put her arm around Nick’s shoulder to steer her onto a steep staircase climbing the hill. “And your grandmother was one of those people. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t listening to me, so I thought it would be easier to just go somewhere else, somewhere I didn’t have to deal with the Company and all the stubborn people on Mill Road and all the rest of it. But all the problems they cause ended up following me anyway.”

		“Do you wish you hadn’t left?” Nick asked.

		Theo looked surprised by the question. “Not at all. I only wish I had done it differently. I should have talked to my parents first. But I’m glad I did what I did. I like my work. And, of course, if I hadn’t left, I wouldn’t have you.”

		Nick squirmed as Theo kissed the top of her head.

		“There is something I want to talk to you about,” Theo said.

		Nick looked up at Theo. “What?”

		“Now that the Heart Grove isn’t in danger, I want to get back out into the Cloud Forest and beyond to see if the symptoms have started to ease.”

		Nick nodded. She’d been wondering about that too. It was important to know how the groves outside of Mistwood responded once the Heart Grove was no longer magically protecting itself from harm.

		“And I was thinking,” Theo said. “Even though there turned out to be a little bit more, ah, excitement than we planned here, it seems like you’ve been having fun making friends and getting to know the city.”

		“Yes,” Nick said slowly, unsure of what Theo was saying.

		“Would you like to stay here?” Theo said.

		Nick stopped abruptly. “Stay?”

		“Your grandparents and Winnie and Monty would love to have you stay with them,” Theo said. “And you would have a chance to spend more than a month or two at a school.”

		Nick’s mind was suddenly racing. “You want me to stay here?”

		“That’s not what I’m saying!” Theo said quickly. “I’m only saying…if you want to stay here, instead of moving around again, it would be okay. You could do that. I know I’ve never given you a choice before. I’ve always just dragged you along with me, and it’s made it hard for you to make friends.”

		“But…”

		Nick had so many things she wanted to say, it felt like all of the words were caught in her throat. She wanted to tell Theo she liked their life on the road. She liked their work, and traveling to different places, and taking care of ironwood groves, and their cozy, colorful wagon that could take them anywhere, and all the rest of it.

		But it was true that she liked it here in Mistwood as well. It had been easier than she expected, getting used to living in a house and being surrounded by family and people. She liked that she was learning her way around the city. She liked having Oliver and Lizard and even Annette nearby.

		“Can I think about it?” she asked.

		“Of course. Think all you want.” Theo squeezed her around the shoulders. “Oh, here it is, the bakery Maris loves so much. Let’s see what they have today.”

		After they had selected several freshly baked rolls and breads—including a bun for Needlenose, who waited outside with a pleading expression on his face—they started walking back toward the Sixsmith house. The wind was picking up a little, sweeping the day’s fog away as darker clouds rolled in. The lake was dark gray and dotted with boats. Nick wondered if Dala was out there with Turtle as the water was getting choppy. She’d heard from Annette that Dala and Sam’s mother had returned to Mistwood, relieved that Sam was no longer missing but also ready to scold him for taking on work without telling anybody where he was going.

		It started to rain lightly as they neared the quiet, tree-filled neighborhood where the Sixsmiths lived. Nick held their purchases from the bakery while Theo stopped to open an umbrella.

		“If you stick close, we can both stay mostly dry,” Theo said with a grin.

		“Not if the wind makes it rain sideways,” Nick said.

		“I guess we’d better walk fast.”

		But Nick didn’t start walking at all.

		“I don’t want to stay here,” she said.

		Theo gave her a surprised look. “You don’t? You can take more time to think about it. You don’t have to decide now.”

		“I did think about it,” Nick said. “I don’t need more time. I want to go with you and keep doing our work with the ironwood groves.”

		Theo smiled. “I think we work pretty well together.”

		“But I also want to come back to Mistwood sometimes,” Nick continued. “And we should! Especially now that we know all of the ironwood groves are connected, and there is so much in the Cloud Forest we have to study, and so many things happening here, we really shouldn’t stay away for a very long time. We should come back and—”

		“Okay, okay,” Theo said, laughing. “You’re right. I’m glad you persuaded me to come back in the first place. We’ll definitely come back more often.”

		“And…” Nick hesitated, suddenly unsure. During their walk from the bakery, she had been thinking about what she wanted to do, but she found she didn’t want to think about what she wanted without thinking about what other people wanted too.

		“What is it, sweetie?” Theo said, when Nick didn’t go on right away.

		“I was wondering if…I was just thinking…what if Oliver came with us for a while?” Nick said. “He really wants to see places outside of Mistwood and he wants to learn about lots of stuff that’s not ironwood trees and he knows a lot about magical plants so he could help and—”

		“Whoa, slow down,” Theo said. “Have you talked to Oliver about this?”

		“No,” Nick said. “I just thought of it.”

		“Okay. Well, I think it’s a fine idea, but I’m going to talk to Winnie and Monty first,” Theo said. “And if they’re okay with it, we can ask Oliver. Okay?”

		“Yes!” Nick jumped up and down, which made Needlenose start to prance around her as well.

		“Now, if that’s everything, we’ll have to hurry to get back before the rain really starts coming down,” Theo said. “Ready?”

		They didn’t quite make it, but as Theo had predicted, the umbrella kept them mostly dry until they reached the Sixsmith house.

		Another couple of weeks passed before they finally left Mistwood.

		They woke early on a cool, gray morning. The garden and rainforest were hidden by mist, but the birds were singing noisily anyway. Nick went outside to help Theo load their things into the wagon. Needlenose bounded energetically around the horses, while Sprocket crawled into Nick’s bunk and curled up as though she had never left.

		The front door of the house opened and Oliver came out, dragging a heavy bag behind him. Annette followed, carrying a small box of Oliver’s things.

		“Why do you have to leave so early?” Annette groaned, stifling a huge yawn. “It’s dark out. I could still be in bed.”

		“You didn’t have to get up,” Oliver said. “You could have just waved from the window.” He passed his bag to Theo, then took the box from Annette to put in the wagon as well. “This is all my notebooks and books and notes about magical plants,” he explained to Nick.

		“Maybe I want to make sure you actually leave,” Annette said. She mussed up Oliver’s hair before he wriggled out of the way. “Come on, Dad’s making breakfast for everybody. He’s making so much, it’s like he’s afraid Auntie Theo won’t feed you at all while you’re on the road.”

		“We’ll be right in,” Theo said. “Nick, go ahead and take Oliver’s books inside.”

		Nick grabbed the box from Oliver and climbed the wagon steps. They had made some changes to the inside of the wagon to make space for another bunk that folded down from the wall, so now all three of them would have a place to sleep. It was different from what Nick was used to, but it was still home, and Nick was glad to be returning to it. She stashed Oliver’s things in a cubby next to her own books and notebooks.

		When she came out, there were people walking up the drive from the street. As they drew closer, she saw that it was Maris and Penny, and trailing behind them was Lizard.

		“We came to see you off,” Maris said. “And look who we ran into on the road.”

		“You came!” Oliver said.

		Lizard shrugged. “I said I would, didn’t I?”

		Oliver grabbed their arm and hauled them toward the house. “Come have breakfast with everyone. Dad is making so much food.”

		Lizard let themself be dragged in. Maris hooked her arm through Nick’s.

		“Are you all ready?” she asked.

		“Yes,” Nick said as they walked toward the house. “We have our route all planned out.”

		“I almost wish I were going with you,” Penny said, a bit wistfully. “I’m counting the days until I can stop going to meetings and start visiting the camps and groves in the Cloud Forest instead. I don’t know how you do it, Maris.”

		Maris laughed. “What can I say? I like meetings. I like it when everybody gets a chance to say what they need and we have to figure out a way to help.”

		Penny shook her head. “You’re so weird.”

		Breakfast was an even more chaotic affair than usual, with three extra people crowded around the table and Needlenose trying his best to finally convince Lizard to love him. But instead of finding the noise and commotion overwhelming, as Nick had during her first meal in the Sixsmith house, now she found it comforting. She bickered with Lizard and Oliver about who would know more about magic by the time they reunited—although she was secretly sure it would be Lizard, who was learning more from Auntie Liana every day. Maris and Papa were talking about how the mill workers and foresters were joining together to choose new leaders for the Company, Gran and Annette were discussing a new experiment they wanted to try, and Winnie was asking Theo about where they intended to go first and how long it would take to get there.

		The meal lasted a long time, but eventually it was time to say goodbye for real. Outside, Nick gave everybody a hug, even Lizard, who rolled their eyes but hugged her back. Gran kept giving Theo advice about how to travel on the monsoon-muddied roads, and Papa slipped Nick a pack of snacks and candy “just in case,” and Monty kept telling Oliver to listen to Theo and not cause any trouble.

		“I think you’re making him want to cause trouble,” Annette said.

		“You’re making me want to cause trouble,” Winnie said. “You know perfectly well our son will do as he pleases. He’s your responsibility now, Theo.”

		Theo laughed, and Oliver beamed with pride.

		Nick climbed onto the wagon seat, then slid over so Oliver could climb up beside her. Theo took the reins and urged the horses forward. Needlenose trotted after them as they clopped down the driveway. Nick and Oliver twisted around to wave goodbye until their family was out of sight.

		The city was waking up as they made their way to the main road. Oliver bounced in his seat excitedly, and Nick watched everything they passed, eager to drink it all in. She was happy to be getting back on the road, but just as happy to know that they would come back here soon. It made traveling feel different, to know there were people waiting for them, no matter how far they went or how long they were gone.

		By the time they reached the edge of the city, where the road led into the Cloud Forest, the morning was brighter, but by now Nick was familiar enough with the different fogs to know that this one would linger through the morning. There was no rain yet, but the roads were still muddy from yesterday. Theo eased the wagon to the side to let another pass. The driver raised a hand in greeting, and Nick waved back at him. Theo clicked to get the horses moving again, and the tangled trees and dense ferns and clinging mist closed around them. The road stretched long and welcoming into the forest.
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			The Bells of Vittoria
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		Every morning, as the first light of the sun shone over the mountains, bells rang from the seven watchtowers of Vittoria.

		Octavia kicked her thick blankets down, jumped out of bed, and threw open the shutters. The morning was cold, and her breath misted as she leaned on the windowsill. The scents of fresh bread and warm pastries rose from her family’s bakery below.

		The first bell to chime was atop the tallest tower, which overlooked Wyvern Gate on the northern side of town. It rang as soon as the sunlight touched the summits of the highest peaks surrounding the valley.

		Movement on the narrow street caught Octavia’s eye. Four stories down, a pair of town guards in black uniforms rushed down Fishing Cat Lane toward Juniper Street. She felt an uncomfortable twinge of worry in her chest. It wasn’t normal for the guards to be rushing about this early, before the gates were even open. Something must have happened during the night.

		She didn’t hear any shouts or sounds of alarm. She hoped it was nothing serious.

		The guards were gone from Fishing Cat Lane by the time the second bell began to ring. Five more followed in quick succession, and soon all seven bells were ringing together, all around the seven-pointed star of Vittoria’s high wall. Their song chased up and down the River Nyx and Long Road, echoed from the rocky mountainsides and the forested hills, and filled the terraced fields and orchards of the Lonely Vale.

		For the townspeople of Vittoria, the morning bells meant the day was about to begin. The bells meant it was time to wake, time to rise, time to work. During the daytime it was safe to venture beyond the wall, and it would be safe until darkness fell again. Vittoria was the last town in the world, home to the only survivors of a terrible war, surrounded by a vast and dangerous wilderness.

		The worst of the dangers were the monsters, and for those monsters the morning bells meant something else entirely. They were a warning, a signal to the creatures that lurked in the forest that daylight was coming. It was time for them to flee into the darkest thickets and caves, where they would cower until night came again. The creatures were called Ferox, a name given to them by the sorcerer who had created them as weapons of war, designed to attack with ruthless speed and vicious power under the cover of night. That sorcerer was gone now, and the war long over, but the Ferox remained.

		The endless rhythm of day and night, safety and danger, light and darkness, defined life in Vittoria. Octavia could feel the bright promise of the morning bells in her bones, just as she would, later, feel the ominous warning of the evening bells. The bells that rang at twilight had a deeper, heavier sound.

		Octavia listened until the bells fell quiet. The morning was cold, but the sky was clear and cloudless, streaked pink to the east, with the last stars twinkling in the west.

		Clear skies meant good light, good visibility, easier tracking.

		Today would be a perfect day for hunting.

		The small Ferox that wandered close to Vittoria during the day were not truly dangerous, but they were good practice. And practice was what Octavia needed.

		Octavia dressed quickly in her trousers and shirt and too-big leather boots. Across their shared attic bedroom, her brother Albus mumbled unintelligibly and rolled over in his bed. Two cats, a fat ginger and a scrappy gray, slept on his feet. Albus would sleep as long as he could get away with, even if it meant being late to his apprenticeship at the knifemaker’s forge. Octavia pulled the shutters closed, grabbed her bag from its hook, and kicked the side of Albus’s bed.

		“Wake up, stupid,” Octavia said. “You’re going to be late again.”

		Albus answered with another grumble. The ginger cat glared disapprovingly.

		“It’ll be your own fault when Master Aife replaces you.” Octavia kicked the bed again. “And she will.”

		Aife the knifemaker did not tolerate laziness, but Albus didn’t seem to care. He had been caring less and less all year. Mom and Dad said to give him time, but that was what they had been saying for months. Their whole family had been saying that to each other for so long the words didn’t have meaning anymore. Dad told Mom to give her injuries time to heal. Lavinia told Octavia to give their parents time to consider her apprenticeship. Mom told Augustus to give Dad time before talking about expanding the bakery. Albus just told everybody to leave him alone. It felt like all they did anymore was give each other time to not talk about anything, to avoid the gaping hole at the heart of their family, to ignore the wound that had split them right down the middle.

		All they did now was avoid talking about Hana.

		As Octavia climbed down the ladder, she steadfastly did not look at the curtain that hung over the doorway to Hana’s room. Hana had been the eldest, so she had a room of her own, but nobody had suggested letting Augustus have her room now that she was dead. Sometimes Octavia wanted to whip the curtain open so badly that she ached. Sometimes she came so close to convincing herself that if she did, if she found that courage, Hana would be there, making notations on her maps or sharpening her blades, and she would shout with outrage at the intrusion and chase Octavia away, and the house would ring with the sound of her voice again, and everything that had been broken in their family since last winter would be repaired.

		There was no more chance of that happening than there was of righting a tree once it had been felled by a woodsman’s ax, or hearing the bleat of a goat after its throat had been cut by a butcher’s knife. Hana was dead. She was gone forever. Even though Hana had been the oldest and Octavia was the youngest, she had always been closer to Hana than to her other siblings. They had the same apricot-colored hair and the same freckles, but even more they had the same yearning to explore the mountains outside Vittoria. Hana had always understood Octavia in a way that wasn’t shared by Augustus, who at nineteen was growing up to be a more solemn version of Dad, or by Lavinia, who was seventeen and content to spend her days making up songs while fussing over pastries, or Albus, who everybody liked to say had been a sulky teenager since before he could walk. Nothing was the same with Hana gone. Her death had distorted the shape of their whole family. It had left a bruise on Octavia’s heart that would never heal.

		As far as Octavia knew, she was the only person to have entered Hana’s room in many months, and that knowledge churned with a sour guilt in her gut. Going into Hana’s private space to steal was worse than not going in at all. She had done it anyway.

		Down two more floors, the stairs dropped Octavia into the storage room behind the bakery. The shelves were crowded with sacks of flour and grain, pots of honey, bags of salt, blocks of butter, all the supplies laid by in preparation for winter. Two more cats, both black with white socks, dozed comfortably on a sack of wheat flour, content in their well-earned rest after a night spent chasing mice from the pantry.

		In the bakery’s kitchen, Octavia’s mother sat at a stool beside the long counter; she was stirring a huge bowl of batter with one hand while ticking off items on a list with another. The air smelled of cinnamon and nutmeg.

		Mom glanced over her shoulder and smiled distractedly. “Good morning, duckling. Is your brother up?”

		“I tried to wake him,” Octavia said. “He’s being lazy.”

		“He’s fifteen. I’ll send Augustus up in a bit.”

		“What’s that?” Octavia asked, pointing at the list.

		“Oh, nothing for you to worry about,” Mom said. She shoved the paper aside. “I’m just checking our stores, but these buns are more important.”

		Octavia looked at her mother carefully, trying to read her expression. Mom only ever said there was nothing to worry about when there was something to worry about. The pantry was crammed with supplies, but Octavia wondered if it wasn’t quite as full as it ought to be. The last harvest was in; there would be no more until spring. Her parents had been spending a lot of time this autumn counting sacks of flour and negotiating with dairy farmers.

		“Your father has some deliveries for you to take to River Street,” Mom said. “It’s busy this morning. Everybody wants their orders before the snow comes.”

		When Mom smiled, it took Octavia a moment to remember to smile back.

		Octavia knew she looked like her mother, as both she and Hana had inherited Mom’s unruly orange hair and freckles, but all she could see now were the scars that creased Mom’s face. Mom had been badly injured while searching for Hana last winter. There was a long red line down the left side of her face, curving over her jaw to her neck. Two fingers on her right hand were missing their last knuckles. Her nose, once straight and strong, had healed crookedly after being smashed. She kept her hair short now, where once she had worn it long enough to wrap a crown of braids about her head.

		The worst of it, the damage to Mom’s leg, was hidden beneath her trousers. Her leg was the reason she had to use a cane now. It was the reason she couldn’t hunt anymore.

		“You don’t mind doing the deliveries, do you?” Mom said, when Octavia had been quiet for too long.

		“No,” Octavia said quickly. “It’s fine.”

		Mom’s smile softened. “That’s good. I’m glad you enjoy it.”

		Octavia scuffed the toe of her boot on the floor. She didn’t like making deliveries because she wanted to be helpful. She liked it because it was easier to sneak away.

		She looked down, afraid Mom would read the truth on her face. “Hey, Mom? I saw some guards outside. Did something happen?”

		“Hm? I don’t know,” Mom said. Then, quieter, she added, “I haven’t heard anything.”

		Not so long ago, Mom would have been among the first to hear any news; the Hunters always knew what was happening before anybody else. But a Hunter with an injured leg was a Hunter in name only. Mom was more of a baker now, tucked away with her batter and bowl and checklist in a warm kitchen. There could be a dozen guards running down the street and she wouldn’t know.

		Octavia regretted bringing it up. She slipped out of the kitchen without saying anything else.

		The bakery was crowded with people sipping tea while they swapped news and gossip. On everybody’s tongue was the promise of a snowstorm, the first of the season, due to arrive at nightfall. People had noticed the guards rushing down Fishing Cat Lane, but nobody knew what was going on. Dad was chatting with customers as he filled their orders. Augustus looked grumpy and harried, with flour on his shirt and nose, while Lavinia was humming to herself by the clay oven. The room was warm and humid and full of delicious, familiar smells.

		It was always busy at the Silvia bakery these days. Octavia wanted to think it was because the townspeople finally recognized that her father was the best baker in Vittoria, but she knew many customers came to the bakery out of pity. They felt sorry for her family, with Hana dead and Mom injured. Every sad smile, every gentle inquiry, every condoling word put a sickly twist of anger in Octavia’s gut.

		A familiar shock of blond hair pushed through the crowd. It was Octavia’s best friend, Rufus. He stopped before her and held out a still-warm fruit pastry. “Last of the apricots. Your dad told me I had to share.”

		Octavia accepted the pastry and took a bite. Still chewing, she said, “Last time he told you to share you shoved the whole thing in your mouth anyway.”

		Rufus shrugged. “They’re good. Are you ready to go?”

		Getting the deliveries loaded up took a few minutes, as Dad kept getting pulled into conversation with customers and Lavinia kept swapping out loaves and pies as she double-checked the order list, but before long Octavia had a fully loaded cart outside the bakery door. She took one handle while Rufus took the other.

		The cartwheels rattled noisily on the cobbles of Fishing Cat Lane. When they reached the end of the lane, where they would normally turn left to head for the town center, a few people ran past them on Juniper Street. One of them, a young man, stumbled as he veered around Octavia’s cart.

		“Hey!” Octavia snapped. “Watch where you’re going!”

		The young man righted himself. “Sorry, sorry!”

		“What’s going on?” she asked, even as the man turned away.

		He called the answer over his shoulder. “There was somebody locked outside last night!”

		For a second Octavia could not move. All the sounds of Vittoria faded.

		Guards rushing down the streets.

		People running toward Wyvern Gate.

		Now she knew what had happened.

		Somebody had been locked outside.

		Vittoria was the last town in the world, the only one to have survived the Sorcerers’ War decades ago. It was the only place of warmth and light in a world filled with terrible, predatory Ferox and ravaged by cruel, deadly magic. It stayed safe because the town gates never, ever opened after dark. It didn’t matter who was outside or how they begged for help. It didn’t matter if a guard heard his own mother calling from the other side of those great doors of iron and wood. Once the gates closed for the night, they remained closed, and they never opened before dawn.

		Everybody in Vittoria knew that. Everybody knew to be inside before dark.

		“Who do you think it is?” Rufus said.

		His quiet voice broke through Octavia’s muffled, muddy shock. She shook her head; she didn’t have an answer. They grabbed the cart handles and turned right instead of left.

		A crowd was filling the small square just inside Wyvern Gate, pressing in around the five white stone pillars that honored the explorers lost during the first years after the war, when people still believed there were other cities and towns and survivors elsewhere in the world. A pair of black-clad guards was telling everybody to step back, to wait for the gate to open, to give them space. Octavia and Rufus stopped at the back of the crowd, right beside the pillar for the third expedition.

		“Who is it?” Rufus asked the adults around them.

		People shook their heads worriedly. They didn’t know, and they were afraid to find out. Even if the person caught outside wasn’t somebody they knew, it would be somebody their friends or neighbors knew. There were only about five thousand people in Vittoria, and they had been alone in the world for fifty years. Nobody was more than one or two degrees removed from everybody else.

		One woman offered, “They think it’s the cheesemaker’s boy. His mother is there.”

		The woman pointed. A diminutive woman stood beside a frowning guard. Her face was pale, her hands wringing anxiously, her lips pressed into a thin line. She looked familiar to Octavia, but she didn’t remember the woman’s name until Rufus gasped.

		“Oh, no,” he said. “That’s Willa.”

		“You know her?” Octavia asked. Rufus’s mothers ran a popular tavern; his family interacted with just about everybody.

		“She’s Bram’s mom,” he said.

		Octavia went cold all over. She knew who Bram was. He was nineteen, the same age as her brother Augustus, although they weren’t friends. She only knew him because there had been a period a few years ago when he had come by their bakery nearly every day to beg Mom for a chance to become a Hunter. Mom had refused him, gently at first, then more firmly when he persisted. Hana said she felt sorry for him, but some people just weren’t meant to be Hunters. Bram tended goats for his mother instead.

		He went outside the town walls every day.

		A goatherd wouldn’t have a chance against the Ferox that came down from the mountains after sunset. He didn’t know how to hunt or fight. He would have been completely alone, completely helpless, and so very scared.

		The guards lifted the massive oak crossbar to swing iron gates open, pulled chains to raise the portcullis, and finally opened the outer steel door.

		Three of the guards raised their crossbows while three more moved outside with their long spears hefted. A hush fell over the crowd. It felt like the entire town was holding its breath, waiting in fearful silence, until finally two of the guards returned, dragging a limp body between them.

		There was no blood. Bram was not injured. He hadn’t been stalked or hunted or attacked; no Ferox had slashed him with great claws or ripped him apart with terrible teeth.

		It had been the cold. Only the cold, nothing more.

		They could have saved him, if they had opened the gate.

		Bram’s mother began to wail.

		A few people rushed forward as she dropped to her knees and gathered her son into her arms. Everybody else backed away to form an empty space around her, as though they were afraid her sudden outpouring of grief might be contagious. Octavia yanked the cart around, turning her back on the gate; Rufus had to jog to keep up with her. Willa’s cries echoed from the high town walls, from the buildings and the cobblestones, filling the cold morning with the aching and inescapable sound of her pain.
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