
  
    [image: Petition]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BY DELILAH WAAN

          

        

      

    

    
      RESONANCE CRYSTAL LEGACY

      Petition

      Supplicant

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      JOIN THE RESONANCE GUILD

      
        
        Get access to the deleted prequel, The Resonance Guild, and other exclusives. No spam and no ads; just regular behind-the-scenes updates about what I’m working on and what I’ve been reading. Sign up here:

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: A QR code with a circular Chinese-style meander border and the words “Join the Resonance Guild” surrounding the four sides of the QR code.]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
         

         

         

        RESONANCE CRYSTAL LEGACY

        BOOK I

      

      

      
        
          [image: Supplicant]
        

      

      
        
         by Delilah Waan

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Paper Tiger Seal Stamp]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Petition is the first book in the Resonance Crystal Legacy series. It is a work of fiction intended for a new adult/adult audience.

      

        

      
        Content advisory:

        https://www.delilahwaan.com/books/petition/#content

      

        

      
        Report errors and formatting issues:

        https://www.delilahwaan.com/errata/

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Copyright © 2022 by Delilah Waan.

      
        
        Second edition published 2024 by Paper Tiger Productions (ABN 30 176 535 485)

        Mailing address: PO Box 175, Leichhardt NSW 2040

      

      

      
        
        ISBN (eBook) 978-0-6455100-0-3

        ISBN (Hardcover) 978-0-6455100-2-7

        ISBN (Paperback) 978-0-6455100-1-0

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Any use of this book to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text, audio, and/or imagery, or to develop machine learning language models is expressly prohibited.

      Cover design by Damonza.

      Map illustrations © 2022 Delilah Waan.

    

  


  
    
      For the families

      who left everything behind

      to seek a better life

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue: Anchor

      

      
        1. Payment

      

      
        2. House-born

      

      
        3. Help

      

      
        4. Sponsor

      

      
        5. Lowdocks

      

      
        6. Challenges

      

      
        7. Concordance

      

      
        8. Bait

      

      
        9. Allegiance

      

      
        10. Puzzle

      

      
        11. Suborned

      

      
        12. Audience

      

      
        13. Augury

      

      
        14. Answers

      

      
        Interlude: Starbound

      

      
        15. Assignment

      

      
        16. Team

      

      
        17. Debts

      

      
        18. Bet

      

      
        19. Plans

      

      
        20. Dharyas

      

      
        21. Broken

      

      
        22. Darkness

      

      
        23. Sloop

      

      
        24. Message

      

      
        25. Ideth

      

      
        26. Breakers

      

      
        27. Gift

      

      
        Epilogue: Void

      

    

    
      
        A note from the author

      

      
        Glossary

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Delilah Waan

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of the Ngutoccai continent]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Ennuost Yrg]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: ANCHOR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          THE 19TH DAY OF EARLY SUMMER, 530 A.E./A.F.

        

      

    

    
      Azosh-ek trembled as the first sacrifice toppled over, face first, onto packed earth.

      He tried not to breathe, but it did no good. The after-echoes of the heathen’s death surrounded him like flames. Hundreds of tiny, purple-edged wisps of gold licked at his bloodied robe, squeezing through the needle holes and seams of the fabric to curl around his skin.

      Bile burned in his throat at the sight. He ought to weep—no, he needed to flee! While this city of unbelievers did not keep a proper starwatch, there were regular patrols, and the next one was due to arrive any moment. But a wild laugh escaped his lips, one that made him want to embrace the night and dance.

      Azosh-ek did none of those things.

      He turned the body over instead and frantically hacked away at the corpse with the sacred blade Iweth-na had left behind—like some hog butcher using a common knife.

      This…

      This was all wrong.

      Even reclaiming his anchor from the heathen’s neck—feeling the weight of its black chain settle across his collarbones, its cool crystalline bite, and the familiar drain on his emotions—failed to comfort him. Iweth-na’s absence from his mind was a yawning void. It gaped open like the dead man’s chest, ragged edges alternating with neat incisions. Nothing like his usual delicate knifework; without Iweth-na to rule over his conflicting compulsions, his shaking hands had made a mockery of the holy rite.

      Stars were not supposed to be alone. Not unless they were damned.

      He carefully arranged the limbs, then opened a vein in his left arm to add an offering of his own. That was not part of his instructions, merely ritual tradition. Uvesht-mo said the forms did not matter, but the forms were all he had left.

      May the Starfather look past his transgressions and judge him on faith alone.

      His work complete, Azosh-ek stood stiffly, sacred blade in one hand, lumpy crystal in the other, and turned away from the mouth of the courtyard, towards the street. The moon was high now, a silver blaze that burned away the deepnight shadows in the courtyard, and he could hear the distant tread of booted feet.

      Time to be gone.
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          PETITION DAY THE 22ND DAY OF EARLY SUMMER, 530 A.E./A.F.

        

      

    

    
      Propping open her ink-splattered parchment with her elbows, Rahelu regarded her only means of getting her family out of their miserable existence in the Lowdocks and wished she could start over. Her cramped letters were barely visible—she had diluted her squid ink with so much water it left her brush pen as a faint gray trail.

      If only she could afford proper resonance ink! Then she could attach her memories as proof of her abilities instead of relying on mere words.

      It doesn’t matter, she told herself as the dim light from the lamp flickered. By some miracle, the meager amount of fish oil had lasted all night. The Houses will read every word of every Petition, no matter how unpolished, as long as I submit it on time.

      The very last essay question swam before her heavy eyes:

      
        
        Enumerate the reasons why you would be an asset as a Supplicant. Provide specific examples of your mastery of the resonance disciplines.

      

      

      Another one. Another question asking her to sell herself. The nonsense she’d written in response would make anyone laugh:

      
        
        I am an experienced hunter (solo and group) with knife, spear, and rope-net, with over a thousand kills to my spear.

      

      

      If fishing qualified. According to the Isonn trainees, it didn’t—even if you needed quite a lot of skill to spear a moving target underwater—because fish weren’t capable of spearing back.

      
        
        I can hit a medium-sized target nine times in ten at a distance of twenty-five strides, or four times in five at thirty-five strides. My best verified throw is⁠—

      

      

      The lamp guttered out, plunging the interior of the hut into darkness. Thankfully, she could see just the faintest hint of the sky beginning to lighten, so she quietly gathered up her parchment, brush pen, the broken glass bottle that passed as her inkstand, and the half-splintered wooden stool she had been using as a desk.

      She was not quiet enough and her mother stirred. “Nela?”

      “Go back to sleep, anma,” Rahelu said. “There is still another half-span before dawn.”

      Her mother sat up, and Rahelu braced herself for what was coming next.

      “You did not sleep again.” Disapproval emanated from her mother’s figure in slow, rolling waves of resonance that filled their cramped living quarters like the rising tide.

      Maybe she should ask her mother for help. Her mother could sell anything to anybody, even with only broken Aleznuaweithish and gestures.

      But Petitioning was Rahelu’s responsibility, not her mother’s, so Rahelu only said, “It will be fine, anma. I am almost done,” and ducked past the thin cotton sheet.

      Rahelu walked several hundred strides down the rocky hillside until distance softened those waves of resonance to gentle lapping. There, submerged in the shallows of her mother’s disapproval, she set up her makeshift study on a lonely patch of damp grass to review her Petition for the eighth time.

      Was there anything, anything else she could possibly write, at all, to convince the Houses to accept her as a Petitioner?

      Another quarter-span of hard thinking yielded no further ideas, though it did bring her father out, burdened with an assortment of nets, poles, traps, and her breakfast.

      Rahelu leapt up to take the dented wooden bowl from him so he wouldn’t have to bend down. As he released his grip, she clipped the side of the stool with her knee, sending her inkstand and parchment sliding.

      Shit!

      She lunged forward and saved her Petition—at the minor cost of several slices on three fingertips, one large ink stain, and her breakfast.

      Her father kept his resonance aura muted, as always, but after her first year of Guild training, she’d gotten good enough to Seek out the emotions beneath his untrained Obfuscation. Right now, his aura was full of resignation, thoroughly tempered with love.

      Her mother, however, her mother’s exasperation—if she discovered this—was such a virtual certainty that an echo of that possible future manifested at Rahelu’s mere thought:

      
        
        ‘How can you be so clumsy? Look at all this wasted food!’ Her mother waves the bowl in her face, with only a smattering of rice grains and smaller flakes of boiled fish still stuck to the inside. ‘Do you know how much this costs? A single grain of rice⁠—’

      

      

      Rahelu swiped her bleeding fingers through the ghostly vision and cut off the Augury. “Please don’t tell anma.”

      Her father took out a bamboo-leaf-wrapped parcel of smoked fish from his tunic pocket and offered it to her; just as silently, she shook her head and sat back down, righting her fallen stool and parchment.

      “See you at the pier at sundown,” her father said.

      He did not add ‘with good news’; he only ruffled her hair—like she was still a child—and trudged down the hill towards the Lowdocks proper, leaving her to salvage what she could.

      The damage to her Petition was contained to one unsightly splotch that had obliterated the rubbish she’d written about the number of kills to her spear, but putting her food back in the bowl was a lost cause.

      Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes as she chewed on handfuls of cold rice, boiled fish, and grass.

      Stupid.

      Food was food.

      And the Houses would not judge her Petition on something as trivial as penmanship.

      When it came to recruiting Petitioners, the Houses cast a wide net on purpose. They didn’t want to miss any resonance talent. In the Dominion of Aleznuaweite, anyone could rise above their station if they worked hard and persevered.

      That was the dream that had driven her parents to give up everything and move to the city of Ennuost Yrg. Rahelu shared that dream; she had sworn, with all the solemnity of a twelve-year-old child, to achieve it at all costs. It was the hope that sustained them through the bitter reality of scraping by in the Lowdocks.

      And finally, after seven long years, that dream was within reach.

      If Rahelu’s Petition was good enough to be accepted.

      
        
        Applicant Rahelu

      

      

      Of no House and no family name.

      And no sponsor.

      Her Guild instructors had either given her blunt suggestions to invest in private tutoring (she’d nearly choked holding in her hysterical laughter at the notion) or had already reached their sponsorship limits.

      Well, having a sponsor wasn’t a mandatory requirement. No sense in worrying about something she couldn’t control.

      
        
        Guild rating: Graduate in good standing (accredited on the 15th day of early summer, 530 A.F.)

      

      

      Rahelu’s parents had not attended the grand ceremony last week. She had not expected them to; truthfully, she had not wanted to attend either.

      
        
        Seeking: Beginner

        Projection: Elementary

        Obfuscation: Elementary

        Evocation: Intermediate

        Augury/Fortunement: Novice

      

      

      The Guild’s violet seal was stamped over the words; it shimmered faintly in the predawn light. She traced the lines with one nail, its edge catching on the tiny bumps of dried resonance crystal dust. Her fingertip tingled, and she was pulled back in time to the Guild Registrar’s office two days ago:

      
        
        The Guild Registrar wrinkles his nose at the unkempt girl before him. The odor of fish is overpowering the potted starbloom he keeps in his office for this very purpose and his resonance aura shifts into a queasy green-brown.

        Her aura flares an indignant red in response—poor emotional control—as he authenticates her rating. Not the worst he’s seen—actually a good deal better than some House-born—but not good enough for a sponsor.

        No doubt he’d see her year after year, until she realizes her time would be better spent focusing on her family’s trade.

      

      

      Stormbringer. Whoever reviewed her Petition would see that too. She wanted to dismiss the Guild Registrar’s opinions, just like he had dismissed her, but she couldn’t argue with his points.

      She didn’t have any more time to agonize, though, because the sun was about to peek over the horizon.

      Rahelu hurried back up the hill towards their cramped little hut, cursing. She’d idled for far too long, and now they would be late. There was still ink and blood to be washed off her hands and⁠—

      A hundred strides away, just outside their doorway, were two people wearing the forest-green-and-tan of House Isonn: a clerk brandishing a scroll and a heavily muscled bailiff who towered over her mother.

      “Move!” Muscles said, her words carrying easily in the quiet of early dawn. “You had your final warning two days ago, and still you did not make your lease payment by sundown yesterday.”

      That money had gone to the Guild. To pay the processing fee for authenticating Rahelu’s Petition.

      Her mother bowed but stayed planted in their doorway. “We are sorry to be late,” she said in broken, heavily accented Aleznuaweithish. “We sell more fish today. Tomorrow. We pay tomorrow. Yes?”

      Eighty strides to go.

      Rahelu dropped the stool, her brush pen, and broken glass bottle and ran, rolling up her Petition and tucking it inside her tunic as her sandaled feet pounded up the rocky hillside.

      “The House has given you lenient terms—well beyond the norm—and you have abused the House’s generosity for far too long,” the clerk said. “This is a lease with a defined schedule of installments, not an act of charity. Step aside so we can inventory and seize the assets you have in lieu of the overdue repayments.”

      Fifty strides.

      “Yes, I understand we need to make the repayment.” Her mother’s resonance aura was full of swirling gray confusion; she spread empty hands. “We pay some later today, after we sell more fish. And we pay more money tomorrow. Please.”

      “Dumb Chanazian ghelik doesn’t understand,” Muscles said to the clerk and spat.

      Rahelu’s face flushed. Familiar old anger seethed; out past her resonance ward, turning her aura a glowing red.

      “There’ll be nothing inside worth hauling away. Just note that down so we can get out of this stinking slum. You can revoke the validity of the fishing license on that junk vessel back at headquarters, and I can go back to sleep.  This is no decent span for respectable folks to be up.”

      Twenty strides. Muscles was twenty strides away.

      “I can’t do that without completing a physical inventory; it won’t pass an audit from the House Seekers⁠—”

      Ten.

      “—so just do what you need to do to move her out of the way.”

      “Hey!” Rahelu shouted, trying to bury her anger. Anger wasn’t going to help; she needed something else. She drew on the swirling confusion around her mother, shaping the resonance into a fuzzy gray spear that vibrated with uncertainty.

      The three figures at the top of the hill looked down in her direction. Pale gold relief broke through her mother’s aura as Rahelu pulled every last bit of confusion into her Projection, but her arrival made no difference to the pair representing House Isonn.

      “Wait!” Rahelu cried.

      The bailiff strode forward with both hands out, reaching for Rahelu’s mother, so Rahelu cast her Projection.

      The spear of confusion shone a ghostly gray in her resonance sight—edges as clearly detailed as her real spear—and crashed into the Isonn bailiff’s unguarded back.

      Muscles stumbled, hands falling to her sides, then she turned around and around on the spot, her eyes darting from one figure to the next until her gaze landed on the clerk.

      “You. You’re…” The bailiff blinked. “I’m supposed to…” Blinked again. “I’m supposed to take you in, unless you can pay up.” She took three uncertain steps towards the clerk before she stood still, eyes unfocused.

      The clerk had backed away from his colleague, but his eyes stayed on Rahelu. “You attacked a legally appointed representative of House Isonn,” he said. “You’ll go straight to the Tidelocks for this as soon as I report you.”

      “You improperly authorized a physical assault on an unarmed citizen,” Rahelu said, brushing past the clerk and the confused bailiff to stand in front of her mother.

      “She was obstructing us from performing our duties!”

      “Is that a formal accusation?” Rahelu asked. “Then, as a blood relative of a Resonance Guild member, she’ll be exercising her rights to a public defense and an interpreter. I will register your accusation with the Hall of Judgment this eartharc, and then we’ll see whose testimony stands up to a direct Seeking.”

      The clerk swallowed. “No need to complicate matters by involving the Adjudicators.” He waved his scroll at her mother. “Just get her to move so I can do my inventory. Or better yet, pay the damned overdue installment, and we’ll forget about this.”

      “The only assets we’ve got that are worth anything are three baskets of smoked fish.” Rahelu stepped to one side, gently tugging on her mother’s elbow and lifting the curtain so the clerk could crane his neck to see inside their hut. “The market value—which I’m willing to swear to before an independent Seeker—is eighty-six copper kez. You’re welcome to take them with you and sell them yourself, or you can extend the payment deadline, as my mother requested, and we’ll get you the coin tomorrow.”

      “What about that spear?” The clerk pointed at Rahelu’s primary weapon, which was propped up against the far wall of their hut. “That’s solid ash and quality steel.” He eyed the ring on her left hand. “And you’re wearing resonance crystal.”

      Rahelu laughed. “Get in line. Those belong to the Guild. Now, are you going to save us the trouble of hauling these baskets to Market Square or not?”

      “Half the coin by sundown today and the other half by sundown tomorrow,” the clerk said through gritted teeth. “And if you’re a heartbeat late on either payment, the House will exercise its rights with respect to the termination clauses in the lease and revoke your fishing license as my colleague has suggested.”

      “Agreed,” Rahelu said as the bailiff finally recovered her wits.

      Muscles scowled, fists balled up and ready to swing. “You little shit.”

      Rahelu put her own fists up and smiled back as she shifted into a defensive hand-to-hand combat stance. The older woman stood a hand-and-a-half taller, so she would have the advantage of height and reach. No doubt the bailiff knew how to fight, but the sloppiness of her stance suggested that she’d spent far more time lifting weights and intimidating ordinary citizens than exchanging blows with someone else trained in combat.

      Rahelu, on the other hand, had spent the last five years sparring on a daily basis—and most of her opponents, including Nheras of Ilyn in particular, had the same advantages of height and reach, as well as a privileged House-born’s access to private tutoring.

      If it came down to a fair fight, Rahelu was reasonably certain she could hold her own.

      She was reasonably certain the bailiff knew that too.

      “Put your hackles down and let’s go,” the clerk said to the bailiff. “We’ve got another four visits to make before the first span.”

      Muscles glowered, then spat in Rahelu’s face. The anger she’d suppressed so carefully boiled over, flooding the ambient resonance, and all she could see was red.

      She was going to beat that muscle-bound bully until the bailiff was bruised and swollen beyond recognition and⁠—

      Her mother’s voice—and her mother’s vise-like grip on her elbow—cut through the bloody mists conjured by her anger.

      “Thank you,” her mother said, dragging Rahelu down into a low bow. “House Isonn is kind. We will not be late.”

      The two of them stayed like that, with their foreheads pressed to the ground, until the clerk and the bailiff were gone, and it was safe to get up.

      Her mother immediately smacked Rahelu in the back of her head.

      “Ow!”

      “Idiot girl! What have I told you about showing respect?”

      “Those two bullies don’t deserve respect.”

      “They represent House Isonn, and so they are entitled to respect. It is not your place to judge whether they deserve it.” Her mother shook her head. “Go wash your face and hands. If we hurry, we may still arrive before Hzin.”
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      Rahelu and her mother raced the light of the rising sun westward through the terraced streets of Ennuost Yrg. By some miracle of the Starfather, they didn’t slip once on the treacherous stair to the Temple district, and not a soul accosted them along the way to demand tribute.

      Even so, they could not catch up to the leading edge of the eartharc rays sweeping across the city. By the time they staggered into Market Square on shaky legs, breath rasping in their lungs, the Isonn live fish haulers had already come and gone. They’d put the leaky barrel with her father’s latest catch in a cursed inconvenient spot—between the southern entry to the pavilion and the east-west thoroughfare where there was no shade.

      The barrel should have been waiting for them in their stall, next to a tank newly filled with seawater. Except Hzin and his son had got there first. Not only had they laid out reed mats and full baskets to claim the prime position, but they’d also parked their rickety handcart strategically to claim the second-best stall, bumping all five of the other seafood hawkers down one spot, leaving no room for Rahelu and her mother.

      “Damn him to the seventh hell,” her mother said, muttering Chanazian curses under her breath. “May the Stormbringer cut off that rapacious devil’s grasping hands and shriveled testicles for bait and gulls peck out his covetous eyes.”

      Hzin didn’t understand a word, but he and Rahelu’s mother were practiced partners in this dance. The rotund little man looked up from counting his coins and smirked, sky-blue satisfaction pouring out of his resonance aura. “You are very late, Jenura. I hope there was no trouble.”

      “No trouble,” her mother said. “Just other things to do.” There was not the slightest hint of yellow in her mother’s resonance aura to betray the truth. “Today a very important day.”

      “Ah, but of course.” Hzin’s eyes darted to Rahelu, and the ambient resonance in his double-sized stall was marred by a flicker of violet-green. “This year is a good year for Petitioning.”

      Rumor held that more Petitioners would be accepted than usual, and Rahelu believed it. Earlier in the spring, the Exalted Dominance had proclaimed that Aleznuaweite would be expanding its terms of trade with its trading partners, which meant the Houses needed to see to the details of that expansion—and they didn’t have enough capable mages to fill all of those new posts. Some Houses had resorted to hiring mercenaries to cover their labor shortage.

      “You are blessed by the Earthgiver to have such a clever daughter.”

      “Only in some things,” her mother demurred, then looked at Hzin’s son, who sat by the stall’s saltwater tank with his legs crossed and eyes closed in meditation. “The Earthgiver has also favored you, Hzin, with such an obedient, hard-working son.”

      Fourteen years old and slight for his age, Bzel had tried to pass the Guild’s entrance tests for three years running without success; today would be his fourth attempt. Rahelu felt the scratching of his untrained Seeking across her resonance aura like skittering cockroaches.

      She poked his knee with the toe of her sandal, breaking his trance. “I told you not to practice today,” she said. “You’ll tire yourself out.”

      “Sorry.” Bzel grimaced and rubbed both eyes. “I didn’t forget; I just…I’m just making sure I’m ready.”

      He wasn’t remotely ready. Rahelu had tried coaching him from time to time in exchange for Hzin ceding the better stall position to her mother, but he lacked a certain instinct for the resonance disciplines that she didn’t know how to explain and the funds for a private tutor who was more qualified.

      “Starfather bless you, Bzel,” her mother continued. “Your parents must be proud. You have worked very hard.”

      But no matter how hard Hzin’s son tried, Rahelu doubted he would ever pass the Guild entrance tests—she herself had only succeeded due to a combination of natural aptitude and sheer luck.

      “And may the Starfather bless you too, Rahelu.” The green in Hzin’s aura deepened until it was the same hue as the Aleituan Sea. “You’ll remember old Hzin, won’t you, when you’re a Dedicate?”

      There was no sincerity behind those words, but it was nice to hear them anyway, so she responded in kind: “Yes.”

      “Please excuse us,” her mother said. “We still have many things to do.”

      She turned south, away from the seafood stalls and their saltwater tanks, back bent underneath the weight of a full basket.

      Hzin resumed counting his coins.

      “Wait for me by the north entrance,” Rahelu said to Bzel. “And don’t even think about trying more Seeking, unless you want to faint from resonance backlash again. I won’t be there to carry you home this time.”

      “But I will pass this time, just like the Houses will accept your Petition.” Bzel’s wide-eyed stare was full of hope; how he managed to hang on to that while growing up in the Lowdocks was one of the Starfather’s own mysteries. “Right?”

      “Sure,” Rahelu said and followed her mother, thankful that nobody present had the ability to see past her Obfuscation of the truth.

      Eventually, they found an unoccupied spot in a barely trafficked corner, behind a spice merchant and a peddler hawking a dubious assortment of probably illegal potions, cures, and curios.

      Rahelu helped her mother set out their baskets and drag their leaky barrel over. She couldn’t tell if the fish inside were lethargic because they needed a change of seawater or because there was no room for them to swim around.

      The spice merchant glared. “Can’t you set up somewhere else? The stench of your rotten fish will scare away all of my customers!”

      Rahelu opened her mouth to respond, but her mother smoothly elbowed her to one side and bowed.

      “We are sorry to disturb you. Our usual place was not available. Perhaps you would like some fresh fish for your midday meal? We have many goldtrout, caught just three spans ago.”

      “Anma!” Rahelu hissed under her breath in Chanazian. “He’ll take all the fresh goldtrout, maybe even a whole basket! And he won’t pay for it.”

      “Better than to lose it all,” her mother muttered back.

      “We don’t have enough silverbream or sweetcod to make up the difference.”

      “Perhaps the Stormbringer will bless your aban today. And we still have tonight. I may be able to find some squid.”

      “Tonight, I will go too,” Rahelu said.

      “You will not,” her mother said. “Today, the Houses will accept your Petition. Tonight, you must stay home and rest, so you may do your best in the challenges tomorrow.”

      Seeking or not, Rahelu couldn’t tell whether her mother’s statement was a vote of confidence in her capabilities or a command to do the impossible in spite of her deficiencies. “But⁠—”

      “Aban and I will take care of the repayment. We have sailed through more storms than you’ve baited hooks.”

      Talking to her mother was no use, so Rahelu gritted her teeth, wiped her hands, and checked that her Petition scroll was tucked securely into her waistband.

      “I will come back as soon as I can,” she said and went to collect Bzel, leaving her mother to haggle with the spice merchant.
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        * * *

      

      The city of Ennuost Yrg was always crowded on Petition Day, but this—this was something else.

      Would-be Petitioners lined up on the left side of the Guild’s great oaken gates. The queue stretched out into the street and wound past the Northroad, wrapping all the way around the city block until the end doubled back to meet its middle at the entrance to the Guild.

      Rahelu’s heart sank as she assessed her competition: every single applicant in the line was common-born—those she knew on sight were outnumbered ten-to-one by unfamiliar faces. These strangers wore heavy travel packs and—as the line moved—shuffled with the weariness of people who had headed straight for the Guild as soon as the city gates had opened after a week of traveling from dawn to dusk.  Most were already past their second decade, bearing well-worn weapons and resonance crystal pendants, and carried themselves with the confidence of independent mages.

      She herded the gawking Bzel past the gates and inside the administrative building, where a much smaller line of applicants waited in front of the Guild Registrar’s office.

      “Luck, Rahelu,” Bzel said, his voice tremulous as she deposited him at the end of his queue.

      Rahelu tried not to notice how very ragged and small he looked in his rough homespun linen next to the others, who were all clad in the fine cotton dress tunics and trousers of House-born. Memory rose unbidden in her mind—a shining silver coin, a storm of foreign words, bruises all over her skin—and she pushed it away, before it could become an Evocation.

      “Luck, Bzel.” She squeezed his shoulder, then turned away, marching back through the doors and out the gate.

      She was in such a hurry that she nearly collided with a tall, red-headed youth and a tanned girl with sun-bleached hair climbing out of an elaborately carved palanquin painted pale green with shimmering sky-blue curtains.

      The Ideth boy’s eyes widened as he started forward, reaching out a hand, and Rahelu immediately shied away.

      “Sorry!” she said, raising both hands defensively and bowing as she backed away towards the line for common-born Petitions.

      House-born, as a rule, were touchy about being disrespected.

      She braced herself for pursuit—he looked determined to come after her. Fortunately, his companion caught him by the arm and dragged him away into the courtyard, hissing furiously in his ear the whole time, allowing Rahelu to escape to join her own queue.

      It would be at least two spans, perhaps longer, before it was her turn. She passed the time balancing on one sandaled foot, idly scratching incomplete resonance wards into the dusty ground with the toe of her other sandal as she watched more House-born applicants arrive. They breezed through the right side of the gate with their sponsored Petitions, emerging not even a quarter-span later to be carried off to one idle amusement or another.

      “I’ve half a mind to not go to the Ilyn party tonight,” said one applicant wearing the purple-and-black of House Isilc. “Not after I had to suffer through their pitiful excuse of a graduation banquet last month.”

      “The food was an embarrassment,” said another. He wore a coiled whip on his belt. “Only a selection of fifty dishes and not a single one with crystal pear or even iced fruits. Hardly anybody ate anything—not even the dogs.”

      The dogs.

      Instead of a faint scratch that barely disturbed the gravel, the next line Rahelu drew was a deep gouge in the road.

      These spoiled brats were so fucking rich that their dogs ate better than she did.

      “What could you possibly expect from a new House? Gilt paint won’t change a sow into a mare. Be glad they’re throwing their daughter at Ideth and not us,” said the first House-born as she vanished inside an ebony palanquin covered in gold leaf.

      “Small relief that.” The Isilc House-born with the whip snorted. “House Ilyn is spending kez like a dreamleaf addict in an apothecary, and now I’m saddled with her and the rest of those climbers for the first challenge. If she didn’t have the makings of a decent Harbinger…” He, too, disappeared behind the palanquin’s lilac gauze curtains.

      One of the House-born rapped out a coded sequence, and the four bearers hoisted the lacquered affair onto their shoulders in one smooth, coordinated motion, trotting off towards the Sunset district.

      The line ahead of her shuffled, and Rahelu abandoned the current ward she was sketching to practice another design: one that deflected resonance instead of suppressing it. She visualized the impractical form—a rough square surrounding the Guild complex (inefficient, but she couldn’t leave her place in line to make it circular), its uneven, jagged lines bristling outwards, like the spines on a sea urchin—and poured her concentration into reproducing the ward in rough gravel, a task complicated enough to force her to stop stewing over House-born privilege and focus.

      She soon settled into a comfortable rhythm: move up the queue by two strides; extend the foundation line with her heel; carve out the ward’s extensions with the outside of her sandal; repeat. A span-and-a-half later, her position in the queue had looped most of the way around the block. Another quarter-span and she’d finally make it around the corner, through the Guild gates and into the courtyard beyond, to submit her Petition.

      “Let’s get this farce over with,” said a reedy, nasal voice Rahelu would rather not recognize at all.

      Rahelu looked up to see Nheras of Ilyn and her cousins stepping out of a red-and-cream palanquin. All three scions of House Ilyn wore their focus stones—twice the size of Rahelu’s Guild-issued training resonance crystal—on a silver chain around their necks.

      “I’ve an appointment at Shuath’s,” Nheras said as she swaggered up the street, jeweled armbands and earrings jangling, with Bhemol and Kiran trailing in her wake like two starving alley mutts. Her disdainful eyes roved over the line of common-born applicants; she gave an audible sniff and a wrinkle of her nose when she saw Rahelu. “And I’d rather not arrive with my clothes stinking like this rabble.”

      Rahelu scowled back. Over the years, Nheras had made thousands of snide little remarks like that. Every time Rahelu had given in to her desire to pummel the Ilyn girl in the face, things had ended badly.

      She was not going to let Nheras get to her. Not today. If Rahelu gave insult for insult, Nheras would take it as an act of provocation (never mind that she’d done the insulting first), and none of them would leave with their dignity intact. Besides, Nheras never took well to being ignored, so ignoring Nheras was the best way to piss her off.

      Rahelu went back to drawing the final lines of her ward.

      “I don’t see why we need to show up and hand in these dumb Petitions personally,” Kiran said, hands in his pockets. “Any messenger could have done the same.”

      “It’s the principle of equality.” Bhemol rolled his eyes. “As if anybody is stupid enough to believe in that.”

      Rahelu’s foot jerked. One of her extension lines went too far, crossing past the ward’s foundation lines and rendering the construction useless. A bright red flare surged past her personal ward before she could suppress it, lighting up her resonance aura.

      Rahelu breathed, repeating her mantra over and over in her head. I control my emotions; they do not control me. Bhemol was an entitled ass whose opinion was about as informed as Lowdocks gossip. The ward she’d been tracing on the ground was just something to pass the time; it didn’t matter.

      She restrained herself, hurling one hard glare at the three House-born instead of a Projection.

      Her eyes met Nheras’s and the Ilyn girl sneered. “Clearly, many are, including some who should know better. The Houses really ought to change this outdated practice of letting anybody submit a Petition. It’s hardly fair to take their coin when most of them don’t stand a chance.”

      Rahelu abandoned her incomplete ward and her earlier resolution to stay silent and scoffed. Loudly.

      “What are you doing?” someone behind her in line hissed. “Let it go.”

      She ignored the admonition and the temptation to shape the anger rushing through her veins; kept her voice calm and steady as her eyes wandered over each of the Ilyn applicants. “Two in three House-born don’t either.”

      “Nobody asked your opinion, fish guts,” Bhemol said. “Why don’t you crawl back to the Lowdocks instead of stinking up the place?”

      “Nobody asked yours,” Rahelu said, clasping her hands behind her back. “Yet here you are, inflicting our ears with your idiocy.”

      The girl ahead of her turned around and glared. “Will you shut up? Don’t make things worse for the rest of us.”

      Kiran sauntered forward with one hand on his dueling cane. The other common-born applicants in the line melted away at his approach, leaving a space around Rahelu. “Bhemol asked you a question, fish guts. When a House speaks, you answer.”

      Rahelu shaded her eyes and made a show of looking left, then right and back, then shrugged. “Well, let me know when somebody sworn to a House shows up, and I’ll answer to them. Last I checked, neither being spawned of your father’s seed nor crawling out of your mother’s womb guaranteed you a place in their Houses.”

      Bhemol growled and stepped up beside Kiran. “You don’t belong here. Go back to the gutters, or better yet, to Chanaz. Don’t shame the Guild; no House will take someone like you.”

      “House Isca took Tsenjhe. She’s a Dedicate now.”

      Nheras arched one elegantly plucked brow. “Ideth’s harlot is your shining example?” Her resonance aura rippled, shimmering with orange-amusement as her two followers snorted and laughed.

      “If that’s so, then you’ve been focusing on the wrong kind of petition,” Kiran said, strolling around Rahelu, so she had to choose between turning to keep him in view and exposing her back to Bhemol and Nheras, letting him get behind her, or stepping out of line altogether.

      The last one wasn’t an option; not that the first two were real options either. Rahelu hedged and turned sideways so she could stay in line as Kiran circled her, keeping him to her left and the other two Ilyn applicants to her right.

      But Nheras and Bhemol had also closed in, giving the rest of the common-born applicants other ideas: they reformed the line around her confrontation with Ilyn, cutting her out of the queue entirely.

      Fuck! She should have kept her mouth shut.

      Rahelu backed away slowly towards the opening of the next alley, keeping all three Ilyn applicants in front of her. Allowing them to chase her away would satisfy their pride; she could lose them in the back streets, hide for a quarter-span, then rejoin the back of the line after Nheras and her cousins were long gone.

      They passed the northwest corner of the Guild’s outer wall. Rahelu spun around to duck into the alley, but Kiran had anticipated her. Before she could run, he grabbed her with both hands and shoved her into the wall. Rahelu cried out as she slammed into rough brick, though she managed to turn her head in time to take the impact on the right side of her face.

      “If you’re so keen to follow in her footsteps, why don’t you get on your knees?” He had her pinned with a forearm across her shoulders. “I confess I don’t understand the Ideth obsession with Chanaz, but I’m an open-minded man.”

      His resonance aura surged, suffocating her with its deep purple-red thirst. He liked how she squirmed, caught between him and the wall; liked the brittle feel of the ivory shards in her aura as it resisted his; liked how she clenched her free hands into fists and stopped short of beating them against his thighs because striking a House-born meant certain retribution.

      “Petition me,” he said, his breath hot against her neck as he pressed his stiffened cock against her, his other hand fumbling at his belt buckle. “And if you are very skilled with your tongue, I might⁠—”

      Rahelu reached back, dug her nails into his crotch, then twisted viciously. Kiran screamed and collapsed to the ground behind her. She tried to run again, only to find her escape barred by the other two Ilyn applicants.

      Nheras Projected a sorrowful air while Bhemol looked ready to tear Rahelu limb from limb.

      “All these years, and you’ve never learned any better.” Gold-and-amethyst earrings, wrought in the sign of House Ilyn, chimed as Nheras shook her head. “If you’d simply apologized for your disrespect, I would have let it go. I have better things to do than to waste my time on you—you would never have made it to the challenges anyway. But I can’t allow a physical assault on a scion of House Ilyn to go unanswered.”

      “Assault?” Rahelu quashed the dull red anger-spear before it could burst through her aura. “He assaulted me.”

      Nheras waved off the truth as irrelevant. “Surrender your Petition,” she said, holding out her right hand and wiggling a set of perfectly painted nails in demand. “Before this gets ugly.”

      A wall to her left.

      A recovering Kiran in front, blocking the alley.

      Bhemol to her right, with Nheras cutting off the way back to the main street.

      Rahelu had no choice.

      She sent Kiran to the ground with another kick between his legs, dashed past down the alleyway, and nearly strangled herself on a clothesline. Behind her, three pairs of booted feet tromped over cobblestone, and she cursed her flimsy sandals, which were a hazard all on their own.

      She had to stay ahead, had to make it through to the Eastward, double back along Dedicate’s Way, lose Ilyn somewhere in Blackforge, before looping around to the Guild. She would be safe there, inside the courtyard: Nheras wouldn’t dare try anything under the watchful eyes of the Dedicates supervising the Petitions.

      Rahelu ducked around another corner, then leapt, cat-footed, up a stack of empty crates, swinging herself over the gutter and onto the rooftops. Shucking her sandals for better grip, she crouched down close to the roof tiles to keep her profile low and squat-crawled to the next house over.

      She paused in the shelter of a chimney that belched out the scent of roasting pork and closed her eyes for a quick Seeking:

      
        
        A tall figure, haloed in lines of gold over a darker green, stalks away towards the Guild gate, two streets over.

      

      

      Nheras.

      
        
        Two figures mill around the streets below. They wear shrouds of swirling gray confusion, leaving wispy trails of resonance behind as they search the east side of the Blackforge.

      

      

      Stormbringer be thanked. Bhemol and Kiran wouldn’t be catching up to her any time soon.

      Rahelu clung to her Seeking and opened watering eyes.

      Any Guild-trained mage could, of course, maintain a visualization of their resonance sense over the material world.

      Usually though, they were doing so in the controlled environs of a dedicated meditation chamber, not while they were scrambling over five more rooftops and dropping down two stories.

      She landed heavily, rolling to take the brunt of her fall on one shoulder. Bits of roof tiles cascaded to the ground around her; she groaned, winded, and didn’t bother with shielding her face.

      Right on cue, Nheras swanned around the corner to stand over her. Rahelu tried to get up, but Nheras tsked and planted a booted foot in her stomach.

      The trademark Ilyn smirk flashed across the taller girl’s face as she shook her head again. “Predictable.” She extended her right hand once more. “I’m asking nicely, one last time. Give me your Petition. Now.”

      Rahelu coughed and prepared to spit out a mouthful of bile onto the expensive lambskin boot digging into her midsection. As she did, Nheras casually ground her toe into Rahelu’s belly. She wheezed; the whole mess dribbled down her own chin instead.

      The other girl followed up with another stomp. Rahelu screamed and curled up on her right side in pain. She scrabbled around for something—anything!—but her left hand came up empty.

      Her right hand, though. Her right hand dug around in the open sewer and came up with gold.

      Of a sort.

      Nheras leaned down close, red-painted lips parted and readied with a victory taunt—and Rahelu lobbed her handful of squelchy, stinking sewer dung straight into Ilyn’s open mouth.

      Between the shrill screams of outrage, spluttered death threats, and wails of distress, Nheras sounded like three revenant shades from the sixth hell.

      It was the sweetest music Rahelu had ever heard.

      And the gate—oh, the gate!—it was only twenty strides away. She staggered to her feet and stumbled out of the alleyway. Her body nearly revolted; her intestines felt like Nheras had taken a warhammer to them instead of her boots.

      “Hey! Watch where you’re going!” someone shouted as she cut through in the wake of an orange-and-white palanquin. (She wasn’t so far gone as to dare cut in front.) “What do you⁠—”

      The rest of the words were lost to the roar of blood in her ears and the more ominous sounds of close pursuit.

      She tore down the road, thigh muscles burning, dodging a kitchen hand loaded down with two full pails of water, knocking a chandler onto his rear, bowing every which way in apology. She ran to the gate as if her life depended on it.

      One glance back at Nheras’s rage-filled eyes, and Rahelu decided her life probably did depend on it. She stretched her legs, tried to force her lungs into the measured breathing of Onneja’s eartharc meditation, and swung her arms more quickly, as if that would help her flee more swiftly.

      “Excuse me!” she yelled at the startled would-be Petitioners clustered around the entrance. “Please, excuse me! Coming through!”

      “A bounty!” Nheras shrieked from behind. “A bounty! House Ilyn will pay a bounty of fifty silver kez to anyone who apprehends this ghelik. I will have her head to satisfy my honor!”

      Oh no. No.

      Nonononono. She was so close. The gate was right there!

      But Nheras’s words had sparked a purple-greed conflagration that rippled through the crowd’s comingled aura.

      The other common-born applicants closed ranks against her.

      Before she could even think of another place to run to, another escape route, Nheras caught up. All pretense of House loftiness had vanished; the taller girl tackled her to the ground. Bits of gravel cut into her cheek as sharp nails dug into her back to snatch away her Petition.

      Her Petition. Her family’s only way out.

      She kept her forehead on the ground as she shuffled around, smearing road dust and gravel into the cuts on her face, and abased herself in front of Nheras’s lambskin boots. One, she noted with dim satisfaction (don’t think it don’t feel it or Nheras will see it), was caked with filth.

      “Give it back, Nheras,” she whimpered. “Please. I beg of you.”

      There was a crackle of parchment unrolling.

      “Please, Nheras,” she said again. “I will owe you a favor. One favor, with no conditions. Just give me back my Petition.”

      “I need no favors from a fish,” came the derisive retort.

      Rahelu cringed as those lambskin boots walked around her in a deliberate circle until they stopped beside her left ear.

      Nheras crouched down. “I tried to resolve this as pleasantly as I could, but you just couldn’t stay in your place, could you?” Her voice shook with fury. “No matter what I do or what I try, you always have to come along and ruin everything, and I am done with letting you get away with it.”

      The Ilyn girl stood up and raised her voice, so everyone within a thirty-stride radius could hear her. “I can’t believe you wasted ink on this Petition. I knew you were a terrible mage, but this? This is just embarrassing.”

      Rahelu’s hopes shriveled up and died, as Nheras read out her entire Petition to peals of laughter from the watching crowd. She remained face down in her obeisance, willing herself not to cry, knowing it was bad enough that everyone could see that she desperately wanted to anyway, just by looking at her aura.

      “You don’t belong here,” Nheras said as she finished her mocking recitation.

      The sound of valuable parchment tearing.

      Again.

      And again.

      And again, until the small ivory pieces of Rahelu’s dreams fluttered down around her head, and she was five years old all over again, lost in the first snows of winter.

      “Go back to Chanaz, fish guts.” Nheras wiped her filthy boot on Rahelu’s only tunic. “And stay out of my life.”

      The Ilyn girl stalked away, shouting for someone to fetch her a washbasin with scented water, fresh towels, and a change of clothes, leaving Rahelu to painstakingly dig through the gravel and gather the scattered pieces of parchment.

      She thanked the Starfather that Nheras had chosen to tear up her Petition instead of burning it.

      As long as she could find every single scrap, she still had a chance.
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      Rahelu limped into the unnamed laneway between the Smoking Phial and Gherorg’s Elixirs and stopped to catch her breath. Dragging her beaten-up, filth-splattered, bleeding carcass five hundred strides over to Blackforge had been agony, but the humiliation she’d suffered was worse.

      Being scorned by House-born was one thing, but being scorned by the other common-born applicants?

      That burned.

      How could they side with the House-born over her?

      It took her the better part of a span to find the entrance to the Tattered Quill. Like everything else in this part of the city, it was a third-rate establishment exactly as ramshackle as its name suggested. According to the scriveners guild, its proprietor, Xyuth, had barely met the requirements for a journeyman scrivener and was regularly late on his tithes. It was more surprising that he was able to pay his tithes at all—there was very little foot traffic in this part of the city.

      Rahelu entered to the muffled chime of a small bell, whose tongue had gathered a mouthful of dust, accompanied by the eerie creak of rusty hinges. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust—the shop’s shutterless windows were so grubby that hardly any light passed through and the few lamps scattered about did little to illuminate the interior. She followed a single set of half-footprints—the tracks had been partially swept away, probably by a hem of a long robe—from the creaky door towards the counter.

      Instead of the Copper Nib’s neat stores, the shelves here were organized haphazardly: sheaves of blank, low-grade parchment weighted down with a jumble of mundane ink sticks inside flimsy bamboo cases (odd); books on the more esoteric applications of the resonance disciplines were crammed in next to maps and Chanazian histories (even odder).

      All of it—including the jars of brush pens and yes, tattered quills—was coated with a fine layer of dust that stirred from the breeze of her passage, and she sneezed.

      The only thing that seemed cared for was the heavy bronze figure of the Earthgiver tucked away in the small, candlelit wall niche beside the counter. The statuette’s rounded curves gleamed, casting faint reflections on the rough wooden floors.

      Did Xyuth get any customers?

      A small sign on top of the counter (its precise letters read ‘BACK IN ONE QUARTER-SPAN’) suggested he did, though he’d not been considerate enough to indicate when he had departed. She duly waited, drumming her fingers on the ink-stained countertop for at least a few hundred heartbeats, but the small wooden door behind the counter remained firmly shut.

      A glance outside through the grimy windows told Rahelu it was nearly a span past high sun. For all she knew, the sign could have been sitting there since last week; its top edge was just as dusty as the shelves, even if its face was relatively clean.

      She should leave. Limp back to the Lowdocks and wash off what she could of her blood and the sewer muck. If she begged, Tlareth would relent and loan her a clean tunic that might let her step inside the Silver Seal without being thrown out immediately.

      Or…

      Rahelu’s eyes drifted past the counter and over to the rosewood cabinets lined up against the back wall, as incongruous as a squad of city guards on patrol in the Lowdocks. None of the drawers were labeled, and there were no locks on them, either.

      She slipped behind the counter and tugged on the knob of one of the smaller, flatter drawers. It opened without the least resistance, revealing an assortment of resonance crystal lenses resting on a velvet-lined tray.

      Not helpful.

      The next drawer contained a complicated-looking disassembly of metal parts and more resonance crystal lenses; the sixteen drawers after that contained tiny lead plates embossed with the letters of the Aleznuaweithish alphabet. Based on the rest of the shop’s wares, she had expected the letters to be all mixed together, but Xyuth had surprised her—each drawer only contained plates of a single letter.

      Rahelu rummaged her way through all forty drawers and found tweezers, penknives, more metal plates, thin steel wire, even more crystal lenses—everything except for violet resonance crystal dust.

      She tried to ram the last drawer back into its place, but she’d misaligned the trajectory of her motion, so instead of getting a satisfying clack, she added a sore wrist to her tally of injuries.

      Her aura trembled—ambient resonance warping around her as the urge to topple every one of the useless cabinets consumed her thoughts.

      Idiot! The throbbing pain in her stomach made it hard to think straight. I rule my emotions, she repeated to herself mentally. My emotions do not rule me. She was not going to make a fool of herself by struggling against a piece of furniture.

      Instead, she leaned against the shabby wooden door and closed her eyes, breathing deeply in the seven-count pattern for Seeking. It took an embarrassingly long time, more than thirty heartbeats, before she managed to focus:

      
        
        Two people in the workshop behind the door.

      

      

      Their distinct resonance signatures pulsed in her mind—an insistent tapping that she felt, rather than heard, as vibrations in her skull.

      
        
        One is a thin little man wearing a heavy smock. He wrings his hands as he paces from one side of the workshop to the other with short, hurried steps. Yellow spikes flicker over the churning purple-white mist in his aura and he keeps glancing at his companion.

      

      

      No, that wasn’t right. Xyuth’s attention was on the empty space in the middle of the workshop, as if it held the answers to all the questions in the world.

      
        
        His companion kneels on the floor in a rigid pose: veiled face lifted towards the ceiling and both hands outstretched to embrace the air. Her aura is the dim orange glow of a dying fire.

      

      

      That aura carried an unsettling buzz that made Rahelu’s teeth rattle.

      
        
        The woman’s low-pitched voice has the same sonorous tone as one of the Skymother’s chosen and the detached quality of someone deeply immersed in Seeking or Evocation, though she wears no leather armband to mark her as a Guild-trained mage. Her muffled chanting reverberates through the wooden door like a temple bell rung underwater; the words are a stream running over jagged rocks—smooth vowels, chopped consonants, and guttural gurgles.

        Xyuth freezes, his aura paling. His lips move as he advances on the woman⁠—

      

      

      Rahelu couldn’t make out his words through the door. (Not that it mattered. While she could swear in the Free Territories speech with impressive fluency, sensible conversation was beyond her.)

      
        
        The mage does not answer. He cries out; grabs the mage by her shoulders and shakes her furiously.

      

      

      What did that idiot think he was doing? Everyone knew not to disrupt a mage in the midst of a working! The best you could hope for was resonance backlash.

      And the worst?

      Rahelu dropped her Seeking and slammed her shoulder against the door before Xyuth could do permanent damage. Something rattled on the other side—Stormbringer, it was barred!—so she kicked it repeatedly instead.

      Fuck! That hurt.

      Tendrils of bone-white mist seeped through the gaps around the doorframe; Xyuth’s shouts piled one guttural phrase after another on top of the unknown mage’s screaming. The ambient resonance bled crimson, but Rahelu couldn’t tell whose pain it was.

      If only she had—no, her spear would be no use either; an ax would be ideal, but a mace would suffice. A mace, or⁠—

      Rahelu hobbled over to the small shrine, her ears full of Xyuth’s frantic pleas warring with the unknown mage’s panicked cries. Earthgiver, forgive this sacrilege, she prayed as she heaved the statuette out of the wall niche. It proved too heavy to grasp securely in her hands; she had to wrap both arms around the statue’s head and torso, lest she drop it and break her own toes. She swung, aiming for the join where the door’s edge met its jamb.

      WHAM!

      The door shuddered; she was rewarded with a fist-sized, splintered dent and a ringing ache that shot through her palms all the way up to her shoulders. Rahelu ignored the pain; backed up ten strides, adjusted her hold on the bronze figure, and charged.

      She crashed through into the cluttered workshop and immediately tripped on the threshold. The statuette slipped from her grasp to land on the floor with a hollow thunk, and only a quick twist saved her from being impaled upon the Earthgiver’s horns. More pain lanced through her right side as she rolled to her feet, head whipping around to catch her bearings.

      A solid brick wall to her right. Xyuth, cowering behind the worktable, his eyes screwed shut with a penknife in one shaking hand, to her left. Before her, ghostly overlapping echoes⁠—

      
        
        Xyuth, a woman, and a little girl stand before a small cottage in a wood, covered with leaves the color of burnished copper.

      

      

      
        
        He carries the girl with a ragdoll clutched tight to her chest, away from the woman’s dead body and the city gates.

      

      

      
        
        The little girl sits frozen in a small wall niche, a glittering black rock in her hands. The edge of the crimson pool rushes from his opened throat across the splintered floor until it laps at her bare toes.

      

      

      —and through those echoes, an open door.

      The unknown mage was gone.

      Rahelu stalked over to the workbench and glared down at Xyuth, who tried to disappear into his robes. “What in the Stormbringer’s name were you thinking?”

      The scrivener flinched and jabbed his penknife out in her general direction—a ridiculously ineffective gesture.

      “Stop that!” Rahelu snatched the penknife from his fingers and hurled it through the fading Augury; its point stuck in a gap between two wooden planks on the far wall. “I ought to report you to my Guild.”

      “G-guild?” Xyuth’s eyelids flickered as he glanced at her plain leather armband and the training resonance crystal on her left hand. “H-hello, hello!” He sagged in relief, his friendly tone not quite the right match for the pale gold suffusing his resonance aura.

      “Who was that?”

      He unfolded himself with the caution of a truewinter bloom unfurling its petals as he took in her battered condition. “I-I don’t know. A stranger. She came to me for a f—” He coughed. Faint strands of yellow-green threaded through his aura. “A favor.”

      Some favor, to be repaid with such a powerful Augury, even if it was only a small glimpse of his futures. The possible echoes felt like close probabilities, perhaps a few days or a few weeks away, though she wouldn’t swear to it under Seeking. Most mages, including herself, had little talent for true Augury.

      “What favor?”

      “Ah, ah, one of a…personal nature.” He didn’t meet her eyes.

      That was a lie; she could feel the tension in his resonance aura. She widened her eyes, straining to hold them open and unblinking, until her vision was a wash of pearlescent colors. The scrivener’s aura was a pulsing blue-green, laced through with nervous-yellow, but it shone bright and clear to her Seeking.

      No lie?

      Rahelu blinked and her vision returned to normal.

      “If the honorable Guild member would forgive this humble scrivener his unfortunate circumstances…” Xyuth crept out from behind the worktable and sidled towards the door she had broken. “I-I am closed for the day. Please, this way, this way.” He scuttled past her sideways, like a crabling fleeing from one rock pool to another.

      Rahelu followed.

      She could force the truth out of him—either by using a direct Seeking or by compelling him with Projection—but she didn’t have the legal grounds, the House backing, or the Guild rank to do that. He was clearly rattled by the Augury (she didn’t blame him; his futures did not look pleasant), the unknown mage was long gone, and she didn’t exactly have the time to investigate further.

      Best to drop the matter.

      He came to a dead stop at the sight of his ransacked cabinets, then rushed over to pull open the drawers with his resonance lenses. “Wh-what⁠—”

      “Uh.” Her cheeks were warm. “I’m sorry. That was me.”

      “You? Why?”

      “I was in need of urgent assistance and you were…otherwise preoccupied.”

      “You had no right!” He selected a lens, dropped it inside a velvet pouch, and closed it with a sharp tug on the drawstrings. “You—” The red tinges in his aura trembled then faded as he recalled himself with a deep breath. “What did you require?”

      Rahelu drew the scraps of her Petition out of her pocket and placed them on the ink-stained counter. “I need this document reconstructed.”

      “No.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “What?”

      “I am sorry, but I cannot help you.”

      “Cannot or will not?”

      “Why did you come, thieving through my shop, instead of putting your demands to the Silver Seal?” His quick fingers rifled through the square drawers with the tiny plates and sprinkled a handful of letters from each into another velvet pouch.

      Her earlier anger returned in full force. She was not a thief; had she found what she needed, she would have left…

      Not coin, because she didn’t have a single copper kez left in her purse, but she would have left a signed note. And come back later to pay her debt. Including the cost of the parchment she would have used for the note.

      Also, how dare he pretend to be the victim when he was a traitor? Xyuth had to be either smuggling goods, or information, or both, on top of providing forgeries—he had no other way of paying his guild tithes when his wares were coated with years’ worth of dust.

      “Why did you assault a mage in resonance trance? You could have crippled her!” She slammed her fist on the counter, wincing internally as she scattered her precious scraps. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t bring the Guild’s Harbingers down on you.”

      Xyuth stooped to pick up a fragment that had fallen off the counter and landed at his feet; a few of the lines scribed glittered faintly in the dim light of the shop lamps. He fitted a resonance crystal lens to the socket of his left eye, squinting as he examined the scrap. “Violet resonance ink—of the restricted hue reserved for the Resonance Guild’s exclusive use—on calfskin parchment. Made perhaps only three weeks ago: from the hands of Anest; her work is unmistakable.”

      He deliberately placed the fragment on top of the counter. This time, he met her eyes. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t report you to the city guard for reckless destruction of property—and to your Guild for attempted forgery.”

      Rahelu ground her teeth and started reaching for Projection. She’d already wasted far too much time. It would only take a few heartbeats to overwhelm him with her desperate need to reconstruct her Petition. After she got what she wanted, she would also need to ensure that he would not report her—not a difficult undertaking as she could simply heighten his natural aversion to approaching the city guard or the Guild.

      It was an elegant, brutally efficient solution.

      And exactly the kind of thing Nheras would do.

      Rahelu took a deep breath, relaxed her fist, and tried to summon the familiar mental image of a small lake beneath clear skies on a windless day. As she exhaled, she pushed that sense of gray-blue calm outwards into the ambient resonance until it solidified into a basic Obfuscation barrier.

      “Honored scrivener, I apologize for the grievous insult I have given,” she said and bowed. “I beg your forgiveness. Please.” She bowed again, even lower, then slid the pile of fragments towards him. “You will be well compensated.”

      Eventually. Once—if—her Petition was accepted. That was the first test on the path to becoming an acknowledged Petitioner. Supposing that she survived Petitioning, she was guaranteed a place with one of the eight Houses—and she’d have coin enough to repay her family’s debts and still have a fortune to spare.

      Xyuth paused in the middle of packing the complicated metal disassembly into a bamboo case to scrutinize her with his left eye. It looked unnaturally large through the resonance crystal lens.

      His Seeking was practiced—she could barely feel his perception at the boundary where her Obfuscation barrier ended and the ambient resonance began—but she could outlast him. He wouldn’t have the training or stamina required to hold a sustained Seeking; he certainly didn’t have the discipline to maintain control over his own emotions at the same time. Yellow-green anxiety was already worming its way through his resonance aura again.

      Rahelu dropped her barrier and her attempt to pretend she was anything other than what she was.

      “I don’t have any coin right now,” she said and resisted his Seeking no longer. “I will swear any oath you like, owe you any favor you desire, if you would help me put my Petition back together. Please.”

      He sighed. “I am sorry, my dear,” he repeated. “But I cannot help you. Document reconstruction is chancy at best. You should return to your Guild and have a new copy made.” He abandoned the half-packed bamboo case on the counter to grab a different sack and hurried towards his workroom.

      She scooped up her fragments and followed, feeling light-headed at his words. “Are you saying it cannot be done?”

      Inside, Xyuth’s bloody futures still flickered; he gave them a wide berth and averted his eyes as he ducked behind his workbench.

      That mage was 
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