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PART 1: BLACKROOT
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1. Tempest on a Calm Sea


A light swell muttered beneath the keel as the soft snores
of half a dozen men whispered from below decks, undisturbed by the furtive
scuffles above. As a gray dawn advanced over the near-calm sea, blood from the
night watch crept along the deck seams with each gentle swell.


Even the gulls remained silent.


His calloused bare feet padded the deck to the three tiny
wood-and-canvas boats slung from the vessel’s sides. It would take a sound
louder than footfalls or the death throes of his mates on watch to wake those
below decks. None of those sleeping so soundly had noticed the wilderberry-laced
wine he’d served with the chowder for the evening meal. The night helmsman had
held the course he needed, assured they all worked together to win a princely
ransom. This was too easy.


Tarps, nets and other gear fluttered to the sea’s smooth
surface in his wake as he padded along the rail. The sailor’s bloody knife,
gripped by coarse, sun-browned fingers, delved deep into the canvas boat
bottoms. He wrenched apart the narrow staves and brittle planks, sparing only
one dinghy at the stern.


Peering into the growing morning, he sought the markers for
the submerged reef, behind which the sea reared in a curl of surf. No other
relief marked the horizon south, east, or west. The land to the north would remain
a hesitant dark line even in full day. There, most of the smaller fishing
vessels had yet to clear port headed for the safer grounds near shore. He
opened the hatch to the shallow hold where the stench of pickling brine and
fish gasped out at him, even though the crew never intended to set nets. During
his work, the vessel slid off what little wind pre-dawn gave him, the sails
falling limp and luffing as the vessel slowed. He quickly adjusted the point of
sail to face the markers dead on.


As the waking hour neared, he felt his heart rate
quickening. He hurried through the galley, which still stunk of chowder in
unwashed bowls and the wine staining empty flagons, to the tiny cabins tucked
up against the stern. There, their three bound captives—each brazenly snatched during
unguarded moments from inns and even a privy—now awaited him.


He eased open a cabin door. Faint light filtered through a
slit of porthole to outline the three men sleeping within. His hand covered the
mouth of the nearest and slit his victim’s throat with less emotion than if
eviscerating a fish. 


Fitting, he thought, that the king’s firstborn should be the
first Kael to fall. The prince struggled only feebly against his bonds, choking
gasps muted by the snores of his brothers. He made a lousy prince anyway.


“Ah, Drester,” the sailor whispered when, in turn, he
reached the king’s second son. “Now join your brother Priran. I know how stuck
together y’are. Hope you enjoyed your little expedition among us workin’ folk.”


With a triumphant sneer, he slashed Drester, who fought
premature death more ably than his brother. The sailor’s grin broadened as he
clamped Drester’s mouth shut. The prince had but a minute to regret an arrogant
life.


Glancing through the porthole, he startled at the nearness
of the reef markers and the expanding morning. In his rush, he nearly slipped
in the blood now staining the cabin floor. He scrambled to the last bunk to
reach Tylen, the king’s third son, who stirred as if dawn and premonition
unsettled his dreams. Tylen’s edge gave him no more than a few breaths of agony
when the executioner bade him join his brothers.


The sailor wiped his knife on Drester’s pillow then tucked
the blade in a sheath at his belt. He gave a good-luck squeeze to the pouch of
pinnars earned for this simple crime, unexpected, undared before, so much
better than haggling for a measly ransom he’d have to share. And no witnesses
would remain to yield up accomplices, if caught. A simple man, a galleyjack,
sometime dockworker, low-born, brought down the heirs to Suterlad. He chuckled
to himself, certain the King of Suterlad would choke if he knew his sons’
deaths were at the hands of a Sutteran from the slums of Dockside, the very
place the king thought would cease to exist if he ignored it.


Three crewmen remained, perhaps already waking from their
wilderberry-laced sleep. He soaked the princes’ cabin with lamp oil, from the
blankets to the thirsty plank, then touched a candle to the bed linens, tossing
it in and closing the door behind him before climbing the gangway into the
brightening square of morning.


The small dinghy had barely dropped from the vessel’s stern
when the ship ground onto the submerged reef with a spine-crawling scream of
wood. Muffled shouts of surprise rose as fire crept up through the gangway and
hatch to feed on sail, line and pitch. He leaned into the oars to escape the
downward drag of the foundering vessel as the stern sank and fire roiled up
from the open hatch.


A smudge of smoke on the horizon might give some landsman
pause to wonder if tragedy befell a trade ship or some Sutteran fishing vessel.
By the time anyone could investigate, the boat would be beaten from the reef
into the depths, its tale hidden. Meantime, the lone survivor of the terrible
wreck, press ganged to work the galley—the prisoners on board unknown to him
until well underway—would straggle ashore to report fire consuming all but this
lifeboat he swam to. Who could challenge such a tragic tale?


He watched the vessel burn. The sails flew up in tatters to
greet morning. No heads popped up. No figures stood silhouetted in the flames.
The light swell rolled against the boat, sending sputters of steam and ash
skyward, each swell pushing the unjointed staves deeper. At last, he began the
long pull toward the distant shores of Suterlad. As he rowed, his voice rose in
a tavern song of the treasures and pleasures he’d purchase with the pinnars
weighting his purse.






2. The Pinfeather


Late afternoon filtered through blurberry-laden trellises to
splash green-gold puddles on the worn courtyard surrounding The Pinfeather Inn.
Vine-covered walls hid the street, muffling the racket of passing carts and the
shouts of sellers hawking herbs and powders, elixirs and seeds, tokens and
talismans, baubles and trinkets—anything a wizard could want.


Others jostled one another to raise tents to shelter
board-on-wine-keg tables and light firepots. Soon, the world’s specialties
would sizzle in the streets of the city of Tyrsis-Pinna as students filed from
the Pinnacle to take their evening’s ease, a clamor of the young eating,
drinking and boasting. The first notes of strings and flutes urged revelers to
duck under tent awnings to taste the watered wine and flat ale.


White-robed students studying together and tables full of
instructors discussing theory filled most of the Pinfeather’s courtyard where Trist,
the innkeeper, bustled among the tables. He stood out in his deep red tunic as
he lit lanterns, refreshed drinks, or plucked ripe blurberries from the vines
overhead. The scent of bruised berries rose from a vat as Trist de-stemmed with
fingers stained as red as his braids.


In one corner, the seer Rainan Mran leaned back on a rickety
wooden stool, his back pressing against the cold stone wall of the inn. Vines
tickled his face and arms as he slipped among them. Clothed all in black, he
knew his white hair, fair features and pale eyes marked him as a Blackpooler
from Terslad. He liked that he looked like a disembodied head above a shadow
and relished the reaction when someone noticed him. Blackpool’s mystery tended
to cling to its denizens and intrigue the Pinnacle’s students. Likely it
brought Rainan and his mentee Valkyr Keller together: Val’s secrets rivaled
anything from Blackpool.


Rainan regarded his three young companions who still argued
over the moral and merits of a tale Val had told two hours ago. The young men
seemed unaware that Rainan had begun to disappear among the greenery.


“Trist, another round!” Dane Marisgate shouted more loudly
than needed, startling Rainan so that he almost overturned his stool. His
black-booted feet slammed to the stone with a jolt as one leg of the stool
nearly wobbled from beneath him.


He aimed a good-natured swipe at Dane’s head. “Uncultured
Sutteran.” 


He drained his tankard and slammed it down. Wiping the froth
from the end of his sliver of nose, he again leaned back to observe his
companions’ careless chatter. For how many rounds did he now owe? While the
four celebrated Dane’s assignment to the Sutteran court—a prestigious post for
a new graduate—nothing seemed to sate the young sage and Rainan only had a few
brass pinnars to spare. The tab would fall to Rainan as ranking wizard. It
hardly seemed fair when Dane’s meal allowance amounted to three times what
Rainan earned in a year.


Rainan focused on the tankard Trist placed on the table. Unlike
the watered fare served in the market, this brew already made the late sunlight
quiver and seem unnaturally bright.


He readjusted his perch on the stool, crossed his feet and leaned
back into the greenery. Val, raised an eyebrow at the teetery stool leg, his
smile widening in a coppery face that marked his roots in the Coastlands of
Suterlad. Rainan shook his head, sticking himself in the eye with a cluster of
berries.


Val snorted a little as he turned to hide his amusement.
Among them, only Val still wore the white robes of a nascent—a student not yet
born to the rank of wizard—even though Rainan thought him the most promising of
his Sutteran companions. Dane and Wylland outranked Val in the hierarchy of
wizards and students only by virtue of reaching their twenty-first year and
earning a sage’s staff a few months before him.


Dane and Wylland postured and preened, gesturing with their
maple staffs or brushing hands through unruly hair not yet long enough to tie
back, but certainly longer than a nascent’s shaved locks.


Rainan winked at Val who projected a reserve more like
Rainan’s—a seer ten years his senior—unexpected in a man so clearly Sutteran.


Dane waggled a finger at Val and
Wylland so that it stabbed through shafts of sunlight. Dwarfing his Sutteran
companions, Dane looked more like a swordsman than scholar, and many Pinnacle
instructors suggested it was more than just appearances.


“I’ll be a rich man soon, don’t tempt me to forget you a
favor,” Dane replied to some comment of Wylland’s.


“Aren’t you already rich? When they see how thick-headed a
man you are, they’ll post you in the nursery to regale the tots,” Wylland said.


“Ah, but mine’s the art!” Dane said. “It’ll bring me fame,
and gold pinnars piled high in sacks so large I’ll barely squeeze into my
palace.”


“On fifty brass a year?” Val said. “Will there be room in
your palace for your ego?” He sipped his kiona, the tea emitting the hint of a
pungent spice that clashed with the odor of the ales the Sutteran had disdained
since one morning after upon which he refused to elaborate but to declare wine
and ale mind-addling curses.


“I have another tale,” Val said.


“Oh, listen to the great loreman. Talk of ego,” Dane said.


Val pressed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip, a
tell Rainan recognized would lead to a moral story. “In Wilderreach, the poor
fisherman Pichen lived beside Lake Mirari. The edge of the world is reflected
on Mirari’s face and in that face one day Pichen found his treasure.” Val’s
hands formed a cage, as if to trap the ideas he would withdraw like yarn from a
skein.


Dane tapped his staff on the flagstone. It shimmered a
moment, like a translucent skin full of water. On the ground a fish flopped
lazily from side to side, eyes bulging, red gills wide.


“He said found his treasure.” Wylland jabbed his staff into
the conjuration. The scales took on the cast of brass.


“Richer,” Val said.


Dane tapped the fish, which continued to flop, its scales
tempered to gold. Rainan looked under the table.


“Some conjuration,” he said. “I see right through it.” He
dismissed the fish with a gesture. “I thought your art better, Dane.”


“Well, Pichen’s treasure was indeed a fish, but with fishy
scales. Inside, however, Pichen found a bracelet with gems so grand Pichen
thought he’d be blinded by its beauty. Certainly, it would end his poverty.”


Val’s hands had plucked an invisible bracelet from imagined
fish guts and brought it to his eye. Rainan almost saw it in Val’s hand. But the
sages’ conjuration continued to transform, adding a coarseness to Val’s tale.
Dane made a bracelet; Wylland enlarged it and soon it grew so large and ornate the
gems were the size of apples.


“It was a bracelet fit for a lady, not a horse,” Val said.


Now the sages created the kind of woman who would wear such
a bracelet, more noble and more beautiful with each tap of a staff. Only lack
of breath kept her from substance as the two sages one-upped each other, her dress
going from simple elegance to ridiculous ostentation. Rainan could no longer
see through the conjuration. Despite Wylland’s best efforts, it clearly bore
Dane’s mark of fine detail and richness of vision.


Both had begun to sweat, breaths growing ragged as they
wasted an energy that might limit their abilities for weeks as they called on
Rysan’s Law in their staffs. Only the ale could make them so reckless. Yet Rainan
found himself transfixed by their work, barely hearing Val’s storytelling
cadence. 


As Val continued his tale, describing how Pichen wanted to
sell the bracelet to buy a team of horses so his sons could farm his plot while
he fished, soon Dane had a life-sized team of draft horses snorting and pawing
between the tables of The Pinfeather Inn. Wylland added rich trappings. Dane
added Pichen. Wylland gave Pichen a hat.


“Enough!” Rainan laughed at last and jabbed his own oaken
seer’s staff into the conjuration. The image dissolved into a small gold
butterfly that fluttered up into the vines.


The two sages sat back on their stools, gulping air and
laughing as they at last saw the angry innkeeper, plucking the berries from the
stems with such vengeance they burst in his grasp. Dane winked at Trist, who
shook his head with the indulgence of a barely tolerant friend.


“Well, how does the story end?” Dane demanded as Val took a
long drink of his tea, only to grimace at its temperature. 


The nascent ran a hand through dark auburn hair beginning to
grow out as his borning day neared. “So, the local tinker offered Pichen two
gold pinnars for the bracelet. A great trove for a man who only made 20 brass a
year. But Pichen had been bragging to his neighbors and the more he talked the
more he became certain he could get a better price in a larger city from a
richer tinker. Then, he’d buy a second fishing boat and two teams of horses so
both his sons could work the fields. At last, Pichen convinced himself only the
King of Wilderreach would be a worthy buyer and would grant him riches so great
he’d never have to fish or farm again. So, he sold his boat and bought a horse
to ride to the king’s castle—”


“And,” Wylland interrupted, waving an impatient hand in the
air, “Someone stole the bracelet and he went home pinnarless to suffer the
berating of his family.”


“No,” Val said with an indulgent grin. “It turned out the
bracelet was fit for the king: one the sovereign had given to a love who
later spurned him. The king was so angry to be reminded of the rejection, he
had Pichen killed right there at his feet.”


Wylland snorted. “And this is to remind us of Dane?” 


“The king, regretting his reaction to the fisher’s innocent
error, sent to Pichen’s widow a single gold pinnar for her suffering.”


At the expression on Dane’s face, Rainan laughed so hard he
almost fell from his stool. “Better Pichen’s name was Dane and he a foppish
sage dreaming of his apprenticeship with the king’s seer.”


 “But that’s not good storytelling,” Val said. “The listener
needs to find the moral. You can’t just hand it to him.” He yawned behind his
hand and rubbed his eyes.


Wylland nudged the kiona tea. “You’d think that would keep
you awake.”


“I didn’t sleep well. A lot on my mind,” Val said absently.


“Her name must be Galea—” Dane began.


“It was just a bad dream,” Val said, then glanced sharply at
Rainan, as if he knew he’d said something wrong.


“A dream of Galea doesn’t sound all that bad,” Dane said.


“It was a childhood thing, relatives, nothing I even really
remember,” he said, his eyebrows knitting a little with irritation directed
either at Dane or, knowing Val, himself for revealing something so personal.
Rainan scowled, wishing he’d sent them away several ales ago.


“Likely a guilt dream since you never visit and didn’t, I’ll
bet, so much as invite your family to your borning,” Wylland said.


“As if I want anyone to witness that. Oh yes, please, come
witness me twisting in agony and baring my soul. Besides, why would I feel
guilty. I’m not the one who did the abandoning—”


Rainan let his feet drop to the ground as Wylland grumbled
something sour under his breath.


“When are you going to tell us your real name, anyway?” Dane
said. “You’re about to be born, too late for favors. Or are you embarrassed
because they’re some poor dockworkers from Southend?”


Val laughed, a low sound that made Rainan lean forward and
stare at his young protégé. He knew he really needed to stop this talk.


“If only they held such an honored role,” Val said before
Rainan could catch Val’s eye.


“No secrets now! Remember our promise?” Dane said. “Here I’d
forgotten the biggest secret of all, your given name. You know I now have to
know.”


“A name’s not your nature, only a word to call you by,” Val
said, his tone sour. “You should remember that from your first days at the
Pinnacle. Not like you didn’t shatter that rule right off. Maybe the only
reason you graduated is because you’re a Marisgate.”


“Ah, leave off,” Wylland said, gesturing to Trist to fill
his tankard again.


“But we can’t let a mere nascent deny the request of a sage—”
Dane began.


“And a seer outranks you,” Rainan said with a sharpness that
silenced him. Val stared into hands that grasped the cold tea as Dane clamped
his mouth shut.


“Did you hear about the Longmarn?” Wylland asked suddenly.
“My papa wrote to say I might be called home to fight.”


“Longmarn?” Val’s tone went high and sharp. Rainan stared
intently at the nascent. “I thought it was the Heath that had Suterlad’s
attention,” Val continued in a more muted tone.


“It’s just what my papa said. You’re the one that’s supposed
to know the Lore.”


“And your bent’s always been politics and the overblown
glory of Suterlad,” Val returned, a little more sarcastically than he should
have. This was completely going sideways into territory it shouldn’t and Rainan
felt helpless to stop it.


“It wouldn’t hurt you to take a little pride in the land of
your father,” Wylland said.


“If my father’s to be the measure of the land, then
Suterlad’s no more than a home of cutthroats and thugs—”


Wylland jumped to his feet, almost overturning the table.
Dane righted it with an angry slam onto the stone that tipped the mug of tea on
its side to spread across the table, giving off the sticky aroma of spiced
candies and rain-damp soil.


“Val, what is it with this mood!” Rainan tried to hold the
alarm out of his voice.


Val shook his head. “And here we’re wishing Dane off, to
Suterlad, to serve its king, no less.”


“Actually, the king’s seer,” Dane said.


“Better a job for Wylland, all the politic there,” Val said,
his hands making a conciliatory gesture.


“And sure, I’d get those lazy Kaels to turn the land
around.” Wylland righted his stool and sat.


“Get them to clean up Marhamere’s Southend, where the
wretches live no better than the livestock they slaughter,” Rainan agreed.


Wylland’s round face had gone slack, but his ears stood out
florid as his fingers wrung his staff. “I’m afraid corruption’s too entrenched
to root out of there. Dane’ll be busier with rumors of Longmarn and skirmishes
with the Heidans.”


“I’m hoping the king will give his sons more charge,” Dane
said. “What was it you said, Val, that they seemed the soundest in all the
years since Malvidere?”


Val shrugged, his fingers wrapped around his empty mug.
“Maybe. Between the three of them they possess all the skills of leadership and
politic their predecessors didn’t. They work well together and defer to each
other’s strengths, though only one will be king. They’re less likely to scheme,
but still Kaels, cursed and flawed. They still lack the Lore—”


“Will always lack it, Val,” Rainan said, not surprised by
Val’s disdain for Suterlad and the ruling Kaels. After all, a Heidan and
Terslan raised him, neither wizard with any love for Suterlad.


“You don’t actually think they should have the Lore, do you
Val?” Wylland said. “It’s the power of the wizard in Malvidere that made him a tyrant.”


“There’s some question about whether it was because he was a
wizard, or rather, possessed by yfels, some minor daemon, perhaps,” Val
said softly.


Dane scoffed, a hand swiping the air in dismissal. Rainan
smiled. Val held so much promise!


“That aside, I was referring to the Lore of a seer advisor.
And a thick-head like Dane may not be the best bet,” Val said.


‘But you don’t think it’s too much to risk a wizard king?”
Wylland pressed.


“I didn’t say that. My, Wyll, you’ve perfected the conniving
instincts of a court wizard all right. What kind of fool do you think I am?
Remember, I’m the one stuck on the Lore. Wizard kings had too much power and the
Kaels were too easy to corrupt. Look how long it took to undo Malvidere’s harm.
You can still see the mistrust. Even in Rainan you see it, and Terslad’s
supposed to be a Sutteran ally.”


“We have our staffs, and don’t need a nascent coaching us
for exams anymore,” Dane said.


“There’s no help for you,” Val teased. “It’s clearly that
Marisgate name that won you that position. I do recall an unforgivable amount
of coaching to get you that staff. He couldn’t even identify the five levels of
wizards, and him teetering on the first!”


The air oomphed from Val’s lungs as Dane tilted Val’s stool
over backward, dumping him to the ground. Rainan pretended to cover his eyes,
shaking his head with the severity of a master disappointed by his pupils. Dane
swiftly pinned Val to the ground.


“Without me to protect you, you’d have had that cocksure
tone of yours beat out of you years ago,” Dane said. He outweighed Val by a
third, the nascent trying to squirm free, a tight grin fixed on his face.


Rainan took an ale from Trist and leaned against the wall
again.


“Oh, come on, Val, call ‘fair’ already. It’s a lost cause
trying to best Dane,” Wylland said.


“Never,” Val said around a gasp as Dane’s knees pressed into
his ribs.


“You think you’ve always got to win,” Dane said.


“No, that’s you. I just never lose.” Val’s legs
windmilled for the purchase to slither free.


“Where were you when we were in arms training?” Dane said,
quitting the battle, to which the nascent mouthed ‘not a loser.’ 


“Poor Val, he’s such a boy he’ll come running for Dane in
the trial and never be born a sage,” Wylland said.


“I can hear him whimpering now, at the first twinge when the
knife breaks the skin,” Dane agreed.


“And when they bind the detra into the wound and the nerves
shout fire, and it smashes into your skull and everything goes dark—”


“Enough!” Rainan laughed, waving his tankard so that ale
sloshed out to splatter the table. “He’ll never get his staff if you keep it
up.”


Rainan winked at Val as the nascent settled on his stool and
stared at them with a sober expression. His posture had that defiant cast that
always troubled his mentors. Wary, as he should be.


“You think borning to sage was tough, try seer! It’s a leap
in degree from what you babes whimpered and cried through. Then mage, or
eidanlera. Think what the Nacik Orir must endure to be found worthy!” Rainan
said. “If five levels of wizards can survive borning, I’m sure Val will get his
staff. No doubt he’ll move more swiftly through the ranks than his so-called
friends.”


“Ah, but he hasn’t my art!” Dane rapped his staff on the
stone so that it sank up to the grip, as if he’d merely pushed it beneath the
water. He then plucked it out, the staff blazing gold a moment before returning
to its natural maple state.


“Nor your modesty,” Wylland said. “But your woeful lack of
common sense is a major demerit, which gives my diplomatic savvy the better
mark. What’s a conjurer to a man who moves easily among the great and
powerful?”


“I think I’ll be sick to hear much more of this,” Val said.
“And the Lore says the man who thought himself most wise was the easiest to
dupe. The one who claimed his skill the greatest saw his craft become obsolete.
But the man who learns from the failures of others and listens to the secrets
of the land is the one who adapts and endures.”


Rainan applauded. “The makings of a mage!” 


Dane muttered that it was a simpleton’s ability to memorize
the works of others.


“And,” Val continued, “It’s the man who gains the lady’s
eye, for he can woo her with tales to make her heart full, when all the wise
man can do is deceive her and the skillful man show her fleeting images of
things not real.”


“Ah, there you’ve gone too far, Nascent!” Dane again tried
to wrestle him to the ground. This time Val held his seat, the ales throwing
Dane’s timing. The sage slipped off Val’s shoulder and stumbled to his knees.


“And these women, Dane, they would sweep you up from the
floor?” Val stroked his bare chin. Dane tried to rise, but couldn’t find his
feet for a fit of laughter.


Rainan leaned back again. He wondered if they knew how they
clung to that last carelessness as the tensions of the world crept closer to
them.


And then there were the shadows beneath Val’s eyes. A
nightmare from his childhood, the nascent claimed. Was it that memory of the
dark thing that touched him so long ago, perhaps the fear his secrets might
emerge? Or just the unspoken apprehension of a pending borning? Val had no
caring family to turn to but the Pinnacle. And like Rainan himself had been,
Val was one of those rare students who showed such exceptional promise that the
wise took note.


Val’s career would be bright indeed, as long as the rule of
Suterlad remained stable as it passed into the hands of his three brothers.






3. Rysan’s Tale


The candle smoked and sucked at what little fresh air
reached Mage Danlead’s rooms through the tiny shaft bored through the stone
walls of the Pinnacle. As Rainan waited, Danlead fumbled with the few papers on
her writing table. Her glance darted about the room as if she sought some item
that might anchor her. He knew her mind raced.


Her fingers tapped the table a moment before she paced to a
cot piled so high with worn tomes it appeared she never slept in it. She
straightened a stack then moved to the niche of shelves in the corner where
curiosities and the small boxes of mage’s oddments were neatly arranged. The
maple staff Danlead had crafted for Val’s borning leaned against the wall. Its
pewter heel gleamed. Danlead’s own mage’s tool stood beside it, black, as if
built of shadow, its heel gold.


At last, she turned to Rainan, her trembling hand brushing a
strand of gray from her face. Her expression left him dismayed and he looked
away, swallowing the dryness in his throat. Her greater knowledge should make
her the calm one, give her the edge over Rainan, a mere seer in her service.
Her emotions were more basic. 


She checked the door to the snaking hallway, which remained
empty. He wanted to lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder, to ease her
agitation with the comforting spells that came so easily to him. While both
mentored Val, Danlead had schooled Rainan; she’d find his spells an insult. He
might as well scream ‘you are old and weak’ as offer her the spells she’d
taught him. Danlead at last followed her heart to her chamber’s other door,
which stood partially open to a room giving off the warmth of a stoked fire.


One of the many classrooms, this was less austere than most,
lined with tapestries that depicted lively images from the world’s history,
woven in bright greens, yellows and blues. Rushes and pillows lined the floor
instead of the cold, stiff-backed chairs and heavy oak tables found in other
classrooms. This room aimed to whet the imagination of the youngest minds, not
to eliminate the distraction of the serious scholar.


Children gathered in the room, their voices like sparrow
chatter in the eaves at sunrise as they called for the story they’d mustered to
hear. They directed their demands to the nascent leaning against the fireplace
mantle.


Rainan peered over Danlead’s shoulder, smiling to find Val
in his element. His auburn bangs had grown almost long enough to hang in his
eyes. Weeks had passed since they sat beneath the blurberry vines of the
Pinfeather Inn, Dane and Wylland teasing him for looking like a nascent. Val’s
approaching graduation showed in the way he dared his hair to grow long, and
tempted a sparse and scraggly beard.


Val feigned ignorance and surprise as the five- and
six-year-olds called for Rysan’s Tale. He pantomimed a refusal, his face
twisting into disdain and disgust at the suggestion. Then with a lopsided grin,
he raised his hands in defeat.


Rainan swallowed hard. “Mage Danlead,” he said softly.
“Can’t we just graduate him early? Few know there was another.”


“People know.” Danlead whirled from the door. “Any good
scholar can figure it out. All the plotting and planning … there’s plenty,
Rainan, who know enough about Valkyr Keller to have him killed for simply
existing. He’ll upset the balance of power. We’ll seek to control him. And lose
to defeat him. Other lands will fear him whether or not he’s worthy of fear.
They’ll raise doubts about the Pinnacle for our failure to prevent his making
and our power will wane.”


“He doesn’t want it.” Rainan knew all the arguments. Only
his fondness for Val kept Rainan himself from believing the Sutteran would
somehow jeopardize the world’s peace. Val was just an accomplished loreman, not
the tyrant, not the rogue people feared. He wasn’t a leader. “We must tell him
his brothers are dead,” Rainan said. “And when he reads the king’s summons, you
know he’ll go to Suterlad.”


“As he should.”


“He needs a staff to protect him. All these wizards’ plots—”


“Won’t be foiled by a mere sage’s staff.” Danlead turned
back to the room full of children. “Would you then give the detractors more
ammunition? They’re afraid of a rogue wizard, and you realize those fears by
granting him his staff and sneaking him into Suterlad. The Council of Eidanlera
will make their ruling before he graduates.”


“A ruling that could mean his disgrace or death.” Rainan
watched her back twitch into a knot.


Val was Danlead’s weakness. He could see it in the way her
hands moved as if to punctuate a speech in her head, the way her gaze locked on
the nascent as if he were more than flesh and blood, more than someone else’s
child, cast aside.


For the last sixteen years his mentors had tried to give him
the things a family would have, but never enough. Val drank in the stories of
his friends’ families like water. Unlike his fellows who went home on holidays
or whose families visited them, Val barely remembered his family, or Suterlad,
nor knew any city but Tyrsis-Pinna, which was notoriously unrepresentative of
the world. Yet he wore Suterlad in his features. And now the King of Suterlad
summoned Val to the ruling city of Marhamere, Danlead’s protégé reclaimed by
the people who discarded him.


As if sensing their gaze on him, Val smiled their way, a
broad grin.


“When he reads the summons,” Rainan said, his Terslan accent
sharp in the silence of Danlead’s rooms, “Still he won’t see it as a threat to
himself. He’ll turn to the Pinnacle for guidance. Give him some little means of
defense. He’s earned a staff more than many others.”


Danlead glanced over her shoulder at him and shook her head.
“Almost two months before twenty-one, Rainan. An early graduation would draw
more attention and speculation.”


“Do we care anymore? If half the Pinnacle already plots
against him rumors will grow more fanciful by the hour. And those who don’t
know may begin to believe the rumors. He needs his staff: for protection, for
respect, because he’s earned it. Then send him into hiding. Maybe into the
forests of Terslad where some wandering wizard might be convinced to take an
apprentice, no questions asked. How else can we help him if we don’t know who
his enemies are? Freesian, or Heidan—”


“Casting allegations, Seer? Remember my home was the Heath
before you suggest Heidans as culprits in any act. No one has proven any plots
in the princes’ deaths. We, too, are making assumptions based on rumor.”
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When Danlead failed to respond to his smile, Val
straightened. He knew they discussed him. Did they fret over his ability to
face his graduation? Or was it that other dark thing in him they wouldn’t
discuss. He wanted only to be a good loreman, who made no more magic than
sparking a light in a child’s eye. He just wanted to be forgotten.


His smile faded. Had he displeased her? Disgraced her? She’d
paled when he told her about the dream that kept troubling him, bade him repeat
it several times, though he had already begun to forget many parts of it.
People he’d never met, but he knew belonged to his blood family, joined him on
a journey to Blackpool where he cast himself into a dark cold lake that
symbolized the heart of daemon. He woke, chilled, exhausted and with a sense of
somehow having made the wrong choice. It troubled him long hours after he
awoke.


He decided he’d walk with Rainan later, abate his curiosity
with answers and hypotheses. Rainan and Danlead would mend things as they
always had.


Yet, Danlead’s expression. Was it fear? He could see Rainan
stood behind her, his lips moving as if he soothed her cares with a spell.
She’d never forgive him if he truly plied some enchantment on her, though she
did seem strangely distracted of late, too careless for the mage Val knew. Her
usual tidiness had slipped. And several times today alone she seemed about to
say something to him, each time shaking her head and walking away.


When he at last decided to check on her, the shrill demands
of the gathered children objected, growing to a crescendo as he made them wait
too long. He shook his head and grinned at his audience. Rainan was with her.
Whatever she needed could wait.


He took a deep breath and pitched his voice to the song of
Rysan’s Tale. The children fell silent, save a few offering up the words as if
he needed their help.


“The legend tells that in the beginning, the sea warrior
Rysan arrived at the place where the Sutteran city of Marhamere now stands,”
Val began in his musical cadence, one long leg rising high to step over a young
girl as if Rysan climbed from the sea. A titter of laughter delayed the next
line of the ancient tale, his last note held so long he barely caught his
breath to continue. “The land lay open to her, but she knew the yfels—daemons
she’d chased from the sea—had come here. She feared the yfels’ cruelty
to the land.”


The children oohed and aahed as he leaned close to mimic the
scary faces of daemon spirits. Children began shouting out their made-up names for
yfels Rysan destroyed and describing the grisly manner of their deaths.


Val regained control by storming around the room to the
shrieks and giggles of his audience as he described how Rysan trampled the evil
spirits, then pursued them to the edges of the land where she threw up the
magical walls to keep them in the Without.


“So, Rysan fashioned from the sands of Marhamere’s shoreline
a crystal staff. And the staff chimed like brooks and birds and spring rain in
the leaves. Stars shone in its silver heel and it spit silver sparks like water
drops when she stomped it on the land. Then, plants and animals and birds burst
out of the crystal staff! Rivers flowed and forested mountains rose where all
had been silent and barren.” Wide eyes followed the nascent’s hands as they
molded the legendary world, his breath growing rapid as if the power of Rysan
entered him just to tell her tale.


“One day she turned to find an yfel watched her from
beneath a tree.” He stretched his arms out, earnest face peering around splayed
fingers. “Rysan paused in her song, ready to purge the straggler from the world
she’d made. But the yfel fell and kissed the ground where she stood and
begged to witness the beauty she sang. Her heart went out with love and she
recast him to be her mate.” Val’s voice grew soft, slow, his audience rapt.


As he told the story he’d heard hundreds of times before he
first sang it, he almost forgot the children in the room. They would call him
to task if he altered a word, but the tale fell from him without thought, his
eyes on the world he imagined.


“She named her new mate Kael,” Val said. “And so it was,
together, they made Ryslad, a place beautiful and peaceful, the barriers
against the yfels in the Without strong and unassailable. Ages passed,
in which she granted Kael long life at her side, and together they tamed the
land with their love.”


Val opened his eyes and smiled at the children. No longer
fidgeting, his music held them. This, the Lore, was his magic, his strength.
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Danlead pushed the door almost shut and turned to Rainan,
though her ear remained cocked to capture the threads of song beyond the door.


“He’s not prepared to look at us as enemies,” Rainan said.


“First, he must graduate.”


“Waiting is too dangerous!” Why couldn’t she understand the
risk even they, as his mentors, took? They could be used against their own
prodigy.


“After sixteen years a boy appears without the kind of
explanation a staff answers? That likes to raise more eyebrows than just
slipping him through his borning. It’ll give him the staff you worry after.”
Danlead’s rising irritation brought out the lyrical in her Heidan accent. He
knew he was pushing her.


“A natural release then? Nascent.”


“At twenty? Folk will think him a coddled idiot, or worse,
that he’s done some unforgiveable act. And what would be the explanation of a
staff if never tested by the Nacik Orir?”


“And if the Nacik Orir refuses to test him? If he stays
here, how will we remain uninvolved?” Her glare told him he’d struck a nerve.


“No one will force me to harm him!”


“And if the order comes from the Nacik Orir?”


Danlead leveled a piercing gaze on him that hinted that she
had not lost all of her faculties to her fears for Val. “Perhaps his troubles
are deeper than I had looked,” she said, her accusation scathing, yet subtle.


A long minute passed. Did she expect him to refute her again?
At last, she nodded with a sharp snap of her head.


“I will find a way, Rainan. No one will be able to force the
truth from you.”


“I still don’t understand why we can’t graduate him early!
He’s met all the requirements!”


“You would ask for the very ceremony that would center
attention on him, early yet. How can we graduate him without the leave of the
Nacik Orir? This is all based on our assumptions and rumors, Rainan! The
Pinnacle has less to fear from Valkyr Keller than does the Suterlad that
summons him. He hates them!” Danlead’s fingers again drummed the table as she
leaned across to stare at Rainan. “He may understand the dilemma more deeply
than we guess. We didn’t raise an idiot. I will take care of it. Then, only one
of us is involved.”


Danlead motioned Rainan toward the hall door, walking the
few paces with him as Rysan’s Tale filtered around the door to her chambers.
She stared down at her hands, clasped in front of her, a long moment before
looking up at him with an expression that had closed the subject.


“We must pity Therron Kael his lost sons. What father could
suffer more?” she said.


“High regard from a Heidan,” Rainan said.


“Do you think me inferior because Therron Kael and his
father pillaged my country?” Danlead’s tone held a hint of challenge, no more.


Rainan swallowed hard. He held out his hands and lowered his
head, then took her hand and kissed the gold and onyx ring on its forefinger.
“I intended no offense, wise mage. I respect you like no other. I only seek
answers for the troubles plaguing our countries.”


“Don’t worry yourself over the
troubles of countries, Rainan,” she said as she held the door for him. “The
Pinnacle will remain strong, above it all, as it always has. The Pinnacle has
survived since Rysan made it, and two hundred and sixty Kael kings have not
brought down the wings of the tower; no other mortal’s war will either.”


Rainan slipped into the hallway, his soft footfall a
mourner’s. He turned, giving Danlead a long, measuring look. His mouth opened
and closed with all the questions he had but couldn’t voice. At last, he
whirled and strode into the flickering shadows of the Pinnacle.
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Val could see Danlead in the doorway, though everything
about the chamber behind her remained dark. He caught just the highlights of
her angular face, a wisp of gray hair, the glitter of her dark Heidan eyes. A
cursory glance, he knew she loved to hear his stories and would watch to tell
him at which points the children grew restless or appeared confused.


“One day, Rysan took Kael’s hand and said, ‘name your
successor; it’s time to free our children. I tire, and have other worlds yet to
see.’ So, Rysan and Kael went to the land’s center and built the bird-like
Pinnacle. It represented her gifts to the land—the spread of her wings
embracing all of her creations—a reminder we should aspire to follow her, to
see farther. She left many of her secrets bound within the stone of the
Pinnacle and in the Lore she passed on.”


He caught a brief movement from the corner of his eye as he
continued. Danlead’s slender fingers stroked the stone doorjamb, as if
searching for Rysan’s secrets within.


“While standing in the Pinnacle’s twin towers, Kael named a
special and promising son of a son, Trowen Kael, to be the king of the land. In
the opposite tower, Rysan named a daughter of a daughter to be a sorceress, the
holder of Rysan’s knowledge. She gave her the crystal staff and a store of
special secrets with which she could help keep the land safe from the Without: the
place the yfels dwelt.” The nascent’s voice dropped low to give the
daemon name an ominous twist. The children tittered a little, but most now had
fallen within the learning legend that bound their world.


“Named Nacik Orir, this sorceress would rule the Pinnacle
until a successor took up her crystal staff. A loreman who held all the world’s
secrets she named to guide the king of the land and help him make wise
decisions. Rysan named this grandson Eidanlera and bade him gather companions
to minister the Lore, and name mages to act as wards of the Pinnacle and
interpret Rysan’s secrets, and seers and sages to gather the Pinnacle’s
knowledge and seek and learn from Rysan’s hidden Lore.


“Satisfied, Rysan raised her arms to the sky and called in a
clear note like a bird’s warble.” Val’s voice reverberated from the walls. He
lifted his arms to the ceiling. “And birds poured from the forests to weave a
bridge between the two towers of the Pinnacle. Their warbles and trills and the
beat of their wings echoed among the towers and up into the mountains ringing
the land around the Pinnacle.”
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Danlead leaned her head against the stonework, wanting to
feel its age. What true memory the Pinnacle must have for the time in which
Rysan wrought it! To have Rysan’s knowledge flow into it, to fill it, what
wonders had her touch been? Danlead searched the crystal lattice of the rock
with her thoughts, seeking the ancient memory. The stone only mumbled the
babble of more recent past, much of its history seeming forgotten.


But she sensed something else. The stone tried to warn her.
Certainly, she sensed alarm in the vibration of crystals locked in their
webwork. It hinted of something … something ominous approached. Stunned, she
realized the Pinnacle itself screamed at her. How could the Pinnacle itself
take the initiative to defend itself? Defend itself?


She stared at the stone she touched, unable to escape the
spell her pupil wrought in the next room. Her heart wanted to fall within the
story, to absorb every minute of him. Why couldn’t her colleagues leave him
alone? Guidance from the Pinnacle could calm it all, not foolish talk of the
Pinnacle ruling the world and manipulating Valkyr Keller to do it.


She caught more threads of the hypnotic tale as her fingers
continued to stroke the stone. She needed to define the fear, the warning she
sensed. Yet her mind wandered on floral paths drawn by the nascent she loved,
the prodigy whose very existence could start a war. Even his mentors didn’t
know what was right.


“The birds then bore flowers and strew them upon the bridge
at Rysan’s feet as she went to the center and awaited Kael,” Val sang. “She
stooped and plucked a white flower, then cast it. It fluttered to the distant
ground. From it sprung Arystas. A woman so beautiful those witnessing gasped in
wonderment, and their eyes streamed tears to see into Rysan’s heart, her love.
Rysan then offered Arystas to Trowen, this flower of Ryslad to be the mother of
the kings and queens to come. Then Rysan and Kael grasped hands, magic and king
and Lore and politic all bound there on the fragrant bridge, and leaped, but
fell upward to soar into the sun and star and to what beyond none could know.”


Danlead’s eyes closed to imagine the waterfall of birds and
feathers swirling about the Pinnacle. She no longer heard the words, just Val’s
music, the beat of wings and birdsong in his voice. His soul weaved through the
melody; his words splashed colors on her thoughts. Her hand stroked the stone.


Suddenly, she snapped her fingertips back in pain. Her eyes
flew open. A man wearing a charcoal-colored cloak stood in her doorway onto the
hall. One hand rested on a seer’s oaken staff, the other on the stone doorjamb.
His face barely emerged from the shadow of his hood.


“You!” Her thoughts took a moment to pull his name from her
memory. His school name leaped at her. “Graive.”


“I gather I’m unexpected,” the seer said with a snort. “Odd,
with all that’s happened, that this would surprise you.”


“You were dismissed.” Danlead took a step back, unreasonably
afraid of a man she had known since they were nascents together, more than
three decades ago.


“I can help him,” he said.


“I can help him,” Danlead said.


“It’s my position to do so,” Graive said.


“How many have you told about him? Who else have you tempted
with your secret? His potential is as surely fatal as a knife to the throat if
he ever discovers it.”


“And you think you can protect him from the plans others
make? You think he’s worthy? That to spare one pupil you’ve taken a mothering
to is worth war?”


Danlead glared at him, her emotions too keen to be calmed.
Her senses warned her, as the stone warned her.
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“So it was that the Sutteran city of Marhamere became the
seat of Ryslad, because that’s where Rysan first saw the promise of the land
and crafted her crystal staff. And the bridge that crossed the gap between the
tower of king and politic and the tower of magic and Lore, became the place
where kings and the Naciks Orir, eidanlera and mages, and seers and sages made
their vows, learning how all worked together to keep their land strong.


“And the Pinnacle became the seat of knowledge as we explore
the arts, crafts and Lore of the world and Rysan.” Val held his voice to a
steady tone, building to the moment of tragedy that must come in any true tale
of history. His glance went to the half-open door, hoping to see some hint of
Danlead. Within, all was darkness.


His tale went on to explain the circles of power within the
Pinnacle, the ranks of students, and the odds of making it to graduation, a
daunting task that would weed out most of his young scholars.


The children speculated already who would fail to make it,
the anxiety of the competition that would mark the rest of their lives already
tainting their smiles. Only the brightest came to the Pinnacle. Only the wisest
remained. The competition was ingrained.
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All around her the stone of the Pinnacle shrieked, though
she no longer touched it. The words came up through the floor, begging her to
send away this seer who stepped out of her past. Couldn’t he hear it? She
jabbed a finger toward the door from her chambers.


“Certainly, Mage Danlead.” The seer grinned as he began to
turn, then smashed the heel of his staff against the floor.


The stone squealed beneath her. Danlead fell to her knees as
a tremble rolled outward from Graive’s staff. She scrambled toward the corner
and her stronger mage’s staff propped against the wall. Graive clapped his
hands together. From no staff’s spell did the floor leap beneath her! It tossed
her against the wall and beyond reach of her defense. Daemon magic! Rogue
wizardry! Her senses screamed.


Graive clamped one large hand across her mouth as he grasped
her from behind and shoved her harder against the wall. He withdrew a dagger
and caught her in the small of her back, the blade twisting into her. His
fingers pinched her nostrils shut to keep her from screaming for the small
scholars in the next room to come to her aid.


“And so it was,” Val’s patient voice boomed from the room
beyond to fall on the thick silence of Danlead’s chamber. “Kings ruled Ryslad
justly from Marhamere for many long years, aided by the Pinnacle, which trained
her wise so fairly that you leave your true names at the door, so we are all
equal in learning, no matter into what family or means we are born. We turn
ourselves over to Rysan and the Pinnacle, only to regain our names when we have
learned her Lore.


“But in the rule of Malvidere Kael, the
one-hundred-thirtieth King of Ryslad, there came an end. It broke Ryslad’s
peace forever.” Val’s words became song again, the tale resuming from the
thread of lesson. “It’s said Malvidere felt impatient with the hard bargains of
those people now known as Freesian, from the region now called Free Barrens.
When Malvidere tired of the Freesian’s resistance, he forcibly took his
tribute. He gave no quarter and took no prisoners. Skirmish became battle became
war.


“The Nacik Orir and eidanlera strove to regain peace in a bloody
land. Malvidere’s reign became tyranny. And then he disappeared. Perhaps some
soul assassinated him to end the nightmare. The birds’ bridge between the
towers of the Pinnacle crumbled to dust. No engineer has since devised its
likeness. The Pinnacle tried to retain order as Ryslad’s unity crumbled and it
split into six lands, each walling itself off from the other, seven if you
count the shared center of all lands, Tyrsis-Pinna, surrounding the Pinnacle. The
Pinnacle remains the center of order in a world of many hatreds, a position
that prevents reunion.”


Each stab of the knife, each twist of it as her attacker
sought to drive the air from her lungs, made the tale from the next room
louder, Val’s voice so close but impossibly distant. If she could just call to
him. She saw herself as part of the tale as the seer’s breath struck her face,
his arms pinning her against the wall.


“Somehow, yfels must have crept upon Malvidere that
he stepped so far astray of the world and plunged it into chaos and fear. The
bliss of the past ended in a breach of Rysan’s trust,” Val said as the tale
neared its closing. “Perhaps it was some blood of the first Kael rearing up in
his descendant at the call of daemons from the Without. The wise never learned
the answer.


“It’s still said Rysan will return and again call on the
birds to bridge the twin towers of the Pinnacle, and again find the mix of rule
and Lore and magic and politic that could make the world flower. To do so, the
walls must come down, and the wise know this will never happen.”


Danlead twisted her head free of Graive’s grip, snagging a
brief gasp before sinking her teeth in his hand so that he yanked away with a
yelp. She screamed, then fell from Graive’s grasp as the door from the
classroom burst open and only the last of her assailant’s receding footsteps
echoed from the corridor.


As Val bent to her, his boyish features pinched with fear,
she tried to find her breath to warn him.


“Graive,” she gasped as the young scholars crowded the room
behind him.


Val shook his head. She could see his confusion. He didn’t
understand, didn’t know the name. She took her last breath, unable to do more
than repeat a name from thirty years’ past.






4. Butcher Alley


Sayre Vinea pushed through the swinging door into The Whetstone
Inn’s kitchen, arms laden with a platter full of wooden and pottery bowls,
plates and tankards. The door thumped shut, muting a woman’s startled shriek
followed by laughter and calls for more ale. She shoved the dishes into a
clutter of greasy leavings on the edge of the chopping block beside the washtub
then hurried back to the common room, wiping her sweaty face with the corner of
her apron as she went. It could have been the best night in months, if not for
Welf and his friends harassing her customers and starting fights.


From the doorway she glared at Welf, who stood at a table
closest to the open hearth to the kitchen. Head bent to hear an old sailor’s
lament, he seemed oblivious to his cronies, who shouted atop one another to bet
on a wrestling match that threatened to topple tables and slam into other
customers.


“An’ we been settin’ to for a week now,” the sailor told
Welf.


Welf nodded and said something Sayre couldn’t hear as she waited—hands
on hips—for Welf to turn. How could he so blatantly defy an employer’s wishes?


“Sure, they let us row ashore, the younger boys shinin’ up
for the Riverfront.” The old sailor winked. “And the fishing boats, oh they let
them pass. But the Merry Merchant’s got grains sproutin’. The Water
Walker’s got a mold she can’t control, might lose the whole cargo—”


Welf interrupted with a comment, his posture bent in earnest
toward the man.


“An’ we’ve got livestock goin’ hungry and weak-legged,” the
sailor continued. “Capt’n ordered three put down just this morn. A waste’s all
it is. You don’t see no other port holdin’ ships ransom for bribes as ‘ould
make a queen’s dowry. Once you dreamed on making landfall at Marhamere when the
wind whipped up or the sea lay calm, or you had the slow route on the river. No
more.” 


Welf nodded to the sailor and turned at the prod of a
comrade. He hoisted his tankard to Sayre, his face lost in a silhouette framed
by the dying flames of the fire.


“We’re needin’ more ale, Sayre,” he called, the old sailor
forgotten. 


The man continued his lament, bent over his mug, muttering
on about the dozen vessels anchored at the mouth of the Seasearch River
awaiting a pilot’s permission to berth in Dockside and empty their holds.


One of Welf’s men reached for a young woman rising to leave
with her beau. Sayre hustled the woman toward the door, trying to apologize and
offer amends in the same breath.


“You know I don’t take with such rabble, Welf!” Sayre shot
her remark in Welf’s direction. “Why don’t your friends pay up and be gone. It’s
been two years changin’ this place and in but one night you’d turn it into a
home for Dockside roustabouts again. You have plenty of other places for that.
My patrons aren’t here for your fun.”


“We’ll take our fun where we want,” Welf said.


An undertone in his voice made her catch her breath. He
spoke to her as if she were some Dockside dolly. 


“Curfew soon. You need to be clearing out before Durragh,”
she said around a knot in her throat.


“Eh, Sayre, we’re a bit light on the ale here,” a man called,
rocking a keg to prove his claim. 


Sayre threw Welf another glare before hustling to the
kitchen with the empty. Two half kegs tonight. How much better might the night
have been if Welf hadn’t fetched his friends? Four ships had tied up Dockside,
which meant businesses opened to process and sell the cargo and dock workers saw
pay. Cattle lowing in the yards would continue all night, a lullaby for the
children of Southend. Cart wheels would rattle to tannery and tallow firms,
butchers and distributors, bringing a sound of prosperity to the dark streets
of Southend, Marhamere. And even with Welf’s unsavory crew, the Whetstone’s
till already sat heavier than it had in weeks.


She pushed loose hair behind her ears and took a deep breath
of the stale and sticky air, finding it somehow insufficient. She’d been racing
to keep up with this crowd since before sunset and now the night had grown old
with curfew nearing. The pace would rekindle at dawn when the Whetstone’s dozen
tables would fill with customers who might not see work again until the king’s
men let the next ship through.


She swiftly drew water from the cistern to fill a blackened
kettle hanging from a hook over the hearth and added wood. If she bent low
enough, she could see through to where her father, Parlow, sat on his stool
beside the door, his ever-present ale in hand.


Welf and his ruffian friends now crowded shoulder-to-shoulder
around a table pulled close to the hearth despite the heat. Their eyes
glittered, teeth turned to the rafters as they sang, shouted, and laughed as if
possessed.


A clank of metal cut through the din as a customer’s knife
lopped off a sliver of brass to pay his bill. Few customers remained. Many left
when that unruly crowd arrived. One young girl screamed and kicked as if the
king’s own armies chased her when one of Welf’s party forced a kiss on her.


As she stared through the flames at Welf’s companions she
touched the long scar framing the left side of her face. How many times had she
told Welf she didn’t want that sort in her inn? She’d worked hard to change the
Whetstone from the haven for Southend’s worst toughs in her grandfather’s day,
to a place families could gather.


She hired Welf two months back to keep just this sort of
rabble out. Trouble always strayed into Southend, looking to make a
pinnar on corruption and thievery. She paid well to ensure Constable Durragh
kept the cutthroats and rabble from hanging on her stoop, her father sitting
door ward to whistle for Durragh should trouble come their way.


Her fingers again found the itchy ridge of scar on her cheek
that hadn’t completely healed. Only a few months had passed. She freed the hair
behind her ear to let it fall on her cheek to cover the mark.


Welf’s companions felt too much like the stranger who had crept
in after Parlow had gone to bed, finding Sayre alone in the kitchen. He’d taken
up a fish knife and demanded a dolly like the Whetstone of the past. He fled when
Durragh arrived at curfew. The constable paid an old midwife from Dockside to
stitch her face and the stranger washed up Dockside, rumor hinting that
Whetstone regulars dragged him off a Riverfront dolly happy to see him gone.


But now young men and their mothers seldom stopped to chat
anymore. Not that she wanted a match that would keep her in Southend. The
people of Southend had little to give them stature but their children and
reputations. Boys could always, for a quarter brass, find a Dockside dolly if seeking
only pleasure. But he’d never bring her home.


Sayre scowled at the turn of her thoughts. Like her father
told her, time to be over it and get back to work. She hefted the empty keg and
wrenched open the door to Butcher Alley. The humid night and its stink of
manure, slaughterhouses and tanneries gasped at her. She glanced up to gauge
the time by the position of the moon, which closed on the horizon, its glow
throwing eerie shadows along the alley as she hurried down the greasy plank
steps to the alley-level undercroft where she wriggled free a full keg and
grabbed a small sack of kiona leaf.


The feet on the plank floor overhead had quieted and she
thought she recognized her father’s step on the back stairs to the second-floor
rooms. She took a long breath. Night closed at last. The shadows of several
figures passing the alley’s intersect with Butcher Row stretched strangely tall
and narrow against the hard-packed dirt as she locked the undercroft. Another
lump of shadow moved against the high wall on the other side of the alley, creeping
from Butcher Row closer to the back door of the Whetstone. She hoisted the keg
and kiona leaf and hurried up the stairs, imagining some drunk or sailor
seeking a niche to curl up in until the curfew expired at dawn.


Silence greeted her. After setting dishes to soak in the
washtub, she lugged the keg through the swinging door. A half full ale sat on
the trestle, right where she needed to put the keg. The tankard overturned with
a clank as she dropped the keg into place, sending a river of dark ale across
the worn floorboards. With a disgusted sigh, she turned to grab a rag.


Then she saw him.


A small gasp of surprise escaped her and a greasy hand rose
to touch the ridge of scar again. 


She was alone in the inn with a stranger.


A man slept at the table before the hearth with a
half-finished ale and an untouched bowl of stewed chicken. Welf’s friends had
surrounded the table all night, overturning chairs and tankards. She remembered
Welf calling for the food. Now the chairs had all been righted and the stranger
slept as soundly as if undisturbed all night. She saw no sign of the many brass
owed for food and drink Welf and his cronies had consumed. At least half a keg,
she thought.


Certainly, she’d remember seeing him among the rabble. Though
deeply soiled, he wore clothes finer than any Docksider’s. Had the
well-dressed, dirty man wandered in after Parlow went to bed? Had he come
seeking a room and Parlow told him to wait for her? She’d only been in the
undercroft a few minutes. Could she have missed a sleeping man among the dozen
ruffians Welf brought?


Sayre fought the curl of her lip as she regarded the man
whose hair clung to a grimy face. Curfew neared. She needed to close.


Every few moments, she glanced at the door. What delayed
Durragh? If
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