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Apples and Bounties













TARRYA ILLIMOR of Carrier House Leneiros unfolded her own wanted poster one-handed and examined it quickly. She had ripped it down from a gatepost on Harbor Street and hurried on without a glance back. The bounty notice was printed on quality paper with a detailed and accurate woodblock ink stamp of her face and profile. They even got her nose right—and her lower lip, which was a little too big for her mouth. Since she was a child, the word “stubborn” always seemed to be included when describing it.

Twenty-four years, I still can’t escape the word “stubborn”.

Tarrya felt the weight of tears coming and shifted her focus away from a flood of memories of the only world she’d ever known.

Do they always use the finest printing for wanted posters?

The paper rattled as she held it in one shaking hand. With her other, she cupped three bright red apples against her stomach—apples she’d bought from an old woman in Nava Market on the outskirts of Arkoness because it had felt like the right thing to do.

Don’t mind me. I’m just a nobody, not wanted for anything, picking up a little something to eat on the flatboat ride upriver to Thornfall.

Tarrya imagined it helped her fit in with the other overland travelers, but she didn’t have any experience roaming the landward side of the great city-state.

She was the daughter of an Arkoness Carrier House. She knew ships and sails, soundings and charts, running rigging, and the mechanics of navigation with trade winds and the motion of the stars. She’d sailed on ships across the Blue since she was a child. This flatboat was a river vessel, broad-decked and slow, towed upriver by ox teams plodding along the rutted road on the north bank. She didn’t like the unnatural motion, the not-quite-rhythmic tugging and dropping fore to aft.

Accustomed to open seas and ships nearly as wide as this boat was long, the flatboat barely qualified as a vehicle for water travel.

Tarrya braced her feet apart for balance and leaned against the portside rail, keeping her head down. The city and its busy wharves faded into the mist and marsh flats behind her. This was her first time inland, beyond the hinterlands of Arkoness, the largest and most prosperous city-state in all the Tannaquell Lows. It was “Grand Arkoness”, a vast port city with a harbor full of warships, fishing vessels, and merchant ships, some of them owned or insured by her family’s financial operations.

She felt a stab of anxiety about her family. She wasn’t sure where she stood with them. There hadn’t been time to speak to her father after the command went out for her arrest. Pushing a few necessities, some silver, and a History of the Tannaquell Lows with Maps and Folklore into her seabag, she had dressed appropriately, grabbed her cloak, and fled her port residence without a goodbye. Her Aunt Sophia knew of course—because she always knew. Sophia had been the one who tipped her off with instructions to leave the city immediately. And to stay away until the false accusations could be straightened out.

Tarrya had climbed out a back window and jumped a wall to the alley along the Tideway while a squad of High Court enforcers were banging on the front door. An hour later, hurrying through the dark Arkoness streets to the river docks, she’d joined the early morning crowd on the Thornfall-bound flatboat.

Tarrya unfolded the heavy piece of paper again. With a surreptitious glance at the dozens of other travelers near her to see if any of them were looking back suspiciously, she dropped her gaze to more closely peruse her own bounty notice.

Along with the accurate portrait and her full family name, it promised a purse of a thousand silver to anyone who brought her to the High Court alive. The notice contained a section on surrendering to the arrest warrant, along with a not-so-subtle threat of torture—upon capture—if she chose not to appear of her own will. It was even signed by Lord Ambrose Seeledger, with his full name and position: Minister of Records for the Guild of Law and Master of Harbors for the Port City of Arkoness.

Tarrya Scalherry Urseiwa Illimor of Carrier House Leneiros folded the paper nimbly into quarters and pushed it under her belt behind the three apples. It was the only wanted poster she’d ever seen up close or read in detail, and although it looked official, she thought it was strange it didn’t mention a crime of any kind.

Just the threat and the reward.

She felt tears welling again and concentrated on summoning her impassive-form, the projection she usually created when she needed strength. Her impassive was useful when negotiating tricky trade deals, playing games, or when the need arose to confront ship captains, her father, or the constabulary. She mentally pushed against the weeping-induced swelling around her eyes, and suddenly it was there, like a full-body mask, a shield in her own shape, as fully present as the sudden cold absence of the urge to cry.

Tarrya opened her eyes, not realizing she’d closed them. And there—surprisingly—on her left, like seeing her own ghost in a mirror, was a second impassive, watching her warily. She had only conjured two impassives once before. An officer of the Arkoness Wharf Watch questioned her about “loitering” in the imported cargo warehouse prior to inspection and release—where she wasn’t strictly allowed to be. But she was responsible for the shipment, and she wasn’t going to allow some shady inspector to walk off with any of it. Tarrya hadn’t lied through her own teeth. She had lied through the teeth of her conjured impersonator, her summoned impassive—the unemotional, supremely confident copy of herself that slipped into the same space and folded around her. This was the Tarrya the outside world usually saw and interacted with. The watch officer had listened carefully to her explanation and justification—delivered with the precision of a High Court judge—tapped the brim of his hat with his truncheon and bid her good day. That’s when she’d noticed a second, ghostly version of herself, standing a little way away, silently laughing and gesturing rudely at the officer’s back.

Now, here she was, leaning on the rail of a crowded flatboat, heading away from the sea, half a day away from the only home she’d ever known, wearing an impassive like a mask. And there was another version of herself—a third version of herself—looking this way and that, watchful and glowering at the other travelers.

Tarrya felt a shiver of power run up her spine. She straightened, blinking away the strain of concentrating on her two impassive forms, and met the cold gray-green eye of an old man leaning against the boat’s rail on the starboard side. A traveler himself, or maybe an ancient sailor down on his luck? Long gray hair in a queue and yellowed teeth in a crooked grin, he leaned heavily on a walking stick, a dirty blue oilskin coat thrown over his shoulders. One of his eyes was milky with an old scar that ran up the cheek and through the brow.

He winked at her with his good one and appeared to be able to see her impassives, including the accompanying ghostly version. The city was only half a day away and someone had already caught her. She fought the slither of fear, failed to seize control, and the pair of confident Tarryas drifted away with the breeze.

Only one Tarrya was left, staring back at the old man—the frightened Tarrya who fought the rush of tears, whose home and life had been ripped away. The Tarrya who might be imprisoned or worse if they captured her.

The old sailor’s one-eyed stare dropped to the apples. Then he looked up at her directly with a slight questioning tilt of his head.

Tarrya let out a long breath. Not truly relieved, but the urge to jump the rail and make a swim for it drifted away with the stoic copies of herself.

He was asking for an apple.

She lifted her hand higher, fingers spread wide, hooked to hold all three, and nodded back, hoping he would only take one.

He planted his walking stick a ways out and heaved himself off the rail. The flatboat had stopped to take on passengers at several points along the river, but he seemed to glide without trouble through the space crowded with chattering sellers balancing stacks of boxes and bread baskets, young soldiers grinning nervously, huddling families, mothers clutching their children close, farmers and attendants with goats and pigs on leashes.

She didn’t see how it happened, but the old man was suddenly right in front of her, one hand about to reach out, hesitant, fingers half uncurled, the back ridged with veins and mottled age spots.

Tarrya whispered, “Please do.”

His hand opened. He didn’t have fingernails. He had animal claws the color of bone and sharp as knives.

But he was gentle as a fawn with a theatrical twirl of the fingers on one open hand while he carefully selected a single apple with the other. As he lifted it away, one claw curled between the other two apples and sliced into her skin, cutting a deep line across her palm. Blood immediately oozed and dribbled between her fingers, splattering her shoes. Tarrya stared down at her open hand for a moment, waiting for a stab of pain that didn’t come.

Shadowy movement on the flatboat’s deck caught her eye, a flash of an animal shape moving across the weathered wood. It was only there for a moment and then she lost it, a wild-looking shadow dancing in the slanted afternoon sun, something with pointed ears and snout. Maybe a fox? Tarrya had seen just about every sea creature imaginable with her own eyes, but she’d only seen drawings of foxes in books.

When she looked up, the old sailor—or whatever he was—had vanished, no sign of him or the apple, and across from her, against the opposite railing was a bright-aproned dairy mother, assisted by two young men, corralling goats.

A chill ran through Tarrya, and a jumble of questions lined up behind her teeth. She kept her mouth shut, knowing if she asked about the man who’d been leaning there a moment before, the woman with the goats would say something like, “We’ve been standing in this spot half the day, since Apprehaltz. Find your own bit of railing.”

Tarrya quickly checked the crowd around her, not expecting to find the strange man with the claws. She had heard the inlands, the “Lows”, were wild—wild in the sense that prey and predator animals freely roamed the fields, swamps, and shadowy forests occasionally harassing travelers—but also wild in the old-world sense, teaming with well-spirits and rootworld beings that had roamed Tannaquell for a hundred lifetimes.

Had she just met one of them?

The two remaining apples felt slick in her fingers, but the blood was drying. She shifted them to one hand and, with her now-free fingers, wiped the blood on her cloak. Then, scrutinizing her palm, she saw the old man’s claw had left a mark, not a laceration or scar. A thick band of heavy gold ran from one side to the other. Instead of a wound she had a glistening metallic cord running through her skin, embedded and organic, as if it had always been there. Tarrya made a fist, curling her fingers around it but didn’t feel anything rigidly metallic or unnatural.

She also didn’t feel the stiff crinkle of folded paper under her belt and knew the wanted poster with her face and a promised thousand-silver reward was gone along with the apple.
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Thornfall










THE BOUNTY NOTICE portrait showed her with long, wavy hair past her shoulders, so Tarrya cleaned and ate one of the remaining apples, stuffed the other in her seabag, and braided her hair while the flatboat was maneuvering to the dock. She pulled the two resulting lengths around her head like a bundle of dark rope, finally anchoring the ends in place with the gold and mother-of-pearl clasp given to her by her Aunt Sophia.

She waited for most of the boat’s passengers to cross and exit onto the dock before following at the pace of someone who wasn’t being pursued by the constabulary of Arkoness.

She stepped between grain sacks and crates stacked on the Thornfall docks, thinking, Find a place to hide, a room somewhere—it doesn’t have to be elegant. I’ve slept on the decks of ships across the Blue. I just need a little time to figure out how I can send a discreet note to Aunt Sophia.

Tarrya paused in the middle of the street, a wide thoroughfare called “the Mirasailor”. It all looked familiar, analogous to port cities she’d visited as part of her maritime experiences. She took in the lakeside warehouses, lumberyards, ropemakers, public houses, and shops decorated with marker buoys, selling bait, traps, netting, and other lake and riverine gear.

The sights and smells made her feel welcomed, just another visitor, strolling along without a bounty on her head.

Just keep moving and watch for anyone following me.

Tarrya heard the crows before one landed on her shoulder, a murder of them by all the noise they were making. She also heard the shouting of a fisherman over the chorus of cawing and turned to see a man in a heavy apron waving a wide straw hat in an effort to disperse the sleek black shapes.

A large crow landed heavily, brushed up against Tarrya’s ear, made a jaunty croaking noise, and attacked her, ripping away a beakful of hair. Then, quicker than she could swing a fist, it dug in its talons and launched itself in the air, pumping its wings to catch up with its fellows.

She managed to pluck and hold on to one large black tailfeather, thrusting it decoratively into her hair.

Tarrya turned to watch the birds fly away along the Thornfall docks.  A little late and a little too softly, she said, that was strange, and spent a minute adjusting her braids. She also made sure the crow had not made off with Aunt Sophia’s clasp.

The sudden intrusion of omen birds was unusual enough to raise goosebumps up her arms. That one of the crows had taken some of her hair, added to her vigilance. She’d heard sailors’ tales where possessing another’s hair, skin, or blood might be used against them, but she had never seen it accomplish anything. Admittedly that kind of sympathetic magic was outside her experience. But she had her own powers. Other than conjuring impassives, she had the ability to see the shadow shapes of the souls of nearby people—given a decent slanting light. And she could do many other useful things her Aunt Sophia had taught her.

She’d also read about the wider magical world, and was especially interested in the rootstones—massive dark crystalline spheres buried in the rock and soil across the Lows and the rest of the world as far as she knew. They were beacons and accumulations of power that some mages drew from to create their works, start fires, move the flow of rivers, and accomplish other things that were, frankly, unbelievable.

The rootstones had drawn her attention when she was first coming into her abilities because she didn’t need them, didn’t rely on any stored “beacon of power”. And Aunt Sophia’s dismissive attitude toward them fired her interest even more. Why was she different? What could those mages who needed some proximity to a rootstone to execute their powers do that she couldn’t do?

And then there were the rootworlders themselves, ancient creatures with enormous power who roamed the lands and seas on their own private journeys, with their own inscrutable motives—shared with none—ignoring, for the most part, the people of the world of Shudaireness. Had they created the rootstones? Were they somehow involved?

This inland expanse she now traveled seemed so much wider than the Zainarren Blue, the widest of seas she’d traversed. It was a nineteen-day voyage out of Arkoness—with the wind—to reach Veshorrin. But—thaumaturgically speaking—there seemed to be more to a mile of the Tannaquell Lows than a day on the sea, at least on the surface.

The sea has depth, she thought. How deep are the Lows?

She turned away from the docks to look along the Mirasailor, and the wide and strange new world in which she’d found herself nearly ran her down in the middle of the interestingly named street. Two young men with a barrow of grain sacks stacked so high they couldn’t see their direct path clearly, came close to driving right over her. They were headed for the docks in a hurry, apparently late for a vessel that was about to depart.

Tarrya lurched aside, the sharp front edge of the barrow clipping her in the shin, tearing a neat line in her hose and leaving a splash of mud across the hem of her skirt. One of the men shouted something apologetically and drove on without slowing.

Thinking it wiser—or just good sense—to keep to one side of the Mirasailor, Tarrya slid left into the slow flow of people heading into the town of Thornfall. The sun was low, and she pulled her cloak closer, trying to remain in the shadows of the passing shops, smithies, and warehouses. There may have been inns and taverns with private rooms available nearby, but she understood enough about dockside establishments to know their quality—and, often, safety—dipped the nearer you were to the water.

She’d need to find a safe inn with basic conveniences, thinking, I don’t know how often House Leneiros post riders make it out to Thornfall—they’re mostly coastal. But there must be courier services here, at least through the better inns.

Watching the people ahead of her for any signs of latent bounty-hunting behavior, she spotted a couple of recognizable passengers from the flatboat another forty paces along and followed them. Half a mile farther, the wide thoroughfare of the Mirasailor split into two streets, one a narrow way that looked commercial. The other was High Street—so named on the elaborately carved sign—which had a gentle grade and more expensive properties.

The sun was close to setting and finding a place to hide that also provided decent food, a little privacy, and a comfortable bed sounded like the right next step. She cut between two mule-pulled carts rolling toward her, both heading to the port with cargo to load onto one of the outbound vessels. She made her way up High Street, her fingers running over the slightly raised ridge of gold in her palm.

Tarrya wondered if it was like a metallic scab that would do its job protecting the wound and then flake off after everything underneath healed. Seems a little complicated. And expensive.

Just ahead there were two large, brightly lit buildings, one clearly a place where she could find a room and a meal. It offered two stories with a balcony, rows of windows, and a porte-cochere. There were even liveried attendants and a waiting carriage out front.

Gilt letters on the sign read Gondron Inn.

Without a pause, Tarrya headed for the double doors, thrown wide to the evening, and stepped into the crowded front room off the main dining and drinking space, which was almost as large as the flatboat she’d taken from Arkoness.

This is perfect, she said to herself. A lot of people, a lot of motion. I’ll blend in and go unnoticed while I find a way to contact Aunt Sophia.

A smartly dressed woman in a gold-buttoned vest and chevron-patterned leggings passed her, looked her up and down, and held out one open hand, gesturing Tarrya to follow. “Good evening, ma’am. I’m Mayrel. Dining alone tonight? Where would you like to sit? Bar or table?”

They made their way through the vast dining hall. Tarrya caught up to her. “I also need a room, just myself for now. And a table if you please.”

“Of course.” Mayrel nodded, cut away from the row of tall chairs along the bar, and made her way to a slightly quieter area of the room. Gesturing to a small table for two against the south wall, she pulled out a chair. Tarrya was already removing her cloak and folding it as she moved to the other chair, away from the window onto an unlit garden. “Sorry, I prefer the garden view.” And not have my back exposed to a window.

The chair went back into place, and the woman swept off with, “Elen will be by with a list of the evening’s meals and other offerings. I’ll return in a bit with room information and a key.”

Mayrel was gone, winding back through the tables toward the front entrance.

Tarrya felt as if she had to catch her breath. This was some high-society Arkoness-level hospitality way out in the Lows. She hadn’t expected it, but then again, she hadn’t left her residence dressed like a criminal. Without the covering of her cloak, her social position and her affiliation with Arkoness elite were on display. She looked down at the line of thirteen polished buttons making a perfectly spaced boundary, dividing the front of a high-collared vest of blue brocade with the sea and full sails woven into it and embellished with tiny pearls. Light cream with delicate tracings of swirling ocean currents, the sleeves of her silk blouse billowed fashionably. Her skirt was also made of the brocade. Even her hose and shoes were of the highest quality. Without the cloak, she stood out more than a fugitive should, but there were clear benefits.

She noticed a dozen men and women from several different tables and along the bar watching her. Most immediately looked away.

And a few disadvantages.

It would be odd if she pulled on her cloak again, so she didn’t.

A young woman, evidently Elen, appeared suddenly, flying to the table with the same energy that drove Mayrel. She was a little older than Tarrya, dressed in a pressed and starched apron. She set down a wine bottle and one hand-blown stemmed glass of the faintest blue.

Tarrya looked up. “Is this for me? I didn’t order anything.”

“They did.” Elen leaned down, pointing with her hand held low to keep things semi-confidential. She indicated two people at a table across the room, both smiling and nodding back. A woman with long dark hair, dressed mostly in brown and black, gave Tarrya a multi-fingered sequential curling gesture that seemed friendly enough. The man across from her, fairer with long reddish-brown hair and beard complexly braided, lifted his glass to Tarrya with a combination head tilt and nod that Tarrya took to mean “Well met in Thornfall”—or something like that.

She picked up her own empty glass and raised it in acknowledgment.

Elen, still leaning close, whispered conspiratorially, “The woman’s name is Sindreen. She wanted me to ask if you’d like to share the bottle. They have an extra place at their table. And the gentleman with her, I believe his name is Rehmonoth, asked if you’re recently from Arkoness, and if so, do you have any interesting news or gossip? He specifically asked if the stage production of Wright of the Tides was still running at the Vadithess Theater.”

Elen clearly saw Tarrya’s nervousness and added, “You needn’t join them if you don’t wish, but they’re regulars, in here two or three times a week. Mayrel knows them better than I do, and she considers them harmless. Mostly.”

The calculations clicking through Tarrya’s thoughts were probably loud enough for Elen to hear. Most of it amounted to weighing trust and the general appearance of Sindreen and Rehmonoth. In the end, five or six long and silent seconds later, the winning piece that moved the scale was: A criminal would probably be on her own, behaving suspiciously, not chatting gaily with others about the Arkoness theater scene.

Tarrya stood up and, still holding the glass, draped her cloak over one arm. “I think I will. Elen, can you bring the wine, please, and lead the way?”
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Sindreen and Rehm













GREETINGS AND NAMES traded, Sindreen gave Tarrya a long look, moving a lock of dark hair back from her face to uncover both eyes at once. “You’re new. Haven’t seen you in the Gondron before today. In town from Arkoness?”

Tarrya took the seat with her back to the wall. “Just off the flatboat.”

Rehmonoth—“call me Rehm”—filled her glass. “Oh, do I miss Grand Arkoness. Anything interesting playing on the West Castien Way these days?”

The odeons and big theaters, including the Vadithess, were on West Castien, a wide avenue strung with always-burning oil lamps, towering and elaborate facades, and terraced seating for thousands carved out of the hillsides above the city.

“I haven’t been to the theater in a while—saw The Night Wanderers last year. Amazing sets and performance. But I’m more of an ocean and salt-spray type, with a residence overlooking a harbor full of ships. I’ve sailed over the Zainarren Blue many times, the first time when I was three years old.”

“Ah,” said Rehm and drew out the sound to emphasize his grasp of the important distinction. Arkoness was like two cities. “And what has brought you—a daughter of the sea—so far inland?” He took a sip.

Tarrya frowned. The phrase “daughter of the sea” sounded quaint, even charming. No one among the seaside population of Arkoness used that phrase—daughter or son of the sea, only those who lived inland and who’d probably never seen the tides.

She made a vague gesture to indicate… What, the beautifully painted ceiling, the starry skies above? Without straying too far from the truth, she said, “One of my relatives has suggested that I spend a little time in the Tannaquell Lows. She said it would be healthy for me.”

Sindreen looked suddenly serious. “Healthy? Not sure about that. Potentially more interesting? No doubt.”

“Good enough. I might be in Thornfall for a while.” Tarrya tried to sound enthusiastic. “I’ve visited and explored a dozen cities on the other side of the Blue but have never journeyed far from my own city on this continent. There’s so much outside of Arkoness to explore.”

Rehm nodded absently as he nonchalantly surveyed the other diners. “I don’t know if you want to hear this, but we seem to have attracted the interest of another party.” Rehm furtively glanced over Sindreen’s shoulder, across the dining hall, whispering, “There’s also a hooded fellow by the bar who appears to be watching you and waiting.”

“Are any of the others looking this way?” Tarrya kept her head down, to one side, eyes focused on Sindreen. She gestured, a little awkwardly, in what she thought was a casual flick of her fingers.

“Hooded fellow hasn’t moved. The other two are getting up from their table and heading toward us. Oh dear. One looks rather . . . intense.” Rehm gave Sindreen a meaningful look that lasted a couple of seconds, and both stood without another word.

Tarrya was on her feet with them, flexing fingers, readying something discreetly dangerous.

The two men approaching were unambiguously dangerous. A fair, thick-set soldierly man with long, center-parted blond hair had one hand on the sheathed short-sword at his belt. He’d swept that side of his cloak wide to make sure everyone knew he was carrying something that could cut you. The other had a wiry build, a little taller, with fashionably trimmed dark hair and beard. He seemed to wear a perpetual snarling expression, his top lip twisted up as if offended by everything he could see. He’d been the first to rise from his chair, hefting a strangely ornate ax that hadn’t been made and kept sharp for trees.

Tarrya took in the long handle with a gentle curve and a finely polished, single-bladed ax-head—an ax with some reach. She was familiar with the hardware. A corsair’s ax—but one a rather showy pirate might put to use.

The two moved warily around tables and chairs, drawing near, the soldier with the blond hair opening and closing his fists as if warming up for trouble.

Elen, fresh from the kitchen and looking a little harried, swung between the two parties on the brink of war, platters of some delicious-smelling roasted pork arrayed along one arm. Her other arm waved around energetically, free hand jabbing an accusing finger at all of them. She was shaking her head before she said, “Uh-uh. No. Take whatever this is out to the street. Come back in when you cool off.” Then she was gone, across the room, gently setting down dishes on patrons’ tables.

Snarling-lip tipped his ax at Tarrya. “We’ve a thousand-silver bounty on that one.”

A jolt of panic ran through her, and she reached for the energy to summon an impassive. Not yet. She curled her shaking hands into fists but felt a little better when the ax-wielder started moving sideways, toward the front door, following Elen’s demand.

Rehmonoth leaned toward Tarrya, an eyebrow raised and mouth pulled down in a Now I’m really intrigued expression. But it passed quickly as his attention shifted to the two who were cautiously heading for the Gondron’s entrance, glancing back to see if the impending altercation was moving with them.

Rehm touched his cloak, but left it draped over his chair. “That’s a tidy sum, Tarrya. What did you do?”

Acting on instinct about the pair, Tarrya decided candor was her best option. “I honestly don’t know why they’re after me. I have family in Arkoness investigating.” She noted an identical doubting reaction from both Sindreen and Rehm. “It might be that I saw or heard something I wasn’t supposed to. Or maybe I've broken some obscure trade law or jeopardized the import inspection for some rich merchant’s cargo. That’s landed me in minor trouble before. Now, someone wants me… I don’t know what they’re planning to do or what they’re accusing me of. But I’m sure it won’t be good for my health.”

The “saw or heard something I wasn’t supposed to” clearly piqued Sindreen’s interest. She nodded, preparing to follow the two bounty hunters out of the inn. “Ah, and that’s why it might be ‘healthier’ for you to be out here in the Lows? Let’s chat after we take care of these two inquisitive gentlemen.”

Rehm drew on what looked like fencing gloves then motioned Tarrya forward. “Shouldn’t take long. Planning to join the fun?”

Tarrya swung her bag over one shoulder and followed them out into the dusky street. The streetlamps were being lit. Who were these two? Why were they suddenly—and eagerly—willing to help her?

Mayrel gave them all a stern look as they made their way through the front room and outside, beyond two carriages with harnessed horses. Rehm slowed his stride to walk alongside Tarrya. “Don’t worry. Mayrel and the staff of the Gondron are used to this sort of misbehavior from Sindreen and me. We’ll be back at our table enjoying our wine in a few minutes.”

The soldierly looking fellow and Snarling-lip stopped in the middle of High Street, throwing back cloaks aggressively and drawing weapons. Even his voice had a little snarl to it. “We can do this with blood or benevolence. Your choice.”

To Tarrya’s ear, he sounded very coastal Morhessin and educated.

So, a learned pirate.

Sindreen watched them with an unconcerned competence that was frightening to see. She made a swirling gesture with one hand. “Or you can take a hundred silver without consequence and walk away?”

Tarrya stopped between Rehm and Sindreen, flexing her arms and extending her fingers, feeling the thrum of power run through her, all the way to the tips of her toes.

Snarly-lip slid his ax into the crook of one elbow and unfolded a heavy piece of paper—one of Tarrya’s wanted posters. He stood motionless for a moment, staring at the image—her face and profile done in ink. Then he carefully folded it away and looked over at his soldierly accomplice. “If it’s just you three, we’d rather have the thousand.”

He stepped cautiously forward, bringing the ax up two-handed. The soldier rushed in with his sword raised, ready to swing, growling something that sounded like, “See your blood in the street and you’ll sing a different tune.”

Damn, this is happening! One of Aunt Sophia’s defensive moves flowed through her.

Tarrya started to twirl the air and stopped, pulling her response back. High Street lit up around her. She stepped clear of a fan of ghostly arcane threads that curved around buildings, lightning-fast, following a line of walls and terraces, branching from alleys to slam into the center of Sindreen’s back—but instead of hitting her with force and knocking her off her feet, the spectral fibers of energy flowed into her body, apparently feeding an inner reserve of power that she used on the soldier.

They’re drawing from the rootstones.

An almost lackadaisical gesture from Sindreen knocked the bounty hunter off his feet. His sword hand hit the street hard and shook the blade from his grasp. The weapon went ringing across the stones.

Tarrya had never seen power used like this. She followed the path of another strand of mist-like energy that slipped through the curtains of an open second-story window across the street and shot out the front door to latch onto Rehmonoth. He made a dancer’s half twist, one hand gracefully slicing the air to shear the head off the ax. Snarly-lip stopped mid-swing, thrown off his game, the lion’s share of the killing weight suddenly gone from his weapon.

The bounty hunters recovered quickly, which surprised Tarrya. They backed away a few paces, collecting their weapons and wits. The soldier snapped up his sword. They glanced at each other, maybe for reassurance, both making decisive nods as if to say the fight wasn’t over. Snarly regripped his ax handle and slapped the palm of his other hand with it.

Tarrya held out a hand to stop them. They cannot see the magic flowing from the rootstones. She realized with a small shock. They don’t even know what they’re fighting. 

She stepped through the soft glow of energy surrounding Sindreen and Rehmonoth, narrowed her focus down to the bounty hunters, and twirled her fingers swiftly sunwise—a clock dial’s direction. The air around the two bounty hunters grew still, momentarily hard as diamond, and then both were lifted off their feet and flipped, one over the other, ten paces down High Street. They skidded face-first through mud and horseshit. A twirling bar of wood—the ax handle—caught the glow from the streetlamps in a delicate arc and ended up thumping into an open rain barrel outside a dark-windowed shop with a faded sign of broken letters: APOTH CARY - SPICEs”.

Tarrya released her hold, then sensing something behind her, spun and stopped dead, watching a terrifyingly beautiful woman in a dark cloak gliding toward them. Sindreen and Rehm felt Tarrya’s rapid shift and followed her gaze, wheeling to deal with a potential new threat.

The arcane threads leading to Tarrya’s two allies grew fragile and broke apart, ghostly lines fading into the setting sunlight.

The woman was pale, in a hooded cloak that shimmered metallic blue against black. She walked calmly into their midst, half her face in shadow but somehow still alluring and commanding at the same time. She lowered the hood of shimmering material, and the radiance of a goddess rolled off her. She lifted one gloved hand and choked off what remained of the network of energy that coiled around the buildings lining the street.

Ignoring Sindreen and Rehmonoth gasping at their sudden loss of power, she turned her full attention to Tarrya.

She displayed a cruel smile and made a complicated gesture with both gloved hands, fingers hooking into claws.

Tarrya staggered back. Something hit her and then grabbed her with inhuman strength. She felt her spine buckle and rotate, bones and tendons twisting apart, breaking with a moment of intense burning pain, and then she felt nothing. Her eyes were already wide, and the world seemed brighter, almost blinding, like turning to face the sun. But she couldn’t close them. Her breathing stopped abruptly as if she’d forgotten how—or her lungs had been crushed flat by collapsing ribs and splintering bone. There was blood in her mouth, oozing between her teeth, bitter and metallic. A jarring blow to the back of her head dazed her. The lines of stone and wood, the structural faces of the Gondron Inn and other buildings along the street shifted strangely, as if they were being stretched into the sky. Tarrya realized she was on her back, lying in the mud on rough paving stones. The light was dying. But she didn’t think her eyes were closing.

Then she felt the flutter of crow feathers, black wings spreading.

So, this is death.
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Tarrya blinked, squeezed her eyes closed firmly, and then opened them. She was lying in the street. Her vision was blurred. Her breathing started with a jolt so violent it kicked her onto her side, coughing and choking on the saliva and blood that had pooled in her mouth and was now running out of it. It dribbled down her chin to fill the sharp lines between the paving stones.

The witch stood over Tarrya, her voice gentle, almost motherly. “There, child, get yourself together and go back to the inn.” A world of shadow and silence blossomed behind her and closed around them, sealing the two of them in, blocking out the rest of the street and all of Thornfall. “Await my lovely Ezrick Hollow Birth.”

“What did you do?” Tarrya’s voice was raw, pain running through her jaw. Her teeth hurt. Had this witch just killed her and then brought her back to life?

“That is what I just did. But I am not unkind.” She crouched and plucked the crow’s feather out of Tarrya’s hair. “I can see you do not need the rootstones, and that interests me. Very much. You interest me, but you also stirred my wrath when I saw you doing that twirling motion with your hand—all wrong, of course. I had to show you how it’s supposed to be done.” She sighed, studying Tarrya’s pearl-studded blue vest with the sailing ships and swirling clouds. “Then I realized you’re already spoken for. You’re that Arkoness daughter of the sea Ezrick’s always whining about. He’s waited too long for you, and I won’t interfere at this point. We’ll see if—later—I must.”

Tarrya was assembling a few of her thoughts—and more intentions and memories were sparking, connecting, and coming alive with every passing moment. A few of the last ones showed up with a cup of sarcasm. She poured it all in and it gave her voice a sharp, cynical edge. “And what do you mean by that?”

The witch didn’t seem to notice. She stood and waved airily. “I don’t play with my own food. I certainly will not play with the food of one of my pets.”

Tarrya looked around for anyone else joining their little street brawl. “Pets?”

The beautiful woman pursed her lips as if mildly embarrassed. “I own several. My favorite is Ezrick of Hellexallim, who is called Hollow Birth. You may have heard of him? I set him free long ago, but he always comes running back to show me when he’s caught something—or someone.”

Eww, that’s foul.

Tarrya pushed aside her disgust because she knew that name, an echo from years ago, Ezrick Hollow Birth, the man with the wolf-shaped shadow on the floor of her father’s study. She’d been eleven, sneaking down to the kitchens late at night for a snack, when oil light, tall shadows, and a low and urgent discussion at the hall’s end tempted her to listen in. She didn’t like the voice that spoke threateningly to her father—chilling words, Where did she come from? Who is training her? The truth, you simple man, or I will end your life. And she didn’t like the shape of his soul, bristly and elongated, a distorted wolf shadow hunched over her father’s lean seabird shadow like a fresh kill. The creature in the ashen hood had turned then, suddenly, and looked right at her. Tarrya had covered her scream with one hand and ran.

That had been Ezrick Hollow Birth, half a lifetime ago.

The witch gestured encouragingly for her to rise. “Are you feeling better, child?”

Tarrya sat up but didn’t think she had the strength to stand. Child? I’ve sailed the world’s oceans for most of my life. I’ve spent more months at sea than you’ve spent years in this world. Probably. It was hard to tell with this woman. She didn’t look real—more like some brilliant sculptor’s work than living flesh and bone.

“I hope I put you back together the right way around.” The beautiful witch sighed at Tarrya’s faraway look, maybe a little disappointed at her lack of response. She watched her for another minute, and then dissipated their private shadow world with a languid motion, raised the hood to cover half her face, and strolled down High Street of Thornfall toward the center of town. Three crows followed her, lazily circling in the air above. The witch walked along the street as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She had broken Tarrya’s spine with a snap of power, dropped her dead on the pavement, and brought her back to life a moment later—apparently in one piece.

Sindreen approached and scrunched down next to Tarrya, placing a hand on her shoulder to keep her from falling over. Her voice came out in a shocked whisper as she brushed the dirt from Tarrya’s cloak and bag. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

Rehm took her arm and helped her to her feet. “And get a little wine inside you.”

As they approached the Gondron, Sindreen made a derisive snort and glanced over one shoulder, down the street. But she kept her voice low. “Your bounty hunters ran like the frightened children they are when she appeared. I never expected to see her—or any of them in my life. Is she the one who’s hunting you? Why didn’t she kill you?”

“Or leave you dead,” put in Rehm.

Tarrya stumbled, blinked firmly, and ducked away from the painfully blazing lamps along the front of the inn. “Who? That witch? I think she did kill me. But then she changed her mind.”

Sindreen exchanged a glance with Rehmonoth and was already shaking her head before the words came out. “That was no witch. That was Zarraneth Wine of Crows.”
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Wine of Crows










THEY SETTLED DOWN at their table as if nothing had occurred. There was an indistinct hum of notice when they entered. The other patrons were mildly curious but quickly returned to their drinks and meals. Rehm poured three glasses of wine, and no one spoke until each had a substantial sip or two. Elen came by a minute later and left with a quick nod—Sindreen had ordered something for all of them.

When Tarrya finally felt capable of conversation, her voice was hoarse, and the words didn’t want to come out in any meaningful order. She thought it safest to try a single syllable. “Who?”

Rehm’s whisper had a desperate edge as if this wasn’t something to be talked about in a public dining room. He leaned in and spoke softly. “One of the Four, the one who rules the Four as far as we know. They’re called Blood, Breathless, Bent, and Sorrowful.”

Names or descriptions? Some frightening alliteration until sorrowful muddles it up, Tarrya thought.

Sindreen, as if hearing Tarrya’s thoughts, lowered her voice and said, “They have names, one is Zarraneth Wine of Crows—you just met.”

“There’s Illafar Breathless,” Rehm said under his breath. “You can make some fair guesses on what he’s famous for. I don’t recall Bent’s name… something that starts with an L? Maybe Lythienne? Something like that. No telling what she can do.” He paused, shook his head. “Who’s the fourth?”

“Something Sorrowful,” whispered Sindreen. “A recluse somewhere, maybe not even in Tannaquell. They’re just called ‘the Four’ with no more explanation. Other than they’re old, powerful root sorcerers. Rumor says they are the manipulators behind some of the larger city-state governments and courts. They’re hundreds of years old. They influence trade, they move important people around like they’re pieces on a gameboard, and generally do the kinds of things that change the course of history. Probably rumor, but it’s said they like to eliminate any covenant sorcery competition they deem too strong.”

“Like us,” added Rehm gravely, “and you.”

Tarrya gulped her wine too quickly and coughed. “I’ve figured it out. ‘Wine of Crows’ means ‘blood’.” Metaphors were still a little slippery in her mind, but she made that connection. “Then the other three are breathless, bent, and sorrowful. I’ve never heard of them.”

“Strange that you haven’t,” said Sindreen. “Someone should have warned you. I mean, who really knows how much of it is made up. Some of it must be rumor and old tales, but they’re well known out here. At least among those with talent.” She made an open-handed, helpless gesture, almost gasping the words, “But you don’t see any of them walking around like we just did.”

Rehm added, “Your mentors or instructors didn’t mention them at all?”

Tarrya shook her head, felt the scowl forming on her face, and wondered why her aunt hadn’t brought them up. “Never.”

Sindreen finished the wine in her glass, and her scary smile returned. “That was thrilling though, wasn’t it? I mean, the two ruffians looking to betray you for a little silver were annoying and even a little entertaining, but to see one of the Four strolling down High Street. That just doesn’t happen, a year’s worth of storytelling right there.”

Tarrya didn’t want to admit she had been terrified, in pain, without a heartbeat or the ability to draw a breath, dead for a few moments. “Why are you helping me?”

Sindreen shrugged but kept her hint of a smile. “You looked like someone who needed a little help—and would be amusing to be with.” She shrugged again, took a sip of wine. “No more complicated than that. We both saw you walk in with Mayrel. I said Arkoness? Rehm says definitely. I say is she by herself? Rehm says let’s invite her over. I wave Elen down for a bottle and a glass. Then those rude fellows interrupted. That’s pretty much how we got here.”

Rehm sighed and made an expansive gesture that meant just look around. “You’re from Grand Arkoness and this is wearisome little Thornfall.” He sank back into his chair, but his fingers danced on the table in front of him. “We saw you first. And trust me, you’ll have a better time with us than them.”

“Don’t worry.” Sindreen clearly saw Tarrya’s concerned expression, but sounded completely calm saying, “Those two were never a threat. We have our covenant abilities.” She brightened then, throwing a scheming smile at Tarrya. “And you have yours. We saw your fancy moves out there on the street. Never seen that twirling thing before.”

Nodding along, Rehm leaned down and pulled something from one of his boots. He unfolded a grubby and repeatedly creased version of Tarrya’s wanted poster. “I snatched this away from the bounty hunters. Without it, should make it a little more difficult to look for you?” He flattened it on the table between them, tilting his head to one side to read the details. “Ah, so you’re the eldest daughter of Carrier House Leneiros. I’ve heard the name, powerful in the shipping business.”

“The only daughter. Only child. I represent the House overseas.” Not wanting to say too much, she clamped her mouth shut, and in the sudden silence at the table, started cutting the roasted carrots on her plate.

The three sat and ate for several more minutes, Rehm looking down at his own plate as if he hadn’t realized Elen had brought out their meals. He picked up his fork.

Sindreen, still chewing, waved her knife and shook her head. “I’ve not heard the name Leneiros.” She reached for her wine glass with a quick glance down at the bounty notice and then right back up at Tarrya. “But that’s a good likeness.” Her tone became serious and she leaned closer. “Too good. Whoever’s after you spent real money on this. I was wondering how those dolts playing with sharp toys managed to pick you out of the population of Thornfall.”

Rehm said, “Perhaps they thought anyone coming up from Arkoness would eventually make their way to the Gondron?”

“Fair point.” Sindreen leaned back, sipping wine.

Tarrya gestured to her face on the notice. “This whole affair is strange. They put up the posters—at least along the streets to the seaport—before they sent the High Court enforcers to my residence. Maybe a few days before.”

“Before?” Sindreen put down her glass. “So, they expected you to run?”

Rehm gave the Gondron’s dining room another sweeping look. “Who’s ‘they’?”

Tarrya’s thoughts picked through the tangled seascape of her life. I have a father who controls a mercantile empire—that I will one day take over. I’m a sorcerer, and many of those I sail with are friendly out of fear or friendly out of gain—thinking they can get something from me. But with power enough to manipulate the Arkoness courts? I don’t think so. Those I’m closest with are not genuinely friendly—nothing like serious friendship. They’re pragmatic. I get that. They work for my father, and most simply treat me as a useful asset to have aboard.

But who’s the obvious one?

Aloud, she said, “Lord Seeledger, I assume? He’s Master of Harbors and directly connected with the courts and the Guild of Law. I don’t know why he’d be after me, but at least his name’s on the bounty.” Then her thoughts continued to run. Is there a connection with Ezrick Hollow Birth and Zarran—whatever her name is? Or is that just a coincidence? Tarrya let out a breath, shaking her head, pressing one finger firmly on the bounty notice. “It doesn’t mention any sort of crime, and it’s unfortunate they captured my face so clearly. Is that normal for bounty notices?”

“No,” both said together, confidently, as if they could back that up with solid experience.

Tarrya lifted her hand, fingers spread over the poster, and absorbed the ink from the page, leaving a blank, dirty, much-folded piece of parchment on the table. It was an old trick, one of the first things Aunt Sophia had taught her. She pulled back her hand when her tablemates gasped.

She lowered her voice, not sure about customs when it came to certain subjects. “You draw power from the rootstones?”

Rehm and Sindreen looked at each other in one sharp, shocked motion. Tarrya couldn’t tell for sure, but there seemed to be a hint of delight on their faces, a fiery delight that went beyond a story-worthy altercation outside the inn, or even meeting some fabled underworld figure.

Sindreen brought her voice even lower, barely a whisper. “Have you not been trained?”

“I have. When I’m in Arkoness. I’m away a lot—at sea.” Tarrya thought of the study sessions with her aunt, more than a dozen years of them. Not formal or steady, like a university, but it still felt as if she was always learning something new. And she was good at it. “What is it about Zarraneth the bloody one? She came upon us in the street and broke your connections to the stones. She wiggled a hand—or did something—and they frayed and vanished like spun thread unraveling in a sea-wind.”

Both her tablemates gasped, and at the same time, said, “You can see the ties to the rootstones?”

Tarrya’s gaze shifted back and forth between them. “You cannot? A little fainter than I would have guessed. I thought they would be easier to see.” She shrugged. “But I don’t know that much about it.”

Rehm made an open-handed gesture that probably meant “the way of the world.”

Sindreen said, “No, we cannot see them.” Her voice was sharp. “I can feel the bond, the flow of energy—and its loss, but nothing with my eyes.”

“Same,” said Rehm.

Then her two new friends leaned back in their chairs at the same time. Both let out long breaths as if exhausted. Or as if they’d suddenly found themselves on the edge of a terrifying conclusion, one that had to be approached with caution.

Rehm pushed his plate away, took another sip of wine and then half-filled his glass from the bottle. He refilled the other two glasses on the table.

“So, you’re one of them.” Sindreen said it simply, no pointing fingers, nothing accusatory, but the intent of both of these had been mixed into the tone of her voice.

Tarrya reached for her glass but left her hand flat on the table halfway there. “One of what? I don’t draw anything from the rootstones. I don’t think I need to. But I’m fascinated by it, the physicality of it. I’ve never really talked to anyone who does this—that I know of. If I have, then they didn’t show it to me.” She took a sip of wine and coughed a little as it went down wrong. “Can we talk about it? Is it permitted? I would consider it a blessing to be able to learn about the rootstones and how you draw from them. I would love to see one!”

Rehm said, “Covenant magic. That’s what we use, with everything sourced from those stones.” Then less excitedly, he said, “Do you know who does not draw any power from them?”

“I don’t know, the rootworlders themselves?”

“That’s true—as far as anyone knows. Not like you can stop and ask them. Rehm’s talking about the Four.” Sindreen gestured past Tarrya, toward the Gondron’s front door. “Zarraneth Wine of Crows doesn’t draw anything from the rootstones. You’re like her, a root sorcerer.”

Tarrya had heard that term from her aunt, nodded, took another sip from her glass. She’d just met these two, and things were going well enough—even with this unexpected new tension over her abilities. She didn’t need to bring up Aunt Sophia, who was pretty secretive about her powers. She didn’t feel like it was the right time to mention the very little she knew about Ezrick Hollow Birth, and she certainly wasn’t going to say anything about her ability to see his wolf-shaped soul.

But she also didn’t want to lose whatever was already forming between the three of them.

Tarrya set her glass down. “I can show you what I know, some of it anyway. I’ve used my abilities for years, mostly at sea, to direct currents and the wind, hold cargo in place, shift the tides, or push aside a storm front. Once to speak with a whale. But will you show me how the rootstones function, how you draw and cast from them?”

She saw the immediate shift from where is this going wariness on their faces to you can talk to whales?

“I was asking for directions.”

There was a brief silence and then Sindreen made an impatient motion with one hand. “Go on.”

“It was after a storm at night, thick clouds had rolled in around us, no stars to track. Not becalmed but sailing in an uncertain direction. The pilot and navigator were having trouble agreeing on our bearings—enthusiastically disagreeing. I scaled down the side of the Vanyalrey—name of the ship—to dip my toes in the waves. I reached out and three whales slid alongside, an old, scarred and barnacle-encrusted baleen whale followed by a mother and her calf.”

Sindreen whispered, “You reached out…”

Rehm had his chin in his cupped hands, mouth slightly open, completely absorbed. “What do their voices sound like?”

“Oh, I didn’t talk to them—like we’re talking here. Whales have voices, of course, but I don’t understand their language. I made a vision of the far Letheernill coast, the shape of the land and surrounding sea—details I had from maps and soundings, and I invited them inside my thoughts to see the shape of it. The old whale understood. I saw it in her eye. She came up headfirst, just bobbed there for a time, looking right at me—like some wise old crone, and then led the other two away from us, about five hands off to starboard. I told the navigator to follow.”

Sindreen, already leaning forward, moved her chair closer. “And they guided you fairly?”

“Heading was dead on. We emerged from the storm’s edge close to midnight, a sky of bright stars that we used to verify our course, full sails with the wind, and we overtook the three. I made them a gift and bade the ship’s captain slow so I could release it into the sea.” She added, “I don’t know if you’ve ever been on one of the big sailing ships, but slowing down, dropping cloth, when you have the wind’s a significant thing. Dozens of sailors involved.”

“What was the gift?”

“A shield of storm clouds of their own—just for whales. It moved with them underwater, and it would hide their passing from enemies, whalers above and predators of the deep.”

“And the rest of the journey?”

“Trouble-free and blue all the way to Port Letheernill. That captain, his name’s Imizail, I sailed with him five times after that. He always used to ask my father for me to sail when the weather looked beyond some degree of unpredictable.”

Rehm swiveled his face in his hands and looked over at Sindreen. Tarrya could see more questions stacking up in their widening eyes and lifting brows.

Sindreen gave her a curious look. “Your father? How old were you?”

“That first time, I think I was thirteen years? Just a kid but I knew my way around. That’s one of our House ships, the Vanyalrey. We have others. Imizail asked me to sail with him again just last year on a Veshorrin run.”

Tarrya reached for her glass, about to pick it up, but stopped when she saw the sudden and intense shift of attention from both of them.

Sindreen reached out and tapped a finger on Tarrya’s flattened hand. “What’s that metal braiding in the palm of your hand? I saw that earlier. Is that part of being a root sorcerer?”

“No, it’s… uh, just…” Tarrya flipped her hand over, palm up, fingers opening to show the gleaming gold band across the center. “It’s something I just picked up.”

Sindreen made a sour face. “It’s not jewelry, is it? A piece of gold woven into the skin of your hand?”

Tarrya didn’t get to answer.

Rehm tried for a closer look, then suddenly snapped up and leaned away, straightening in his chair. He shook his head, mildly disappointed.

Sindreen and Tarrya followed his gaze. The hooded stranger at the end of the bar was on his feet, heading their way.

Rehm said, “Oh no. Another one.”

Sindreen sighed. “Two in one night? Mayrel’s going to be furious.”
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Marsh Warden





REHM PUSHED HIS CHAIR back and started to rise, but the approaching man pulled his hood down and held up one open hand. He carried a folded and waxed letter in the other. No apparent weapons, nothing openly hostile, he stopped at their table, and with some ceremony—using both hands, made sure he placed the folded brown packet directly into Tarrya’s hands.

“A message for you from someone who cares about you.” He gave Rehmonoth and Sindreen each a cool look. “I was then to tell you not to open and read this until the end of the evening when you are alone.”

He stood back as if waiting for some acknowledgment. Tarrya glanced down at the large red letter S inked on the envelope’s back. Aunt Sophia. She rubbed the texture between her thumb and forefinger. It could have been the same paper used to print her wanted posters.

She looked up at him.

The man was tall and lean, made of wiry muscle and quiet menace, with dark hair braided in the Ansellashor warrior style. He looked rough enough to have just stepped out of battle, but as if he’d left his sword and helmet behind. Even without armor or obvious weapons he looked deadlier than both the bounty hunters combined. An old scar ran along one cheek, stopped at the jawline, and then continued in raised knots of healed skin down that side of his neck. It didn’t look like the scar from a blade.

Feeling the tension slowly ease from her body, Tarrya met his eyes. “What’s your name?”

He tilted his head down. Tarrya thought he was bowing to her, but he was just pulling forward a wide-brimmed hat that had been hanging by a strap down his back. He fitted it on his head, adjusted its brim level with his brows, and said in a low voice, “I am Mourodith. Good evening.” And then he strode out of the Gondron without looking back.

“Odd fellow,” said Rehm, watching him leave.

“A marsh warden,” said Sindreen. When Rehm and Tarrya gave her questioning looks, she added, “The silly hat of course. But did you see the belt and broach? They were both stamped with three swamp cypresses in fess with roots entwined.”

“Ah, so he’s one of those.” Noticing Tarrya’s lost expression, Rehm went on, “They protect Thornfall—and this whole region—from some of the nastier stuff out there in the wilds, keeping it all at bay. You know, dead things that roam about and bother farmers, fishers, and ferries, things like carnage wraiths, still-wights, sift-jackals, rogue river witches, and swarms of blood sinches.”

She didn’t know. “What’s a still-wight? What do you mean, ‘dead things’?”

Rehm shrugged. “I’ve heard stories. Sort of a hybrid plant and dead human creature. The spirits of ancient warriors who died in battle beneath our feet come back to haunt us. Not sure if they’re the
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