
  [image: Cover]


  THE SHADOW GUIDE


  The Rise of the House of Immur, Book One


  By Richard Lee Byers


  
    
      [image: (jutoh) MIlogo-Final]
    

  


  A Macabre Ink Production


  Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2018 Richard Lee Byers


  An earlier version of this story was published by The Ed Greenwood Group in 2016


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Richard Lee Byers is the author of forty fantasy and horror novels. He has also written dozens of short stories, scripted a graphic novel, and contributed content to tabletop and electronic games. A veteran fencer, he lives in the Tampa Bay area and is a frequent program participant at Dragon Con, Gen Con, and Florida SF conventions. He invites everyone to connect with him on Facebook, Google+, Ello, and/or Twitter.


  BIBLIOGRAPHY


  Deathward


  Fright Line


  The Vampire’s Apprentice


  Dark Fortune


  Dead Time


  The Tale of the Terrible Toys


  X-Men: Soul Killer


  Caravan of Shadows


  The Ebon Mask


  Dark Kingdoms (includes The Ebon Mask and completes the story that novel began)


  Netherworld


  On A Darkling Plain


  The Enemy Within


  Called to Darkness


  Blind God’s Bluff


  The Ghost in the Stone


  This Sword for Hire


  The Things That Crawl


  Ire of the Void


  Joy Ride (The Nightmare Club, Book 1)


  Warlock Games (The Nightmare Club, Book 3)


  Party Till You Drop (The Nightmare Club, Book 6)


  The Black River Irregulars Series


  Black Dogs


  Black Crowns


  Dead God Trilogy


  Forsaken


  Forsworn


  Forbidden


  The Imposter Series


  The Impostor #1: Half a Hero


  The Impostor #2: Blood Machine


  Forgotten Realms Novels


  The Shattered Mask (Sembia, Book 3)


  Queen of the Depths (The Priests, Book 4)


  The Black Bouquet (The Rogues, Book 2)


  Dissolution (War of the Spider Queen, Book 1)


  The Reaver (The Sundering, Book 4)


  The Year of Rogue DragonsSeries


  The Rage


  The Rite


  The Ruin


  The Year of Rogue Dragons


  The Haunted Lands Trilogy


  Unclean


  Undead


  Unholy


  Brotherhood of the Griffon


  The Captive Flame


  Whisper of Venom


  The Spectral Blaze


  The Masked Witches


  Prophet of the Dead


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Dedication


  For Perry and Capricia


  


  


  THE SHADOW GUIDE


  Table of Contents


  PART ONE: THE FISHERMAN’S SON



  ONE


  TWO


  THREE


  FOUR


  PART TWO: THE BORDER GUARD


  FIVE


  SIX


  SEVEN


  PART THREE: THE INFILTRATOR


  EIGHT


  NINE


  TEN


  PART FOUR: THE TRAITOR


  ELEVEN


  TWELVE


  THIRTEEN


  PART FIVE: THE REVENGER


  FOURTEEN


  FIFTEEN


  SIXTEEN


  PART ONE: THE FISHERMAN’S SON


  ONE


  Panting, his heart pounding, Sarth Copperhorn ran uphill through the maze of twisting streets, tenements, and crumbling ruins that was Port Sorrow. He didn’t know where he was going and feared there was nowhere to go, not really. But perhaps if he distanced himself from the waterfront, he had a chance of surviving the night.


  People scurried into shops and taverns and slammed the doors behind them. Sarth doubted they knew what he was running from. But they knew trouble when they saw it.


  At least, he thought, they were clearing a path. Then fortune chose to deny him even that.


  At a point where the street narrowed as though unseen hands were strangling it, an adolescent of about Sarth’s own age stepped from the lightless mouth of an alley. Stringy black hair hung over his eyes, and a snake tattoo crawled up his neck and onto his cheek as if intending to conceal itself in the dark unruly thatch. His cracked leather armor was missing some of its studs, and the blade in his grimy hand was a broadsword that had broken midway down, after which someone had inexpertly filed a new point onto the stub.


  The ruffian had likely been lurking in the alley waiting for easy prey to happen by. Apparently he thought Sarth qualified.


  Sarth was afraid he was right. Though the shoddiness of the other youth’s gear suggested he was something short of a master warrior, he was likely the better fighter. Like any boy growing up on the docks, Sarth had been in his share of scuffles, but violence wasn’t his trade.


  He started to turn and run back the way he’d come. Then, behind him, a whistle shrilled out half a dozen notes. It was how his pursuers signaled one another, and judging from the sound, they were catching up.


  “Please,” said Sarth, “let me pass.”


  Broken Sword shook his head. “I hear a lot of commotion back there. Somebody wants you bad. Bad enough to pay the fellow who hands you over.”


  Sarth took a breath. “The prize I stole is worth a hundred times more than they would ever give you. I had to kill a Darshatori merchant to get it. Take it and stand aside.”


  Broken Sword frowned. “Show me.”


  “Here in the street? You don’t think anybody’s peeking out at us from one of these buildings? I’ll show you in the alley.”


  The ruffian waved his weapon as if inviting a friend into some convivial setting. “After you.”


  Stinking of piss and garbage, the alley was cramped enough that Sarth could have touched both soot-stained walls without fully extending his arms. Removed from the traces of lamp-, torch-, and candlelight that leaked around the edges of doors and through oiled-paper windows to dimly illuminate the adjacent street, it was even darker.


  Hands trembling, Sarth opened his threadbare canvas shirt, but only a little. “Look.”


  Broken Sword’s head hitched forward. “I can’t see it. Take it out.”


  “Even here, someone could be spying.” Sarth pulled back the cloth another inch.


  “The Coffin Lord take you, I told you to get it out!” Still, not waiting, Broken Sword leaned down for a closer look.


  Sarth hooked a punch into the side of Broken Sword’s head. The tough grunted, staggered a step, and bent farther forward in a way that suggested he might be about to fall on his face.


  That would be wonderful, but Sarth couldn’t just stand and wait to see if it happened. He cocked his fist back for a follow-up blow.


  As he swung, the truncated sword leaped up into the arc of the punch. Sarth managed to stop his hand just shy of driving it onto the edge.


  At once, Broken Sword stabbed at Sarth’s torso. Sarth cried out and spun to the side. That kept the blade out of his vitals, but it still grazed his flank, tearing his shirt and the skin beneath. He couldn’t feel the injury yet and had no idea how serious it was, but he was certain he was cut.


  His blundering evasion banged his back into the wall. Broken Sword pivoted to face him anew. Sarth grabbed for the wrist of the other youth’s fighting arm, but Broken Sword jerked it away from his clutching fingers.


  In one more instant, the ruffian would have the blade lined up for a second thrust. Screaming, Sarth lunged forward with hands outstretched in another attempt to grapple. He still failed to get a good grip on his opponent, but his momentum shoved the other youth backward, and this time it was Broken Sword who slammed into a wall. His head flipped back and cracked against it.


  His mouth fell open, and his sword arm flopped down at his side. He didn’t drop the weapon, though, and a scant instant later, his gaze focused, and the gaping mouth twisted into a snarl.


  Sarth snatched a handful of greasy black hair and smashed the other youth’s head into the brick again. And again. Until Broken Sword’s legs gave way. Smearing a vertical streak of blood on the wall, the ruffian slid to the ground.


  Panting, Sarth recalled his own wound. For a moment, the realization carried no more emotional weight than some trivial occurrence from long ago, and then a jolt of fear shattered his numb indifference. He pulled back his shirt.


  There was a lot of blood, and more welling forth every moment. He whimpered.


  Perhaps he could use his shirt as a bandage. He started to peel off the ripped, sodden wreckage of it, and then another whistle echoed from somewhere close at hand.


  He had no time to improvise a bandage or do anything but run. He stumbled onward with his hand pressed against the gash.


  As he approached the other end of the alley, he imagined some of his pursuers lying in wait just out of sight. Perhaps the whistle signals and the pounding of his own footsteps had guided them to the perfect spot to intercept him.


  He nearly faltered, but allowing fear to paralyze him would be certain death. He lunged out of the alley into another street almost as narrow and shadowy, and no daggers flashed to greet him, nor did any garrote loop around his neck. Not yet. No one was near but an eyeless Twisted beggar squatting on the cobbles and shaking a tin cup to rattle the coins inside.


  The freaks called Twisted could be born anywhere. But for some reason, they tended to be born in greater numbers in Port Sorrow, and those born elsewhere often emigrated here to live with their own kind. Though Sarth himself had nothing against them, he knew their numbers were one more reason outsiders considered the city strange and sinister if not accursed.


  As he hurried through the space where five streets knotted together, a shadow half a block away pivoted in his direction. It whistled five notes, three ascending and two descending, and sprinted after him.


  Sarth fled in the opposite direction, ducked down one alley, then another, then stopped to listen. At first, he could only hear his own wheezing, but once he managed to control that, he could tell there were no racing footsteps close on his heels anymore.


  Like himself, his pursuers were creatures of the waterfront, not intimately familiar with every inch of the Port Sorrow farther up the hill. But as their echoing whistles attested, they had no intention of abandoning the chase. Maybe they figured Sarth was just as likely to blunder down a cul-de-sac as he was to continue eluding them. If so, they were right.


  He skulked onward. Perhaps, for the moment, quiet would serve him better than speed, and even if not, running was presently beyond him.


  This far from the water, the odors of salt air and fish were less pervasive, intermittently masked by other smells. Sometimes, Sarth fancied, he caught a faint mustiness emitted by ancient stone.


  Few structures in Port Sorrow were of recent origin because the sort of civic leaders interested in building instead of simply taking didn’t live here anymore. But some were older than others, and, peering about, Sarth spotted a few eroded examples of the carvings the original inhabitants had produced long before his ancestors landed on this coast to live their own lives atop their predecessors’ graves. A shark swam in a circle of runes that, people said, no one living, not even the most learned scholar, could decipher. Rearing, a sea serpent spread its jaws to swallow the sun.


  Another round of whistling jarred Sarth back to alertness, whereupon he wondered how, given the circumstances, his mind could possibly have drifted in the first place. Perhaps blood loss was muddling him. Or some cringing part of him was seeking excuses to think about anything other than his plight.


  Resolving to remain vigilant, lightheaded and weaving a little, he made his way around a dogleg in the street. Before him was a plaza with a bronze equestrian statue in the middle. The figure was green with age, and the horse was missing its head.


  Around the square rose walled mansions that were as much fortresses as houses. Each structure was falling into decay, but lights revealed they were still inhabited, and in some cases, banners and other cosmetic touches sought to veil the underlying shabbiness.


  As Sarth considered which way to go next, the gate bracketed by torches creaked open. A pair of spearmen in green cloaks marched forth, followed by a green sedan chair and the porters carrying it. Two more spearmen brought up the rear.


  The sedan chair had sigils painted on it in black, symbols more angular and jagged than the twisty writing of the ancients but no less opaque to an illiterate youth from the docks. Still, he could feel a pent potentiality crawling in the signs. It made the hairs on his forearms stand on end.


  Or maybe that too was simply his imagination. But the possibility of magic combined with the pomp of the procession suggested that he’d stumbled across one of Port Sorrow’s community of sorcerers setting forth on a nocturnal journey.


  Like the Twisted, sorcerers of the less savory sort tended to settle in Port Sorrow, because they wanted to pursue studies forbidden elsewhere or had been driven into exile. For the most part, they took little part in the squabbles of rival gangs and the governance of the city. But they were part of the reason greater powers hesitated to attempt to scour a haven of pirates and smugglers from existence and for that reason among others exerted considerable influence when they could be bothered to do so. Perhaps, sweetening at last, Sarth’s luck had brought him into proximity with such an eminence just when he needed it most.


  He hurried forward. “Stop! Please!” In normal circumstances, his voice was a strong, rich bass. People enjoyed hearing him sing. But now his call emerged as a faint croak that failed to capture anyone’s attention.


  He swallowed, sucked in a breath, and tried again. “Stop! I need help!”


  This time his cry, or merely the fact that he was stumbling out of the darkness, alerted the people before him to his existence. The procession halted. Two of the spearmen, one from in front of the sedan chair and the other from behind, advanced on him with weapons leveled. They maintained a separation from one another that made it difficult for Sarth to watch them both simultaneously.


  The guard from the front of the procession was the bigger of the two, which made him big indeed. He stood a head taller than Sarth, wore his beard in three plaits with silver wire twisted in, and had a dozen shallow notches cut in the shaft of his spear. “Go away,” he said.


  “I can’t,” Sarth answered. Whistling throbbed out of the gloom. “Do you hear that? Those men are after me!”


  “That’s your worry.”


  “They’re going to kill me!”


  “Then run.”


  Sarth stared at the guard in silent entreaty, then clenched his jaw and shut his eyes as though straining not to burst into tears. He turned away.


  Then he spun back around and plunged through the gap between the spearmen. It caught them by surprise, and their initial reflexive stabs missed. But as he raced on toward the sedan chair, they were surely only a pace behind him, and the two remaining spearmen scrambled to bar the way.


  Sarth stopped short of flinging himself onto the points of the weapons aimed at his chest and dropped to his knees. “Please! Magus! Just give me a chance to speak!”


  The guards surrounded him. He stiffened in anticipation of the spears piercing him front and back. But they didn’t.


  He looked up. Hitherto, a latticed screen had occluded the window in the side of the sedan chair, but now the occupant had slid it to the side. Framed in the opening, an upraised green-gloved hand had ordered the spearmen to refrain from making the kill.


  With a little scooping motion, the hand gestured for Sarth to rise and then beckoned him forward. Glowering, the spearmen before him shifted to the sides.


  The figure within the enclosed conveyance looked like someone’s plump, rosy-cheeked grandfather, the kind who sneaked treats to a grandchild when the parents weren’t looking. Sarth felt a surge of hope.


  “Tell me,” the wizard said.


  “The Honeyed Cup want to kill me!”


  “I know. I recognize the signals.”


  “It isn’t right!”


  “Everyone feels that when death draws nigh.”


  Uncertain how to interpret that observation, Sarth opted to ignore it. “You can stop them! One word from you, and they’ll turn away!”


  The sorcerer exhaled slowly. Perhaps it was his habit when pondering. His breath tinged the air with a bittersweet scent Sarth had never smelled before. “No doubt they would. But why should I intervene?”


  “As I said, what they’re doing isn’t right! They’re only chasing me because—”


  “I don’t care. Tell me how your survival would benefit me.”


  “I’ll serve you! However you want! As faithfully as any of them!” Sarth waved his hand at the spearmen and porters.


  “But what are you? Just another scrawny wharf rat. I have no use for such, and if I ever do, I need only snap my fingers, and twenty urchins just like you will spring forth from the nearest gutter.”


  “There must be something I can do for you!”


  “Alas, no. Good luck.” The mage rapped on the front wall of the sedan chair. The porters picked up the box with a practiced facility that wouldn’t jostle the occupant and paced forward. The wizard slid the window screen back toward its original closed position.


  Sarth grabbed the bottom of the frame to hold the window open and scurried along beside the chair. “I beg you!”


  The sorcerer spoke an unfamiliar word, produced a pinch of powder from somewhere and tossed it into his petitioner’s face. Sarth’s garments and hair burst into flame.


  Sarth screamed, flailed, and, blind with agony, staggered away from the sedan chair. Without altering their pace or breaking stride, the bearers carried it forward.


  Sarth threw himself down and rolled back and forth. Someone had told him to do that if he ever caught fire, but it was useless. The flames were everywhere and everything. They’d swallowed him and were burning him down to the bone.


  Despite their brightness and the smoke rising from his sizzling flesh, he made out the guards surrounding him anew with spears angled downward. Perhaps they still believed it their duty to kill him for pestering their master, or maybe they wanted to bring a merciful end to his pain.


  “I’m late!” the sorcerer called. “Leave him for his fellow riffraff!” Once again, the men-at-arms stepped back with their spears unbloodied.


  As they trotted to resume their places in the procession, a breeze blew over Sarth. In his terror, it took him a moment to realize he was feeling the brush of its coolness, not heat and not pain, though the memory of them still howled through his flesh.


  He looked at his shaking hands. They were unburnt. By feel, he inspected his head. His tangled, sweaty hair was still on top of it, just as it had been before he accosted the mage. The mage had flicked him away with mere illusion.


  He drew himself to his feet, pressed his hand to his side once more, and stared after the sedan chair receding into the gloom. Warbling up and down the scale, more whistling jarred him from, if not his despair, at least his lethargy.


  Though it was impossible to be sure, it sounded like all the whistling was still behind him, downhill, toward the sea and the north. What if, instead of running in the opposite direction, he fled at a right angle? Assuming he was fast enough, he might be able to hook around the hunters, head back toward the water, and shake them off his trail at last.


  The sorcerer had headed east, so he went west. His scuttling progress took him away from dilapidated but habitable structures to one of the city’s genuine ruins.


  The wall before him had gaps in it. Inside the broken enclosure, more slabs and fragments jutted against the clouds veiling the stars. Even in their decrepitude, the masses of stone loomed high enough to impress, but none fit together to make a complete tower or bastion anymore. They looked like weathered tombstones in a giant’s graveyard, and the breeze that sighed through them brought Sarth a whiff of the odor of old, moldering stone he’d smelled before, but now with a hint of carrion underneath.


  He slipped through a gap in the outer wall to cut across what once was courtyard. The ground was treacherous with chunks of stone and sunken places, the latter sometimes concealed by weeds and shadow. He tripped in a low spot he’d missed, pitched forward, and jolted down on his knees.


  He had to struggle for several moments to clamber back to his feet. He’d felt his strength waning for some time as the blood trickled from his side, but his fall seemed to have dashed all but the last dregs out of him like ale from an overturned tankard.


  He hobbled on, and a whistle split the air. A shadow appeared in the space between two enormous fangs of stone.


  Sarth staggered in the opposite direction, then rounded a corner to remove himself from the shadow’s view. But in so doing, he revealed himself to another dark figure not far away.


  Zigzagging through the broken spires, Sarth sought to befuddle that pursuer. Meanwhile, whistling shrilled all around him.


  He doubted his enemies truly needed to signal one another anymore. They had him surrounded, and they knew it. At this point, the sound was their way of taunting and terrifying the prey as they moved in for the slaughter.


  Sarth stumbled to a halt and drew a ragged breath. Scared though he was, if all hope was gone, he’d rather die fighting than running. He cast about for anything he could use as a weapon.


  Fist-sized chunks of stones lay tangled in weeds and brush. He could throw a couple as his pursuers advanced and bludgeon with another when they ventured into striking distance. He tottered toward them, and then he was falling, sliding, jolting and bouncing on one hard edge after another.


  His descent ended as suddenly as it had begun. Dazed, he raised his head and realized he’d stepped in a hole the dark and the weeds had concealed, the hole was at the top of a set of stairs, and here at the bottom was some sort of cellar, much of it shrouded in impenetrable darkness.


  If the Honeyed Cup didn’t find the hole, perhaps Sarth could still elude them. He clambered to his feet and stumbled away from the trace of light leaking down from above.


  Twice he tripped on objects invisible in the gloom. Then he fell over a bigger one. Sprawling across it, he felt carving, cracks, and a missing corner where the block of stone was broken. The top of it was wet, too. In his muddled state, it took him a moment to decide the wetness might well be his own blood, smeared atop it as he fell and fumbled about.


  He struggled to rise, heard voices overhead, and froze instead. He’d already distanced himself from the stairs and the lesser gloom that enabled him to make them out. Now silence would save him if anything could.


  Not that any such thing was likely. After a time, it became apparent the voices weren’t moving on. Plainly, the hunters were certain their quarry was nearby, and if they kept searching the vicinity, how could they fail to find the hole? In all likelihood, Sarth had made it more visible by crashing through the vegetation that had masked it.


  He groped in the dark for another rock. Then a voice snapped, No! Be still!


  Sarth gasped. It wasn’t impossible that someone else had been lurking undetected close at hand, not here in the blackness, but it was startling to say the least.


  More importantly, it had just made his situation even more precarious. “You be still!” he whispered.


  Your enemies can’t hear me. Only you.


  Sarth realized that might indeed be true because he wasn’t hearing the speaker with his ears. The utterances were like thoughts articulating themselves inside his head, but with a resonant strangeness and intrusiveness that distinguished them from his own internal voice. Unless this was how a person’s mind altered when he went crazy.


  You’re not insane. Now let me work. If the process discomfits you, bear up as best you can. The voice recited words Sarth didn’t know, though he could tell the lines rhymed.


  More of Sarth’s strength gushed out of him. He wouldn’t have imagined he could lose much more without dying or at least passing out, but he did neither, though his head spun and his guts clenched in a way that suggested his body wanted to puke but lacked sufficient energy even for that.


  The block of stone shivered beneath him. Then the gloom rippled like air on a hot summer day. He didn’t feel any heat, though. If anything, his surroundings grew colder, but what he chiefly discerned was a tingly crawling on his skin.


  Then, abruptly, the darkness became absolute. No light shined down the stairs anymore.


  Sarth couldn’t tell how long he remained entirely blind. But eventually he made out the vague form of the steps once again. At the same moment, he almost heard a sigh inside his skull. He didn’t really because the voice wasn’t trying to project that, but there was still a sensation of relief at the cessation of effort.


  They moved on.


  “Good.” Sarth smiled. “Good, too, that you didn’t permanently bury me alive.”


  Not even temporarily. It was the simple appearance of solid ground hiding the opening and blocking the light. It was easier to create an illusion affecting everyone than it would have been to exclude you.


  “That’s the second time I’ve run into illusion magic tonight.”


  Indeed? What was the first?


  “I begged a sorcerer for help, but he wouldn’t give it. He used illusion to stop me bothering him.”


  Be glad it wasn’t something that did real damage.


  “Who are you? Where and what are you?”


  I’ll explain soon, but for now, sleep. You need it.


  Sarth drew breath to explain he couldn’t do that. He was still too tense with the residue of fear and too curious on top of it. Then everything softened into vagueness.


  TWO


  Many children born in the vicinity of the Red Sky Piers started their apprenticeships in the fisherman’s trade almost as soon as they could walk. Still, it made Sarth proud that he was now big enough to go out on his parents’ boat. He worked hard to learn and make himself useful.


  Yet even so, when the ramshackle fleet was tied up at the docks offloading the glistening, dripping catch at the end of the day, it was difficult to resist the temptation to slip away from the labor and steal some time with his friends. If the fishing had been good and Father and Mother were in a correspondingly jovial mood, they tended to overlook the truancy provided he stayed close enough to hear them call if they needed him.


  Accordingly, he, Chalace, Melvur, and Nars had assembled toward the landward end of the rickety pier with its coat of flaking, faded scarlet paint, close enough to hear a shout but far enough removed from the midst of the unloading to not be constantly underfoot. Also far enough removed that, if the fun was fun enough to risk a beating, to claim one hadn’t heard one’s parents yelling over the general commotion of the work and the screeching of the wheeling gulls.


  Auburn-haired and freckled, perpetually sunburnt, Chalace flipped a knife into the air. Turning end over end, it stuck in the splintery walkway beneath their feet.


  “Three spins!” She squatted and reached for the shells and starfish everyone had wagered with hands already callused from pulling halyards and nets.


  “That was only two!” Melvur said. He himself had stuck the knife after two spins, so if he was right, she’d tied and not beaten him.


  Chalace stood back up to glare at him. “It was three!”


  “Two!”


  Sarth grinned. The squabbling was as much a part of the game as the throwing.


  Then he felt a presence at his back. He turned, and his eyes widened. Before him stood a tall, thin man whose slicked-back gray hair with its widow’s peak was a match for his narrow silvery eyes. Even more plainly than the poise manifest in his stance and expression, his dark velvet doublet and the rubies gleaming in his rings and belt buckle bespoke wealth, and it was remarkable that he’d somehow appeared in the plebeian setting of the docks without triggering a general round of bowing and scraping and “Is there something we can help you with, milord?”


  The stranger smiled down at Sarth. “The others don’t notice me because I’m not truly here. You aren’t, either, except in memory.”


  For an instant, Sarth was both a little boy on the sunlit pier and an exhausted adolescent slumped over a piece of bloody stone in the dark, and then that extra self-flickered from existence or at least beyond his reach. “I don’t understand.”


  “That’s fine. It’s actually easier if you don’t try. Ignore me and play with your friends.”


  Bewildered, Sarth turned back around and soon discovered the aristocratic stranger was easy to ignore. Awareness of his presence receded like the grim fancy of an older Sarth bleeding somewhere underground.


  The two disputants finally agreed to a do-over, whereupon Nars asserted that if the game was starting fresh, everyone deserved another toss. Chalace and Melvur united to quash that idea and then took their turns. As before, she flipped the knife through three revolutions before it embedded itself quivering in the dock, whereas he failed to stick it at all.


  Grinning, she bent down to collect her winnings and retrieve the blade. At her back, three men climbed the steps up onto the dock.


  Previously, Sarth had imagined the manner in which, hoping to ingratiate themselves and profit thereby, the fisher-folk of the Red Sky Piers might greet a nobleman or what passed for such in Port Sorrow. The respect they showed the newcomers was of a different sort: passivity to avoid attracting attention, distaste and resentment quickly veiled.


  Sarth didn’t understand who the three men were or why they merited such a reaction, but he knew enough to clear a path down the center of the dock. So did the other boys.


  Chalace, however, was still intent on raking in her winnings. She didn’t realize anything was happening until the men stopped right behind her. Then, sensing something, she glanced up and gasped. Abandoning the trinkets and knife, she jumped up, no doubt to scurry out of the way.


  But, barrel-chested with dark little eyes deep-set in a square, well-fed face, the young man in the lead didn’t give her the chance. Sneering, he grabbed her by one bare forearm and spun her out of his way. She reeled off the side of the pier and splashed into the water. He and his companions laughed and sauntered on.


  Sarth, Melvur, and Nars hurried to the edge and waited for Chalace to surface. She didn’t. She knew how to swim, but maybe she’d somehow hit her head or gulped in water instead of air.


  Sarth jumped in after her.


  Even this close to shore, the water in the harbor was considerably deeper than he was tall, able to accommodate any vessel that put in. It was also cloudy with the effluvia of the city, and the oblique red rays of the setting sun scarcely penetrated. Though Sarth would have sworn he’d gone in at virtually the same spot as Chalace, he couldn’t see her.


  Holding his eyes open despite the sting of salt, he dived, cast about, and finally spotted her. She was making feeble paddling motions with her hands but drifting toward the bottom anyway.


  He kicked and breaststroked toward her, and the hunger for air sharpened inside him. At first, he tried to ignore it, but then fear or common sense warned him he couldn’t help her if he himself was drowning. He surfaced, sucked in a breath, and dived a second time.


  By the time he reached her, she’d stopped paddling or doing anything else. He gripped her under the arms and struggled to bear her upward.


  She was too heavy. But then Melvur and Nars swam down to him. Sharing the burden, the three boys floundered to the surface and, treading water, held Chalace’s face up out of the waves.


  It didn’t help. She didn’t cough out the water she’d swallowed, take a fresh breath, or do anything at all.


  “Here!” voices shouted. “Here!”


  Blinking, water trickling from his hair down into his eyes, Sarth looked in the direction of the sound. Grownups were reaching down over the edge of the dock.


  He and his friends struggled toward the outstretched hands. Fishermen, one with elongated fingers with too many joints that marked him as a Twisted, lifted Chalace up onto the pier and then pulled the boys up after her.


  Sarth watched with other onlookers as bald, clubfooted Tice, who knew something about healing, pumped Chalace’s back. His efforts squirted some water out of her mouth, but she still wouldn’t take a breath, and finally he left off, looked up at her mother, and shook his head.


  The woman wailed. Her friends clustered around to comfort her. Meanwhile, the man who’d pushed Chalace shrugged and handed one of the triangular silver coins called dolphins to one of his companions. Sarth realized they too had made a wager.


  The buss ship had two masts, a rounded bow and stern, and was thirty-two of Sarth’s paces from one end to the other. His parents didn’t own her, but the captain permitted them to live aboard as well as work there. Father sometimes said he didn’t know how they’d stretch their earnings far enough if they had to rent lodgings ashore.


  Unless the weather was foul, the Copperhorns slept nestled up to the high stern. The vertical surface and the shadow it cast provided at least the illusion of shelter and privacy. But tonight, that wasn’t enough to lull Sarth into easeful slumber.


  With a gasp, he thrashed himself awake. After a moment, he gingerly sought to remember the nightmare that had so distressed him.


  As soon as he made the effort, it was almost like dreaming it again. Tice was thumping on Chalace’s back, only this time, instead of water squirting out of her mouth, it was little balls of flesh that reminded Sarth of cleaning fish. As her would-be savior squeezed them out, her body flattened. Sarth tried to declare that Tice was doing something wrong, but nobody paid any attention, and he wondered if he was even speaking aloud.


  He shivered. He had no wish to fall back to sleep if it would mean revisiting that dream or entering another equally unpleasant, and he suspected it would. He looked to assess how soundly his parents were sleeping. He didn’t want to wake them when he got up.


  Mother was asleep and making the usual little puffing sound at the start of each exhalation. Perhaps weeping for Chalace earlier in the evening had helped her rest. Father, however, stood in the bow staring out over the Aeradaunt Sea. The crests of the black waves crumbled into ghostly silver as they broke on their hissing passage toward the shore.


  Sarth sensed that on this particular night, Father wouldn’t chase him back to his blankets. Not right away, anyway. He rose and padded to join him.


  On the way, he spotted a man with slicked-back gray hair and dark clothing loitering by the mainmast, one be-ringed hand casually holding a stay. For an instant, the stranger’s presence was startling, and then Sarth realized it wasn’t even worth thinking about. Once he walked on by, he didn’t.


  Father was lanky and graying too, but otherwise, with hair that was shaggy except for when he suffered his wife to set a bowl on his head and cut away everything that stuck out, skin tanned to leather by sun and salt, and patched, threadbare tunic and breaches, could scarcely have been more unlike the gentleman by the mast. He looked around at Sarth. “Can’t sleep?”


  “Not right now.”


  Father squeezed Sarth’s shoulder. “Stand watch with me.”


  That was all the talking for a while. Jumping fish made the small liquid sound that, to Sarth’s mind, wasn’t truly a splash, but apparently no one had ever made up a better word for it. A cloud passed in front of the quarter moon and drifted on.


  Then Father said, “You were the first to jump in after Chalace. You did everything you could.”


  Sarth sighed. “She still died.”


  “That’s not your fault.”


  “I know. Truly.” Sarth hesitated. “But the man who is to blame…everybody just let him and his friends walk away. Is anything going to happen to him?”


  Father frowned. “You’re a clever boy. You keep your ears open. You must have heard mention of the Honeyed Cup.”


  “Yes, but I didn’t understand.”


  “Well, people don’t like to talk about such things around children. But you need to know. In this Port Sorrow of ours, not everyone is honest and hard-working.” Father chuckled, but there was no real mirth in it. “Some days, I think hardly anyone is. We’re home to pirates who raid other people’s shipping, bandits who plunder inland, and those are the neighbors for whom we should thank the Six. Because the city is also full of gangs and syndicates that wring an easy living out of the rest of us.”


  “The Honeyed Cup is a gang?”


  “One that claims ownership of the Red Sky Piers. They ‘tax’ us to tie up here and sell our catch to the fishmongers.”


  “And the man who threw Chalace in the water is part of the gang?”


  “Yes. Mrachan Gaskamar. He’s one of the tax collectors.”


  “Well, he shouldn’t get away with what he did! None of them should be able to come here and hurt people and steal!”


  “I’ve said the same thing. But everyone answers back that it’s just the way life works in Port Sorrow, the way it’s always worked, and they’re probably right.”


  “Then…nothing is going to happen?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  As the boat drew closer to the harbor and the gray towers crawling up the slope behind it, Mother started to sing her favorite song, a comical ballad about a love-struck young man whose every extravagant attempt to impress the object of his affections ended in disaster. When she got to the chorus, Father and Sarth joined in.


  That was how it was supposed to be. The Copperhorns had carried their captain’s body out to sea and commended him to the deep with mournful solemnity that no one had needed to feign, for the old fellow had treated them kindly right up until the end. But once the last prayer was prayed and the last hymn chanted, it was time to let go of the dead and revel in life. Or so the people of Port Sorrow believed, and today, Sarth had a practical reason to believe it as fervently as any.


  Perhaps the gray-haired man in the stern didn’t believe it, for he kept silent. But that made him all the easier to ignore, which, Sarth somehow knew, was the sensible thing to do.


  The Copperhorns’ spirits remained high until they spotted the trio waiting on the dock. Then the singing frayed away to nothing in mid-verse.


  In the six years since Chalace drowned, Mrachan Gaskamar had risen in the ranks of the Honeyed Cup, and his attire and ornaments reflected it. He wore a mauve caffa doublet trimmed with fox fur, a bright yellow sarcanet shirt underneath, and an amethyst stud gleamed in his left earlobe.


  Yet as Mrachan’s costume became costlier if not more tasteful—even Sarth could see the difference between its gaudiness and the elegance of the dark-clad gentleman—the man inside had coarsened. He was heavier and perpetually flushed and sweaty from overindulgence in alcohol, weeping lotus, the Coffin Lord’s reprieve, and the other drugs Port Sorrow made available to those who cared to purchase. A tattooed viper coiled on the back of each hand to signify that he’d killed at least two people.


  Had Chalace’s death counted in the tally? Sarth assumed not. Mrachan hadn’t quite murdered her on purpose, and besides, no one in the Honeyed Cup would think that a little girl from the docks mattered in any capacity whatsoever.


  Mrachan signaled for Sarth’s father and mother to toss the mooring lines, and after a hesitation, they did. The other two gang members tied up the buss boat. Neither one knew how to tie a round turn and two half hitches, and Sarth felt a momentary scorn for their awkwardness.


  Mrachan smiled at the family in the boat. “A sad day,” he said.


  “Yes,” Father said.


  “You should have time to grieve and make plans. The three of you can go on living aboard until the end of the week.”


  Father frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  “Captain Uldpost left no family behind. So his vessel becomes the property of the Honeyed Cup. That’s the way it’s always worked.”


  “Master Gaskamar, with respect, the captain named me his heir. I can point you to a dozen men and women who’ll vouch for it.”


  “But is there a written will to that effect?”


  “Captain Uldpost couldn’t read or write, just make his mark. I can’t, either. You know fisher-folk don’t write out their deals and arrangements.”


  “Well, in this case, that’s unfortunate. Because the law’s the law.”


  Sarth knew that no one, least of all his parents, wanted him to speak up, but the words just burst out of him. “No, it isn’t!”


  Still smiling, Mrachan arched an eyebrow that had three little gold rings pierced through it. “Excuse me?”


  “There isn’t any law! Just whatever you people make up from one day to the next!”


  Mother’s hand clamped Sarth’s shoulder harder than she’d ever gripped him before, hard enough to startle a gasp out of him. “Sarth. Be quiet.”


  “Listen to your mother,” Mrachan said. “She’s wiser than you.”


  Father took a deep breath. “Master Gaskamar, please. Isn’t there some way to work this out?”


  “Hm.” Mrachan assumed a thoughtful expression and pretended to consider. “Well, I don’t want to be harsh. We of the Cup are here to look after you fishermen, not make your lives difficult. So I suppose that if I collect a surtax for a year or two—say, a third above and beyond the usual—that will cover the cost of recognizing your claim despite the irregularity.”


  Sarth knew that, much as his parents would miss Captain Uldpost, they were also happy the old man’s bequest might finally lift them out of poverty. Mrachan’s requirement would preclude that for the immediate future and possibly forever. Thanks to “interest,” debt to the Honeyed Cup could stretch on endlessly.


  Still, Father bowed his head. “Thank you.”


  “It’s settled, then. Come by the Giant’s Fork, I’ll buy you a drink, and we’ll toast the old man’s memory.”


  Mrachan and his cronies sauntered down the pier. After a few paces, he said something that made the other two men laugh.


  Glaring at their backs, Sarth asked, “Do you think the Honeyed Cup truly has a rule about written wills?”


  Mother sighed. “I doubt it. Mrachan Gaskamar is grinding extra out of us to fill his own pocket.”


  “Then maybe if we tell his boss—“


  “The boss would likely just laugh, and for certain, Master Gaskamar
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