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Across the black waves, the lights of Kohayne twinkled a welcome golden glow to the approaching merchant ship. Faint strains of music and revelry rolled over the surface of the water, telling everyone on the ship that the city was done with honest business for the day, and that the night’s business had begun.
The captain hummed along to the music as he sighted the harbor beacons through his spyglass. Then he snapped it shut and tucked it back into the leather sheath at his belt. His first mate stood at his side waiting for orders. “Bring us in, Shaddeck. Drop the sails to half and prepare to thread the beacons.”
“Aye, sir,” the mate replied. “Shall I signal the harbor of our approach?”
“Do that, though like as not they’re aware of us out here already.”
“Aye, sir.” The mate turned and began relaying his orders to the crew. The captain turned to the other man standing in the bow with him. He was clad in black and bore the same grim expression as when he’d come aboard the ship at Narlos. In the week’s voyage from there, the captain had never seen his expression change.
“We’ll get you to dock in a few hours at most, sirrah,” the captain said, using a polite honorific that did not indicate any rank or title, for he did not know what to make of his passenger. The man had paid his passage in full and looked to have more gold than that in his purse, but he didn’t bear himself as a nobleman. He had no retainers and gave no orders. A large leather travel bag, always slung over his shoulder, appeared to be all the luggage he had. He visited the cook for his meals rather than send a crewman to fetch it for him, but he always took his food back to his small quarters rather than join anyone else.
When asked his name, the man had simply replied, “Tesca.” The captain spoke a smattering of Sabrian, enough to recognize the name’s origin. Sabrian was becoming a more commonly spoken tongue these days, as traders from the empire sailed north into the Frees bringing and seeking goods. But with those traders had come the warships to protect them, and the borders of the Sabre Empire were now closer than they had ever been before. The southernmost island of the Frees, once called Valmor, was now the Sabrians’ newest province. The Sabrians had renamed the isle Nauticus, and quickly filled its city with their folk and its harbor with their fast and deadly frigates. Men of the Frees still traded with the Sabrians, despite the recent conquest, and the profit was good, but all seemed to understand they were swimming with a shark, and it was only a matter of time before that shark got hungry again.
But this stranger, though his given name was Sabrian, was clearly not of that race. The Sabrians were tall men, lean and strong, with ebon skin. Their hair was black and grew in tight, thick curls, though it was the current fashion for most Sabrians to keep their heads shaved. This man was lean, but no taller than the captain. His skin was deeply tanned, but it had been pale once, pale as a northman’s. His hair, though black, was straight, pulled into a short tail at the nape of his neck.
However, his two blades, the long and the short, were of Sabrian make and he wore them in the style commonly used by Sabrian officers and nobility, save that they hung on the opposite sides. The captain figured him to be left-handed. The other oddity the captain noted was that a Sabrian noble’s weapons were an intrinsic part of his honor, and always bore unique marks and etchings telling the history of the bearer and his lineage. The stranger’s blades, while looking well-made and well-maintained, were unadorned, bearing no insignia whatsoever.
The captain’s passenger nodded in response. “I thought we would be arriving before dark.”
“If we could have managed it, sirrah, we’d have done so,” the captain replied. “The wind cheated us of some time today. But we’ll thread the beacons well enough and get to the shallows of the harbor soon. In any case, it’s not wise to stay idle out here in the deeps. Things’ll come up for a look, and maybe a bite.”
The man nodded again. He and the captain were using the Freespeak, a trade language based on the northern tongues brought by exiles from Malachi and Terendor, with some phrases and terms thrown in from Al-Kef tradesmen. Each of the Frees had its own dialect of Freespeak, often colored with bits of language from the native peoples who’d lived on the various islands before the exiles had arrived. Though most residents of the Frees could understand each other well enough, a sharp-eared man could determine which of the islands the speaker hailed from. The captain was a sharp-eared man, but a week of short, clipped conversations with his passenger hadn’t narrowed down the man’s origins. It was only now, at the end of their voyage, that the captain had begun to suspect his passenger was even more well-traveled than he was, and hadn’t lingered anywhere long enough to develop a regional accent.
“I doubt we’d have any trouble within sight of Kohayne,” the man replied, inclining his head slightly to look down at the dark water. “Your crew is trained to handle any attacks?”
“Aye, sirrah,” the captain assured him, “though all men would agree the best way to avoid trouble in the deeps is to keep moving, so my boys are most trained to keep the ship going and steer her out of trouble if it comes. But we’ve had to deal with some eels before; not the shocking kind, there’s a blessing. A school of armorbacks gave us a chase once, but those few that managed to leap up to the deck were dealt with handily, I’ll be glad to say.”
“I doubt you’ll have to worry about armorbacks around here,” the man replied. We’re too far south and the waters around the Quad are too deep for their nests.”
“Mayhap, sirrah,” said the captain, “though they’ve been spotted as far south as Hisvet, and the Quad’s not much farther from the mainland as that. I like to be cautious with my ship and her passengers.”
The man nodded once more, but gave no further response. The captain had come to recognize this as a silent dismissal, but did not take offense. His passenger had paid in full, and the captain was willing to restrain his pride when paid in advance.
The ship passed out of the deep water with no incident, rapidly approaching the glow of the small city ahead of them. Kohayne was the capital of the four close-set islands that were referred to as the Kohaya Quad. The channels between the islands were narrow, twisting and brackish, a mixture of ocean water and the fresh spring waters that flowed down from the heights. Only one channel was deep enough for ocean-going vessels to enter it, and beyond the slender entrance to that channel, the water widened into a bowl before pinching tight again at the other end and quickly growing shallow. Kohayne was built around that natural harbor, straddling both sides of the bowl and rising up the ever-steeper slopes towards the peaks.
Aside from the channels between them, the islands of the Quad were steep and rocky, thrusting out of the sea like the tips of four stone fingers. The cliff faces were sheer, ascending into jungled mist above the waterline and descending into the dark abyss below. But the waters were warm, especially on the western side of the Quad. The skies were filled with seabirds that nested on the high peaks and the seas around the underwater cliffs teemed with life.
A single light, blinking in a quick sequence, appeared from the starboard tower. “He’s hailing us, sir,” the first mate called out. The captain nodded, though he could read the code as well as anyone.
“Give him our name and the height of the mast, Shaddeck,” he replied. As the first mate instructed a crewman to send the message using their own signal light, he turned to his passenger again. “It’s good we’re not such a tall ship and the tide is ebbing. I do not think the harbormaster would want to raise the Eisenteeth this late.”
The man nodded, looking up at the ship’s mast. “I think you’re correct, captain; your mast is short enough to pass under the bridge.”
“And it’s well enough that we’re coming in late,” the captain continued, “else we might have to wait for other ships to enter the harbor. We’ll be berthed soon, I warrant.”
A brief smile crossed the man’s face. “Thank you, captain,” he said, with a gleam in his eyes the captain had not seen before.
“This is your home, I make my guess,” the captain ventured. “You’re of the Quad.”
“Of the Quad, no,” the man replied. “But I am FOR the Quad, if you take my meaning.”
The captain wasn’t sure he did, but he puzzled over it as the ship sailed under the Eisenteeth Bridge and entered the harbor. Aside from numerous ferries and rowboats darting back and forth from one side to the other, the two halves of Kohayne were linked by three bridges. The first bridge arced over the entrance to the harbor, a wide wooden span set between two tall stone towers. From the tops of the towers, Kohayne’s harbor beacons shone out over the water, and from ports below, the muzzles of large cannon bristled. A great chain linked both towers, resting upon the bottom of the channel. In times of emergency, this chain was hauled taught at the waterline, physically sealing off the harbor. This structure of towers and bridge had once been called “the eyes and teeth of Kohayne,” and now was known simply as the Eisenteeth. Its wooden span was high enough for most ships to pass under with ease, but it was also split in the middle and could be raised to make room for taller-masted ships.
Though the Eisenteeth was open to pedestrian traffic; it was rarely used by anyone but the soldiers stationed there. Further west, the Channel Bridge, known more commonly as the Duke’s Bridge, was the primary conduit between the city’s two halves. It marked the end of the deeper portion of the channel and the region of the city known as Harborside. At almost any time of day or night, it was bustling with traffic, both horse-drawn carts and pedestrians.
Beyond the Duke’s Bridge, smaller boats could travel further up the channel for close to a mile before the channel narrowed to a broad, shallow stream. Once, the bridge had been the western boundary of the city, but as more people arrived, they continued to settle further and further west along the channel until the Duke’s Bridge was more or less in the very center of the city. Traffic and crowding around the bridge had become so great that five years ago the Duke permitted construction of a third bridge over the channel, several hundred yards further west. Once the New Bridge, as it became known, was completed, the newer-settled portions of Kohayne flourished. This new area was referred to as Channelside, little sister to the rough-and-tumble world of Harborside, and was generally devoted to business and trade that didn’t leave the Quad itself. Local tradesmen and craftsmen plied their wares and lived their lives away from the harbor and the ocean-going businesses.
The captain’s passenger stood patiently by as the ship was brought in to one of the southern docks. As the ship was being tied off, he stepped to the rail and looked back at the captain.
“Sir, I take my leave of you,” he said. “My compliments to you and your crew; it was a smooth voyage.” And with that, before the captain could reply, he leapt from the rail, landing nimbly on the dock and striding away. A deputy harbormaster, flanked by two guards, looked dubiously at him until he drew close to them. After a few short words of discussion between them, the harbormaster gave him a brisk nod and the man moved on in the direction of the Duke’s Bridge, slipping into the crowd and vanishing from sight.
Some time later, after the deputy harbormaster had concluded his inspection of the ship and collected the harbor fees, the captain asked him about that man he’d brought to Kohayne.
“Ah, him,” the official commented with a shake of his head. “I’d suggest you forget about him.”
“Indeed?” the captain asked, now more curious than ever.
The harbormaster looked at him. “I’m sure you know that there are many different avenues within the realm of diplomacy?”
“Aye,” the captain replied.
“Well, that man tends to travel the back alleys, if you take my meaning,” the harbormaster said with a nervous smile. “If all you got for your time with him was some coin and a peaceful voyage, I’d count yourself lucky and leave it at that.”
“Harborside’s the best port in th’ Frees, lass,” Clegg shouted over the clamor as he and Kayrla carefully made their way along the street. “Best in th’ Frees.”
“Certainly is the loudest!” Kayrla called back to him.
“Wha’s that?”
“THE LOUDEST!” she shouted.
“Aye, aye! Tis that! When the revels start, some nights I think they’ll crack th’ heavens.”
“At least we’re on the posh side,” Kayrla muttered, wincing at the dull roar swirling around her. Although revels and merrymaking were commonplace on both sides of the harbor, the northern side of the city held the ducal estate and the port’s administrative offices. It was generally considered the more distinguished and safer side of the city. Even so, when revels were at their height, celebrants surged to and fro over the Duke’s Bridge and the north side could get as rowdy as the south.
“It’s the damn mountains around us,” she said, trying to get Clegg’s attention. “It’s like we’re stuck in a box…the sound just keeps bouncing back and forth in here.”
“Aye!” Clegg yelled back eagerly, but she wasn’t sure her drunken companion had heard a word she’d said. She sighed and gave up. They made an odd pair; the older man with a stained blue overcoat stretching over his wide belly, rolling along with a seaman’s gait next to a short, stick-thin girl in man’s clothes, a rapier at her bony hip. She wore a bright green kerchief about her brow. Straight brown hair spilled out from under it and fell like long meadow grass down around her face and shoulders.
“So, lass… why’d ye drag us over t’the posh side anyway?” Clegg asked. “Best parties are all on the south side, and the captain’s standin’ all th’ crew a round at The Bloated Eel.”
Kayrla shook her head. “I’m not getting within arm’s reach of the captain once his belly’s full of rum.”
Clegg looked surprised. “I’m not followin’ yer course, lass.”
“Jolly’s a good captain,” Kayrla said with regret, “but I’ve seen how his eyes follow me when I’m in the rigging.” She shivered. “I’ve seen that look before. I know what it means.” She sighed. “Why does this always happen?”
“What d’ye mean?”
She stopped, fuming. “This always happens, Clegg. I join a crew, posing as a boy. Then eventually someone either finds out I’m not a boy, or they find out…the other thing. But I don’t bolt and run, I stay on the ship; I earn the crew’s trust. Eventually it gets to the point I can stand out on the deck without even this,” she gestured towards her hair, “and no one on the crew cares anymore. I’m one of them.”
Clegg nodded fiercely. “That ye are, lass. Ye’re the best spotter we’ve had in th’ Cutlass’s crow’s nest since I’ve been cookin’ the meals, and that’s some 10 years now. Ye’re not a bad hand with a blade and ye can…” he made a slight wiggling motion with his fingers, “…help out a bit here and there.”
“I’d be able to do more of…that,” she said with a shrug, mimicking his gesture, “if we were further north. But I hear Jolly’s of a mind to take the Cutlass further south towards the Sabrian trade routes.”
“Better plunder,” Clegg offered, but his expression was somber. “The cannon’ll be more reliable as well, which is near as good a reason as the chance for better plunder. I’ll say though, there’s some in the crew who wonder if it’s worth the risk. I’ve seen what those black-skinned bastards do to pirates.” He shivered in the warm air. “Dreadful, lass.”
“The Empire doesn’t worry me so much as Jolly,” Kayrla admitted. She stamped her foot in frustration. “I just wanted to be one of the crew!”
“And ye are that, Kayrla,” Clegg agreed. “I must confess I don’t see the problem, but I’m near pickled as a pig’s foot about now. Ye get a full share of the swag, there’s not a man on the crew who’d object to standin’ next to ye in a scrap, so what’s wrong?”
Kayrla sighed. “Jolly’s the problem. He doesn’t see me as a member of the crew anymore; he sees me as a woman; someone to take to his bed. That’s not what I signed on for. And there’s no talking him out of it either, you know how he gets.”
Clegg nodded in glum agreement. “No, I see yer point, lass. Sad as it makes me, ye’re probably right. When are ye leavin’?”
Kayrla smiled sadly at her friend. “Oh, Clegg…I already have.” She patted the two large leather pouches hanging from her belt, both bulging with hidden contents. “Everything I need, I’m already carrying. I’ve even taken my fair share of the swag from the hold.”
Clegg gave a low whistle, impressed, but he also looked alarmed. “How’d ye manage that?” he asked in a whisper. “Did ye filch Jolly’s key to the hold?”
“I didn’t need to,” she said with a laugh, trying to look innocent as she wiggled her fingers in front of her. The old man and the girl laughed together in the street.
“Oh, you do play it close, girl…” Clegg wheezed, “but when Jolly learns what ye’ve done, like as not he’ll come after ye, and not to put kisses on yer cheeks.”
“He brought it on himself,” Kayrla said stubbornly. “According to the contract, it’s another three months before the swag’s divided and we go our separate ways. Jolly won’t wait that long before he tries something. And there’s nowhere to go on a ship at sea if the captain’s after you. I either leave now or someone’s blood is getting spilled.” She looked angry. “But I’ve earned my share and I’m not leaving without it. You’ll explain it to him, won’t you, Clegg? That I only took what was mine, and not a silver more?”
Clegg sighed. “I’ll try, lass. Maybe after we’re a week at sea and his temper’s settled some.” He chuckled, smiling fondly at her. “So, that’s why ye brought ol’ Clegg out here, wasn’t it? It wasn’t so much to stay clear of Jolly, it was t’say goodbye.”
“Yes,” she said, throwing her slender arms around his neck and planting a kiss on his weathered cheek. “Take care of yourself, Clegg.”
“What’s this?!?!” came a booming voice, slurred with drink. The two jumped in surprise and turned to see Jolly Red himself with several of his crew in tow. All had full tankards in one hand and not a few of them had one of Harborside’s lady companions in the other. “The Bloated Eel’s kegs run dry, so off we go in search of somewhere else, and what do we find here on the north side? Fair Kayrla, giving out kisses?” He roared with laughter and the crew joined him. “That suits me fine! The line starts behind me, lads…”
Clegg joined in the laughter, but Kayrla knew he was trying to defuse the situation. “Ah, Jolly,” Clegg began, “It’s not like that at all-”
“Step aside, Clegg,” said Jolly, a glint in his eyes that Kayrla had seen before. That glint had told her it was time to leave the Cutlass. But that glint had never been so bright as it was now. “What’s good enough for the cook should be good enough for the captain,” Jolly added with a drunken leer.
Clegg held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Now Cap’n…she’s a member of the crew and entitled t’fair-”
Still laughing, Jolly ambled up and shoved Clegg to one side. “Ah, c’mon Clegg. There’s naught wrong with a kiss or two, is there?”
Kayrla realized she should have jumped ship at the last port, before Jolly could have worked himself up to this point. She laughed, a light and merry sound, to keep him off his guard. “A kiss from you, redbeard?” she bantered, “I’d as soon kiss a Sabrian.” Jolly smiled and threw his head back to laugh. In that moment, when his eye was off her, she turned on her heel and dashed into the crowd. Before she’d taken two steps, she crashed into someone who was also trying to weave his way through the crowd in some haste. She saw only a mass of black clothes and two blades hanging from his belt before she collided with him. Then both of them went down.
She heard several things at once: a grunt of surprise from the man she’d run into and the muffled thud as they both fell to the street. She heard Jolly’s yell and knew he was stumbling towards her, still laughing. And then she heard a sound that made everyone on the street go silent: the musical jingle of coins tumbling over the paving stones as one of her belt pouches burst open.
Things seemed to slow down as she and the stranger struggled to get free of each other. She saw faces, frozen in surprise, stare at the money spilling from her waist. She saw Jolly’s face, the laugh on his lips twisting into shock. He was fuzzy with drink, but he was no fool, and Kayrla knew he had guessed where the money had come from. “Thieving minx!” he bellowed. “I’ll have your hide for this!”
But the crowd surged forward first, hands diving and grasping for the coins as they bounced along the street. Kayrla felt hands upon her, tugging and grasping, plucking at her clothes in hopes of dislodging more money. The hands also grappled with the man she was still entangled with, tugging at his clothes and the bag he’d inadvertently dropped in the collision.
The flash of naked steel in the lamplight made the crowd leap back as the man stormed to his feet, rapier and dagger in his hands. Taking one step, he stood over his bag and eyed the crowd with a cold gaze. “The first man to touch this bag dies,” he said in a clear voice. There was no bravado in his tone, no boasting. He spoke as matter-of-factly as if he was commenting on the weather.
Jolly Red was too angry to hear him. With a roar, he rushed forward to seize Kayrla, but she rolled along the ground to put the man in black between her and her former captain. He swung his tankard to smash the smaller man out of the way.
With a single smooth motion, the man ducked under Jolly’s thick arm and flicked the point of his rapier out, drawing a line of red across Jolly’s leg. The captain howled and stumbled on past, falling to the street after a few paces. Clamping his hands over his bleeding leg, Jolly’s eyes flashed with rage as he glared at Kayrla and her unexpected rescuer. He saw the bag the man was guarding and came to a quick conclusion.
“So, got a partner, do ye?” he yelled at Kayrla. “Trying to take more than yer share?”
“What?” the man asked, glancing down at the girl. “I’ve never seen her, or you, in my life.” In an instant, he’d scooped up the bag, tossing it securely over his head and one shoulder. “This isn’t my fight,” he said to Jolly in that same calm voice. “If you don’t want more trouble, redbeard, you’ll let me pass.”
Jolly sneered at that and the crewmates he’d been carousing with drew their blades. Kayrla got to her feet and drew her own sword.
“Well, girl…you’ve certainly put me in it,” the man snapped. “Watch where you’re going next time.”
“Sorry,” Kayrla said, standing back to back with him as the Cutlass’s crew began to spread out, encircling the pair. Beyond them, Clegg was trying to calm some of them down, but it was too late. Now that they’d seen both gold and blood spilled, their minds were made up.
The man frowned, glancing behind him to see how Kayrla was holding her blade. “Are you any good with that?”
“I wouldn’t carry it if I wasn’t,” she snapped back at him.
“We’ll soon see.”
Jolly lurched to his feet. The pain in his leg appeared to have sobered him up in a hurry. “At ‘em, lads!” he snarled through clenched teeth. “Show ‘em nobody steals from Jolly Red and the Cutlass!”
“By the way,” Kayrla said over her shoulder as the crewmen charged forward, “I’m Kayrla.”
The man nodded, bracing for the attack. “Tesca.”
The circle of pirates closed in with a rush, trying to catch Tesca and Kayrla in their midst. Behind her, Kayrla heard Tesca’s feet shift on the stones as he dashed forward to meet them. Using both his blades, he parried two of the pirates’ attacks and slipped between them, getting outside the circle. Kayrla thought that was a good idea and tried it in her own fashion, running straight at one of the pirates, then dropping low and tumbling right between his legs, springing up behind him. She jabbed out with her rapier as he turned, skewering his calf, and the man sank down onto one knee, cursing.
As another man bore down on her, the others turned to pursue Tesca. He wasn’t going to let them surround him again, and struck quickly, parrying one man’s clumsy attack and stabbing up with his dagger. The man gave a gurgling yell as he sagged to the street. The others, glaring at him with hate, came on.
They were more wary now, seeing that they were up against a trained swordsman who didn’t hesitate to kill. The crowd, watching the spectacle, spread further back to avoid the flashing blades, all the while yelling encouragement to both sides and quickly making wagers on the outcome. The pirates closed in, again trying to surround him, but he kept slipping free, backing up and circling away, never letting more than two of them within arm’s reach of him. As he parried their blows, he looked for an opening, a chance to cut down another man and improve his odds further.
He wasn’t finding one. The pirates were sobering up fast now that one of them was dead. Tesca leapt back from a savage blow but couldn’t step in for a counterattack without exposing himself to one of the other attackers. He continued to backpedal, flicking his head left and right to avoid tripping over anything.
Kayrla was having her own troubles. She was dueling one-on-one with the first mate, a hairy cur named Parkin. As she’d told Tesca, she wasn’t a bad hand with a blade, but Parkin was at least a foot taller than her and twice her weight. Even parrying one of his heavy swings rattled her teeth and sent a jangle of pain up her arm. She dodged and darted away from his attacks, then spotted a glint of light on the spreading pool of blood from the man Tesca had just killed. She started to fall back, slowly circling around towards the body. Parkin stepped in close, reaching for her hair. She stabbed up at him but missed, and he struck her in the face with the handguard of his cutlass. Stars bursting behind her eyes, she sailed through the air and landed in a sprawl some feet away.
Parkin darted forward to finish her off, but he ran through the puddle of blood and his boot skidded on the slick paving stones. He wavered, precariously balanced on one leg for a frozen moment. It was enough for Kayrla. Blood streaming from a split lip, she sprang up, hurling all her weight behind the point of her sword. It drove into Parkin’s chest and he fell back to the street with Kayrla on top of him.
Kayrla stared blearily around her, her vision still swimming. Tesca was getting forced back towards a wall by his assailants. Three of them were pressing him close; soon he’d have nowhere to run. Clegg was tying off the wound of the man she’d stabbed at the start of the fight, and Red Jolly, still down on one knee, was yelling for his men to finish Tesca off.
Her first instinct was to run, now, before anyone noticed she was gone, and she was already getting to her feet before she stopped. No, she thought. I can’t just leave him to die. She didn’t know anything about him; if he hadn’t gotten in her way, she’d have escaped into the crowd and this fight would never have happened. But he hadn’t stepped aside or just handed her over to Jolly; he’d stood back to back with her in a fight. In the Frees, that was a rare thing.
She saw that a few feet away from Tesca there was a wooden wagon parked against the wall. There were several barrels of rum in the wagon and two men guarding them. They were eagerly watching the spectacle unfold a few feet away, and made no move to get involved at all. That’ll have to do, she thought, concentrating and raising her arms in front of her.
Magic took a good deal more effort than just wiggling one’s fingers, no matter what Clegg might have thought. It was hard to gather up enough power to accomplish very much, this far south, and Kayrla didn’t know many spells. But those she did know, she’d had a lot of practice with. There were three spells she knew best. One of them was the power to make small repairs to objects. This had made her incredibly valuable on board the Cutlass once the crew got over their initial mistrust of magic. She could repair leaky barrels, reattach cut ropes and mend small holes in the sails without a needle and thread. The second spell was the opposite of the first. Nails would rust and break, sails would become threadbare and split in a strong breeze, and wood would turn to dryrot in a heartbeat.
She focused her spell on the rear axle of the wagon, which suddenly groaned, sagged and split in a puff of dust, tipping the wagon over. The barrels and the men sitting on them tumbled off the wagon into the street, rolling straight into the three men pressing Tesca to the wall. The barrels bent, bounced and burst open as they rolled, and an avalanche of men, wood and rum cascaded past Tesca. He stared in disbelief for only a moment before glancing around to see Kayrla sagging back to the ground, panting in exhaustion.
He charged forward into the pirates who hadn’t been swept away, killing another man as he cut his way through. As they fell back, he ran to Kayrla. Sheathing his dagger, he threw her over his shoulder and ran for the shadows. All the while Jolly Red’s voice called after them: “Stay on ‘em, lads! They’re thieves! They’ve robbed us blind!”
The crowd gave way before Tesca’s bloody sword and grim face. He pounded up an alley that sloped gently upwards, the start of the long incline that led towards the upper portions of the city. The pirates took off after him. Tesca was sober, and he knew the city well, dodging left and right down narrow alleys with practiced skill. But he was weighed down by the girl over his shoulder, and he couldn’t extend his lead.
He knew this couldn’t last much longer. Behind him he could hear the pirates yelling to each other to start spreading out, to cut him off. Before long, he knew he’d turn down another alley and find it blocked. Then they would have him.
An idea came to him: Strike back while they’re scattered. Even the odds.
He came to another T-intersection, and instead of heading up towards the higher parts of the city, he turned back down towards the harbor. “Where…are you going?” he heard Kayrla mutter as she stirred over his shoulder.
“No time to explain,” he panted. “Can you run?”
“I was…just winded,” she said, the air bouncing out of her lungs with each step he took. “I’m okay, but I left my sword back there.”
“Okay,” he said, making a quick right turn and skidding to a halt. “I’ll get you a sword.” He rolled her off his shoulder and turned to face the first pirate approaching them. As he had hoped, they’d spread out themselves over a few blocks and now he was facing only two of them.
As the first pirate stepped in, sabre flashing, the one behind started to circle around behind Tesca, calling out “Here! They’re here!”
But Tesca wasn’t being attacked by a mob now. Blades flashing, he pressed the attack against the first pirate. In a quick flurry of attacks, he’d disarmed the man and sent his blade clattering along the ground towards Kayrla. The man scrambled back as Tesca turned to the other man, whom he slew in short order.
Kayrla scooped up the sabre. It was a little heavier than she’d have liked, but she was glad to have any means of keeping her enemies a few feet further off. She looked down the alley they were in. They appeared to be behind a large warehouse or other building that opened onto the main street of Harborside, but they were some distance from the light and noise of the revelry. She guessed that they were getting close to Channelside; that portion of the city more or less shut down at night. It was near pitch dark here; there were no torches or lamps lit and she wondered at that. But her night vision was very sharp, and she could see Tesca kicking the remaining pirate in the head. The man fell and did not rise.
“You didn’t kill him?” she asked.
“I don’t kill unarmed men if I can help it,” he said, coming over to her
She could hear footsteps echoing around them, coming closer. “More are coming!” she said in a low voice.
“I know, I know,” he replied, squinting into the darkness. “We need to keep moving.” He could make out her shadowy form as she leapt onto some crates stacked up against the building. Nimbly, she climbed the stack until she was at a second-story window. “No!” he hissed. “They’ll hear the glass break!”
“I know what I’m doing!” she snapped back. Stifling a growl of frustration, he clambered up onto the crates after her. He thought he could hear her mumbling something as he approached, then he blinked in surprise as she pulled the window open and slipped inside.
Tesca was just putting one leg through the open window when he heard the footsteps enter the alley below him. He didn’t bother looking, but as he pulled himself through the window he heard “Up there!” and knew his silhouette had been seen against the black form of the warehouse.
He started to close the window, but Kayrla touched his arm. “Lock’s broken, don’t bother.”
“How do you know the lock’s broken?”
“Because I had to break it to get us in here,” she replied. She glanced at the open window, her face colorless in the starlight. She cocked her head, listening to the sounds of men talking in quick, urgent whispers below. “Well, they’re not stupid enough to clamber up here after us; they know we’ll kill anyone trying to get through the window.”
“You can hear what they’re saying?” Tesca asked. He could hear the men speaking, but not clearly enough to understand them.
She nodded. “But they won’t let us get out that way either. They’re trying to find another way in.”
“It’s what I’d do,” Tesca said grimly. “Let’s see if we can find a way out before they get in here.”
“What kind of place is this?” Kayrla asked. The air inside the warehouse was warm and thick, with a dry organic scent.
Tesca took a deep breath, recognizing the smell. “We’re in a flour mill. That’s why it’s so dark outside; no streetlamps are allowed around here.”
“Why?”
“That smell in here is flour dust. If there’s enough of it in the air, bringing open flame in here would be like tossing a lit fuse into a powder magazine.”
“Oh,” Kayrla replied, a chill of fear running through her.
Tesca peered around him in the darkness. They appeared to be on a catwalk overlooking a wide deep space. He could make out vague outlines of large gears and an open round space in the center. “There have to be more windows in here,” he said in a low voice. “During the day they would want to keep this place aired out so the dust doesn’t accumulate.” He looked up. “If there’s a way onto the roof, we might be able to escape that way. There’s at least one building close enough for us to try jumping.”
Kayrla nodded and stepped up to the railing. There were large wooden crossbeams extending out from under the catwalk into the darkness. “Well, if there’s a way to the roof, it’s closed. But if they need to keep this place ventilated, then there’s got to be something out there. We just can’t see it.” She leaned her blade against the banister and stepped over it out onto one of the crossbeams. “I’ll take a closer look.”
“No, wait-” Tesca began, but she was already moving off along the beam. He lost sight of her quickly. The sounds outside were growing louder; more pirates had arrived. Tesca moved up to the window to listen more closely. Kayrla was right; her former crewmates were not climbing up towards the window, at least not yet. But they were splitting up; some of them were circling around. Tesca looked down towards the front of the building. He thought he’d walked by it once or twice in the past; he was sure there was a large set of double doors in the front. Like as not they’ll try to force them open and pin us in here. The roof’s our only chance.
“Found it!” Kayrla’s voice came out of the darkness, quiet and tense. She didn’t sound very far away. “I think it’s a small door, with a rope attached to the latch.” He heard some scuffling noises from her direction, or was that from the front door? Then there came a loud bang from below and the voices of angry men.
“They’re forcing their way in,” Tesca called. “Can you get it open?”
“Trying,” she said, grunting. “It’s a little out of my reach…I think it leads down to the floor.”
Makes sense, Tesca thought. No one would want to clamber out on those beams every morning.
Another bang from downstairs, louder this time.
“Damnation!” she swore. “I can’t reach it!”
Tesca was already moving along the outside wall, looking for stairs down to the ground floor. He found them and was halfway down when there came another bang. For a second, he saw movement in the blackness below and realized the front door was buckling, opening for an instant and letting in quick bursts of starlight. The banging continued, faster now with a regular rhythm of grunting shouts. They were hurling themselves against the door in unison. But that gave Tesca just enough light to see the basic layout of the room.
The mill was in the center, dominating the space. There was a smooth circular trail in the wood around it; presumably from a horse or a mule harnessed to turn the wheel. There were more than a few ropes hanging from above; the glimpses Tesca had of them in the brief bursts of light made him think of snakes descending from trees to the jungle floor.
“Which one?” he called up. The door was groaning now, light was beginning to spill in from one corner of it as a hinge weakened and it began to sag on its frame.
“You’re too far over…go to your left! One more, no wait…yes, that one, that one!” He grasped one of the ropes. It hung from ceiling, but trailed off towards one wall, anchored there. “Pull it!” Kayrla urged. “Pull it!”
Tesca pulled it. Several things happened at once. He felt the rope resist him at first, then something came loose above him. He heard a quick creak of wood and a square of starry sky appeared directly over his head. The front door to the mill burst open, spilling several pirates to the floor. And there were more noises up by the window; it sounded like at least one pirate had decided to climb through the second-story window after all.
Kayrla’s night vision was much sharper than Tesca’s, and when the front doors burst open she could see the room’s layout very clearly. There were six doors in the roof, each with a rope attached to the latch and another rope on a pulley. Almost immediately, she understood that the first set of ropes were used to open the doors in the morning, and the second set would pull the doors closed again. This arrangement would allow the mill operator to keep the place well ventilated while staying on the ground floor.
To her right she could see one of the pirates was pulling himself through the window. He didn’t look happy about it; she guessed he’d drawn the short straw to be the first one through. It was often how they’d arranged who would be the first to cross to the other ship during boarding actions. As he scrambled through the window and started getting to his feet, Kayrla stretched out and grabbed the rope attached to the pulley. Now that the roof door was open, it was within her reach. She pulled a good deal of the rope to her, drew her knife and started cutting. The pirate got to his feet, his expression brightening as he realized there was no one on the catwalk with him. Kayrla pressed herself against one of the beams coming down from the roof into the crossbeam, staying out of his sight. She let one end of the rope fall to the floor and began tying the other end swiftly into a wide noose.
Below her, Tesca had wasted no time once the door was broken. His blades were out and he had leapt among the sprawled pirates at the door, striking quickly before they got to their feet. He managed to slay two of them before another rose and charged him. Backing away, he batted the man’s attacks aside and retreated into the shadows of the mill’s interior. The pirates surged after him. He led them around the large mill, occasionally darting in for a strike when they were caught between him and one of the mills’ great gears. He wounded two more pirates in this fashion before they started to come around the other side of the mill as well, forcing him further back.
His foot skidded on loose grain and he stumbled against a stack of flour sacks. Before the pirates could reach him, he bounded backward to land on top of the stack and slashing down with his rapier, he sliced the topmost sack open. With one hard stomp on the sack, he sent a small burst of flour into their faces. He stomped the sack twice more, fogging the air around him and giving him the chance to retreat out of sight.
Kayrla kept glancing down at the battle below her, but her primary focus was on the pirate standing on the catwalk. “It’s clear!” he called out through the window to his mates below. Then he looked down over the catwalk and saw Tesca at bay. With a grin, he started for the stairs.
Kayrla dashed along the crossbeam the instant he had his back to her. In one leap, she bounded to the banister and flung the noose over his head. Then she leaned back, pulling the noose taught. He grunted, choked and staggered back against the banister. He weighed more than she did, but he was off-balance and she was leaning far out from the banister, using all of her weight against him.
As she felt him coming over the banister, his own weight doing the work now, she let go of the rope and tumbled out into space, landing on the crossbeam again. “Tesca! The rope!” she yelled as the man went over, trailing the rope that led to the pulley behind him.
Tesca heard her. It took one glance behind him to see the rope whizzing up towards the ceiling. With practiced skill, he sheathed his dagger and grabbed the rope. The falling man’s weight was greater than his own, and he was quickly hauled up out of the pirates’ reach. The open door in the roof was looming before him as the pirate on the other end of the rope hit the floor. Tesca dangled precariously on the rope as it went slack for a moment, then snapped taught again. He did not look back and scrambled up the rope, reaching the open door and pulling himself out onto the roof. A moment later Kayrla leapt for the rope herself and scurried up after him.
“I…I didn’t think that would work, you know,” she panted.
“Neither did I,” he admitted, getting his bearings. He pointed east. “That way. The next roof there is the closest. We’ll have to jump.”
Nodding wearily, she followed after him. The alley yawned below them as they hurled themselves across the empty space between the rooftops, but they cleared it.
Tesca quickly looked about him as they scrambled to the top of the roof. “No way to get down from here,” he said, panting slightly. “We’ll have to keep going and put some space behind us. Let’s move!”
Kayrla’s chest was already aching, but she gritted her teeth and ran down the other side of the rooftop after him. They crossed one, two, three more rooftops in quick succession. On the next one, Tesca cleared the space, but he realized with a shock that it was wider than the others had been. The roof here was older, sagging in places and it groaned under his feet as he landed, shingles sliding under his feet. He turned just in time to see Kayrla leaping after him, her eyes going wide in horror as she realized she wasn’t going to make it.
Tesca flung himself down on the roof and thrust his arm out to catch her. Her scrabbling fingers touched his and grabbed hold. He braced himself for the shock, but still he nearly slid off the roof himself when she hit the wall below him. For a moment, neither of them moved, then Tesca hauled her up onto the roof with him. She clung to him for several seconds; neither of them moving. At last she stirred, lifting her head up and peering at him through the tangle of her hair.
“Do you think…we can just…stay here for a minute?” she gasped.
“I think so,” he replied, his shoulder throbbing in pain. “We’ll just…catch our breath here.”
For a moment, he thought he was going to pass out; he felt as if he was slowly rolling over. Then he heard the roof groaning again. “Oh, hells…” he muttered before it gave way beneath them.
They tumbled through the roof in a shower of broken shingles, dust and rotted beams. Coughing and spluttering, Tesca stood up, blinking in the bright candlelight around him. He could shouting, screaming, splashing as he staggered forward. Two people were sitting in a large bathtub, frozen with shock as they stared at. The woman was young and shapely, the grapes in her hand forgotten as she gaped at him. The man was old and paunchy, sweat beading on his bald pate.
Tesca raised one weary hand to point at them, then gestured towards the door, resting his other hand on his sword hilt to accentuate his point. In a flurry of water, naked limbs and towels, they fled. Behind him, Tesca heard a groan from Kayrla. She sat up amidst the wreckage and coughed several times.
“You all right?” Tesca asked, crossing to the door, listening to hear if the bathing couple had raised the alarm yet.
“I’ll live,” she replied, brushing her green hair out of her face. She stood up and walked up to the tub. Cupping her delicate, blue-tinged hands, she filled them with water and splashed it across her face. Spotting a full goblet of wine on a gilded tray next to the tub, she drank it down in one long pull. “Ah, that helps,” she sighed.
“Okay, I hear shouting downstairs,” Tesca said. “I think we’d better see if we can get out to the street before someone comes up here.” He turned to look back at her. “Are you rea-” he began to say, then froze, staring in disbelief.
She looked back at him. “What?” But the look on his face told her all that she needed to know. There were three spells she was very comfortable with casting: repair, entropy and one other. She’d cast two spells since the fight had begun; and at some point during the race through darkened alleys and across moonlit rooftops, she’d stopped focusing on the spell she’d been maintaining all day; the third spell. Her disguise spell.
“You’re an elf,” Tesca whispered.
“You’re an elf,” Tesca whispered.
She raised an eyebrow at him. “Is that a problem?” The disguise spell she used wasn’t a very powerful illusion. All it really did was alter the color of her hair and skin. By keeping her hair spilled over much of her face, the most obvious signs of her race were concealed. With the disguise spell gone however, her hair was a bright green, the color of seaweed in shallow water. Her skin was a pale, luminescent blue, like the sky on a hazy day. Her eyes, larger than a human’s, were almond-shaped and angled in towards her nose. They were a sparkling emerald green.
The green kerchief around her brow had come loose, uncovering the pointed tips of her ears. She tucked them back under the kerchief and examined herself under the candlelight. She had a few minor cuts and scrapes, and one gash along her left arm that oozed blood. Her blood wasn’t the same color as a human’s either. It looked like a pale orange translucent ichor, with pinpoint flecks of something floating in suspension sparking in the light.
She looked closely at her arm, carefully probing the cut with a finger. “You didn’t answer my question,” she said without looking at Tesca.
Tesca seemed to blink out of his paralysis. “I haven’t seen an elf up close before, that’s all. I’ve never heard of your folk coming travel this far south.”
“That’s not surprising,” she commented. “Magic’s not strong this far south. I cast a lot of spells during that fight; my disguise spell unraveled at some point after we started running.”
“Well, we have to move soon, and we can’t go downstairs with you looking like that,” Tesca said, turning back towards the door to listen again.
“Give me a few moments,” she said, closing her eyes. “I’ll recast it. Just don’t ask me to cast any more spells tonight after this.”
“I didn’t even know you’d cast any spells at all,” Tesca muttered. He glanced back at her, hearing her muttering strange words. She wove her arms before her in delicate patterns, her fingers rigid in an odd twisted manner. After a few moments, Tesca could see dark shadows moving over her body. He thought the candles were burning low for a second. Then he realized it wasn’t shadows, it was colors. A deep, rich black was spreading through her green hair, like paint being floored onto a floor. A similar thing was happening to her skin, but this color was a rich brown; a similar hue to the one borne by the native Islanders of the Frees. When she opened her eyes, the emerald color was gone, replaced by a deep brown, almost black. Even the blood trickling from her arm was the color of human blood now.
“How do I look?” she asked him, a wry smile on her lips. He stared in astonishment. The change was astonishing. Now that he knew what to look for, he could still see the signs of her race in the line of her cheekbones, the size and shape of her eyes and the willowy grace as she moved. Her hair was still straight, unlike the thick curls common to the Islanders.
But he was trained to be a careful observer. To most, he knew she would just look like a skinny girl, not yet a woman; a tomboy who’d left home for a life at sea. Many different peoples traveled in the Frees; her straight hair and dark coloring would likely be put down to an odd crossbreeding, perhaps between an Islander and an Al-Kef tradesman.
“How long have you been doing this?” he asked her.
“Longer than most would guess,” she replied. She looked him over. “You’re what…twenty? Twenty-five at the oldest.”
“About that,” he confirmed.
“I’ve probably got a year or two on you,” she said. “I’m not sure myself, to be honest. I’ve been crewing ships for over ten years now.”
“And all that time, no one’s ever noticed?”
She sighed. “Of course they notice! Eventually. But usually, by the time they do I’m one of the crew and they don’t care anymore. Those that would have had trouble with it never find out. I don’t stay long crewing a ship that’s got elf-haters on it.” She shrugged. “This far south, there’s not many sea-dogs who’ve ever seen an elf anyway. Let’s see if we can get out of here, all right?”
“All right,” Tesca replied, opening the door. They could still hear the shouts of the man and woman driven from the room, but it didn’t sound like anyone was coming up the stairs to investigate. Tesca glanced quickly to both sides of the door, then slipped into the hallway. Kayrla followed him.
They were on a long wooden balcony running around all four sides of an open space. Doors were spaced evenly around all four walls. Below them, there was one more floor like the one they were standing on, then the ground floor. Several people, including the two people who’d fled the bath, stood in the middle of the floor, looking up towards them.
“That’s them!” the man in the towel shouted. “Burglars!”
“I doubt burglars would have been so unprofessional as to crash through my roof,” the innkeeper replied, glaring up at Tesca.
“Indeed,” Tesca called down. “My apologies, good sir. We were trying to go over your roof, not through it.”
“If he’d bothered to keep it in good repair, we wouldn’t have crashed through it at all,” Kayrla muttered. Tesca kicked her in the shin.
For several seconds everyone stared back and forth at each other. Then the man in the towel finally spluttered, “Well?”
“Well, what?” the innkeeper asked.
“Well…get them!”
“Get them?” the innkeeper said. “What for? Are you hurt?”
“No, but-”
“Did they take your money or your clothes?”
“They had money back there?” Kayrla asked, half-turning. Tesca grabbed her arm and yanked her back to the banister.
“No,” he called down. “We haven’t taken anything. We’re sorry to have given you a scare. We’d just like to come downstairs and be on our way, if that’s all right.”
“Well, I’d like to oblige you,” the innkeeper replied, “but there’s the matter of my roof.”
“We’ll pay for that,” Tesca offered.
“We’ll what?!?!” Kayrla hissed.
He turned to Kayrla. “You had two pouches on your belt when you crashed into me back there. One of them burst open and spilled gold everywhere. Does the other one have gold in it as well?”
“Yes, but…” she trailed off, then her eyes bugged open as she realized what he was talking about. “I am NOT paying for that idiot to repair his roof!” she said angrily.
“We have three choices,” Tesca said firmly, “one, we pay the innkeeper what we can and walk out of here. Two, we refuse to pay and have to cut our way out through several people who didn’t attack us first and three…”
“Yes?” she asked.
“We go back up onto the roof and start trying to find another way down.”
Memories of narrowly avoiding a deadly fall rushed back to her. “We split the cost,” she muttered. “It was your idea to escape across the roofs in the first place.”
“Fine,” Tesca replied quietly as he leaned over the railing. “Yes, we’ll pay for that. How much would the repairs cost?”
The landlord remained quiet for several seconds, thinking it over. Tesca knew he was deciding how much he could squeeze them for. “Let’s start heading down,” he whispered to Kayrla. “He knows we want to avoid trouble, but we need to make him understand we’ll start trouble if he tries to fleece us.”
“Okay,” she replied. They walked around the balcony, taking the stairs down to the next level. Numerous patrons of the inn had opened their doors and were watching them, ducking back inside their rooms and locking their doors as they passed. But one patron did not retreat as they drew close to him. He was Sabrian, in his early middle years. Creases furrowed the ebony skin around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. He looked curiously at Tesca, his eyes coming to rest on Tesca’s two blades. Staring intently at the unadorned hilts, his face drew into an angry frown as Tesca passed. Then he withdrew into his room and shut the door with a slam.
“Do you know him?” Kayrla asked. “He seemed to recognize you, and he wasn’t happy about it.”
“No,” Tesca sighed, “I don’t know him. But I know why he’s angry.” They had reached the next staircase and began to descend to the ground floor. “Let’s just try to get out of here quickly before he decides to act on it.” Kayrla wanted to ask more questions, but they were approaching the landlord now, so she put an arrogant grimace on her features and gave the man her best “we’re not to be trifled with” look.
“What’s the price of repairs?” Tesca asked him.
The landlord looked back and forth between Tesca and Kayrla, thinking carefully. “Twenty-five marks.”
“Twenty-five?” Kayrla spluttered. Tesca motioned her to silence and smiled thinly at the landlord.
“We’re not paying for a long-overdue replacement of your entire roof, sir,” he said. “But the hole we made can be mended for, I’d say, five marks.”
“Are you insane?” the landlord snorted. “Five marks for a damaged roof?”
“You haven’t even been up there to survey the damage,” Tesca said. “It’s not that much. One hole, in one section of the roof. Easy to patch up. We haven’t stolen anything from the room, and we haven’t injured any of your patrons,” he added, letting his hand brush against the hilt of his rapier.
The implied message was not lost on the landlord. “Fairly spoken,” he said with a nod. “Fifteen marks.”
“We’ll go as high as ten,” Tesca replied, ignoring Kayrla’s barely stifled yelp of surprise. He continued to stare at the landlord, his eyes meeting the other man’s, his face composed and calm.
The landlord looked away from that clear gaze and sighed. “Ten marks will do just fine, sirrah.”
“Thank you,” Tesca replied. He turned to Kayrla. “Pay him.”
She glared at him. “You said you’d pay half!”
“I don’t have half on me right now,” he said. “But I can get it as soon as we’re done here.”
“Promises of money are like milk,” Kayrla snapped. “They go sour fast.”
“You’ve trusted me all night when your life was on the line,” Tesca said, somewhat amused, “but once money’s involved you won’t take my word anymore?”
She glared up at him, then with a grumble, tugged her pouch open violently. Gold and silver coins spilled out onto the floor. Coins, and something else: a pendant on a thin chain. It had a large circular red gem set in the center of it.
“I’d take that in lieu of coin,” the landlord said, bending over to take a closer look at it.
“You will NOT,” Kayrla hissed, snatching up the jewelry and stuffing it back into the pouch. “Ten marks and not a penny more.” She began scooping the coins toward her, carefully counting them and assembling the landlord’s price. After a minute or two she stood up and put a small pile of coins into the landlord’s outstretched hands. “Ten marks worth of coin,” she said.
The landlord frowned. “Some of these coins aren’t from Kohayne. These here,” he said, holding up a few silvers, “are from Hisvet. Everyone knows the Baron shaves his coins down; they’re not worth as much.”
Kayrla glared at him. “That’s ten marks in any port o’ call. It’s come out of my purse and that’s all that’s coming out of it. We’re done here.”
The landlord opened his mouth to speak, but a glance from Tesca made him choose different words then he’d intended. “Fine,” he spat, “be on your way, and be glad I don’t call the Watch.”
“No!” called a new voice. Everyone turned to see the Sabrian, who had come down the stairs to the ground floor without anyone hearing him. He was now wearing a pair of blades at his hips similar to Tesca’s, though they were intricately etched with symbols and Sabrian characters. A beautifully made, expensive flintlock pistol was in his hand, and it was pointed at Tesca’s chest.
“There is a matter of honor that must be settled,” the Sabrian said. His Freespeak was oddly accented, full of sonorous, rounded vowels. “This man bears blades he has no right to.” He glared at Tesca. “You will answer for your crime. Now.”
“Draw those weapons,” the Sabrian ordered, dipping the pistol down momentarily to point to the blades hanging from Tesca’s belt, “and we shall see if you are worthy to bear them.”
Tesca groaned inwardly, but didn’t let his annoyance show on his face. “Good evening, honored sir,” he said in flawless Sabrian. “I understand your anger, but I must assure you there is no violation of honor here.”
The Sabrian’s eyes went wide with astonishment to hear himself being addressed in his native tongue, but the pistol never wavered. “How did you come to learn the Mother Tongue?”
“I had a good teacher,” Tesca replied.
“You are well-spoken,” said the Sabrian. “A credit to him.” He glanced at Tesca’s blades again. “I presume he instructed you in the Argument and the Retort?”
“In all aspects, honored sir.”
“Show me.”
Tesca’s eyes narrowed. “We are outside the Empire, honored sir, and my allegiance is not given to you.”
“That may be true,” the Sabrian replied, “but I am the one holding the pistol. You speak well and this is why I have not already shot you. But your skin is as white as my teeth and you bear the Argument and Retort, which no one but a peer or officer of the Empire may do. I will learn the reason why.” He took a step forward, studying Tesca closely. “The hilts are unadorned; there are only three reasons why this would be so: you stole these blades before a young nobleman made them his own, you took them from the corpse of an agentis, or…” he trailed off, shaking his head in disbelief, “…you are an agentis yourself.”
“The last reason is the correct one,” said Tesca.
The Sabrian grew angry. “You lie! A white man trained as an agentis! Preposterous! Impossible!”
Tesca’s voice became very crisp and glacially cold. “Regardless, honored sir, it is the truth. I bear these blades because I earned them. I am an agentis, with a master whom I serve, and to whose return I have been greatly delayed tonight. You further delay me in that task, and threaten my honor. You call me a liar and insult me when I have done neither to you.” He stepped forward himself until the two men were only a few feet apart, the barrel of the pistol less than a foot from Tesca’s chest. “And I tell you now what any agentis would tell you: Draw your steel, and I will draw your blood.”
The Sabrian stared into Tesca’s eyes, uncertain. Then he took one step back and lowered the pistol. He made no apologies to Tesca, simply gave a formal nod to him, slipped his weapon into his wide belt, and headed back upstairs to his room. Tesca turned back to the rest of the people around him: the landlord, the half-naked couple who’d fled the bath, assorted other patrons of the inn, and Kayrla, all of whom were staring at him in open-mouthed surprise.
“Are we paid up?” he asked, switching back to Freespeak. “Then let’s be off,” he added, catching Kayrla’s elbow and leading her out the front door of the inn.
“What in the Deeps was all that abou-” she began, but Tesca shook his head and nodded towards an alley to their right.
“We want to get out of Harborside before any of Jolly’s men spot us,” he said, leading her up the alley. “Your skin’s a different color, but am I right in guessing that they know you can do that?”
“Most of them by now,” she admitted.
“Well, you’re wearing the same clothes, and I look the same as ever,” Tesca replied. “Once we’re out of Harborside, I have a place to go where they’ll never find us.”
Kayrla nodded. “We need a bolt-hole,” she agreed. They began to head up the long streets that curved towards the higher parts of Kohayne. “Do I get to meet your master, then?”
Tesca whirled around to face her, astonished. “You understood that?”
She grinned at him. “Sabrian’s not some secret code language. Maybe a decade or so back nobody around here could speak it, but that’s changing. Folk need at least a bit of the tongue to deal with merchants like him.”
Tesca shook his head. “He wasn’t a merchant. He’d never have challenged me if he was. And he owned his own set of the blades.”
“So he’s a nobleman?” Kayrla asked. “A Sabrian nobleman, living in a bilgewater inn like that?”
“I don’t know,” Tesca said. “A Sabrian nobleman traveling without an entourage is rarer than a hen’s tooth. And I can’t see one of them coming this far outside the Empire for any reason. No, my guess is he’s a retired naval officer. They also bear the blades, but I didn’t get a chance to look the hilts to tell for sure; the etchings would be different.”
“Could he be one of those things you said you were?” she asked. “An…agentis?”
“No,” Tesca said flatly. “An agentis would never have challenged me either. He probably would never have let us know he was there at all, although he’d want to know why I bore the blades. He would have started following us from the inn, but an open challenge like that…” he trailed off, shaking his head. “That’s not our way.”
“What is it he called those blades?” she asked. “Something about an argument?”
Tesca smiled. “They refer to the blades, worn in that fashion, as ‘the Argument and the Retort’.”
“Odd name.”
Tesca chuckled. “Not really, if you consider the majority of the time these blades are drawn is during a formal duel. The Sabrians don’t see any real difference between using words and blades in a duel; both are valid means of winning the contest.”
She snorted in derision. “Sounds no different than two men arguing in a tavern. Eventually one gets so angry he draws steel.”
“Oh, no…there are strict rules for dueling in the Empire,” Tesca countered. “Blades are drawn, but sometimes the duel is settled without using them. Sometimes they will start with swordplay and turn to wordplay, and sometimes vice versa. It’s rather complicated.”
Kayrla looked up at him. “You really do know a lot about the Sabrians for a northerner,” she said. “That fellow back there was right, I think, to be curious about you. What is an…agentis, exactly, and how did you end up becoming one?”
Tesca appraised her for a long time. “It’s a long story, and not one I’m prepared to share with someone I’ve only known for a few hours. Is that a problem?”
She turned serious. “You know, I just asked you that exact same question not long ago,” she said. “There’s a part of me that’s not happy with you knowing my secret and not sharing yours.” She looked at him with the same appraising look he’d just given her. “But,” she sighed, a grin crossing her sharp features, “it’s more of a challenge to figure it out myself, eh? You’ve got me all curious now, Tesca. And,” she added with a grimace, poking him in the chest, “you still owe me money. I’m not going anywhere until that debt is cleared and my money purse is full again, understand?”
Tesca smiled down at her. “Fair enough. Let’s get moving.”
“Where to?”
He gestured towards the rising street. “Up.” They took their time moving through the dark streets; the sounds of Harborside became quiet echoes behind them, muffling the tread of their feet. Tesca would frequently change direction, turning east or west for a block or two, then double back to make sure they weren’t being followed.
The streets were nearly deserted here, save for an occasional guard standing watch at various gates to impressive manor houses, sealed up for the night. All of the guards watched them go past with narrowed, wary eyes, but none challenged them.
Kayrla’s legs were aching with the effort. She was used to scampering up and down a ship’s rigging, but this relentless climb up the hard stone road was wearing her down. She noticed Tesca’s breath was coming harder now as well. “How…much further?” she quietly gasped.
“A little further,” he panted. “I’m out of shape. Spent too long in Narlos.”
“Oh, Narlos. I’ve been there. The whole city’s flat,” she said with a weary smile. “Wish…we were there now.”
“It’ll be easier in a moment,” Tesca replied. “We’re reaching the terraces.”
This high, the angle was now too sharp for the roads to safely ascend the slopes in a straight line. On both the north and south sides of Kohayne, the vertical roads rising up from Harborside ended in a wide street running east-west across the upper portion of the city, which then wound back and forth in switchbacks, cutting into the slopes and continuing up. Each length of the switchback was linked by staircases cutting between them, narrow alleyways with rich manors on both sides. Kayrla found the climb much easier now. She stopped at the top of the first stair and looked back down. Between the dark walls, she could the city twinkling below them. “Must be an impressive view from inside one of these homes,” she said, catching her breath. “You’ve got be pretty rich to live up here, I daresay?”
“Oh, yes,” Tesca agreed. “In Kohayne, the rich literally look down on the poor.”
“Well, that’s good. I guess you really will be able to pay me back, then.”
Tesca chuckled and started up again. Kayrla followed, wondering when he was going to stop. The manors built between the switchbacks were becoming grander and grander, their layouts becoming palatial. One manor was so large it took up both sides of the stairs they climbed, the two halves linked by a stone bridge high above them. As they reached the top of each stair, she looked down both sides of the road to guess which manor Tesca was heading for. They all looked impressive to her; each one with two guards at the front gate and a large banner hanging over it. But it was too dark to make out the details of the banners, so she had no idea who lived in them.
But Tesca didn’t change direction; each time they reached the top of one of these cut-throughs, he glanced side-to-side, then crossed the street and started up the next set of stairs. Finally they came out of a stair and saw that there was no stair on the opposite side of the street ahead of them, just a wall of thick jungle foliage. Tesca turned to the left and continued walking. The road turned around another switchback and continued up. Now both sides of the road were thick with trees, cutting off most of the light. “Where in the Deeps are we going?” she asked. He pointed further up the slope, and she saw there were lights shining through the trees above them.
“Oh, Hells…” she muttered, realizing where they were headed. The road bent around once more and the lights above them were much brighter. She could see high walls and guards pacing the tops of them. Then, as the road made one last turn, it widened into a courtyard before a large, fortified gate. There were two guards on either side and a large banner hanging over it, swaying in the strong night breeze. The large flaming braziers set outside before the gate gave enough light for her to see the details on the banner. It was the same as the one that flew over the two towers of the Eisenteeth; the emblem of the Duke of Kohaya.
The guards lowered their pikes to face the pair as they came into the courtyard. Tesca stepped forward, raising his head so his features were visible in the firelight. He raised his hand in front of him and made some sort of motion with it, one that Kayrla couldn’t see with his back to her. The guards immediately snapped back to guarded attention.
“Master Secarius,” one of them said crisply, “welcome back.”
“Thank you,” Tesca replied. “I have news to report to His Grace.”
“Understood, sir.” The guard called through the gate to the other side. “’Ware the gate! The Left Hand has returned!”
Kayrla stared at Tesca as the gate began to swing open. “You work for the Duke?”
He looked down at her, a slight smile on his face. “Is that a problem?”
She frowned, but said nothing as he walked through the gate. Gauging how hard it would be to get back outside once the gate was closed, she grudgingly followed him.
The inner courtyard was mostly empty at this time of night, but there were several more guards here. One of them, wearing a plumed cap upon his head, stepped up to Tesca and gave a formal nod in greeting.
“A pleasure to see you again, Master Secarius.”
Tesca nodded back. “Likewise, Castellan. Is his Grace receiving tonight?”
The officer shook his head. “His Grace has retired for the evening, Master Secarius, but the Right Hand is in the library.” His glance dropped to Kayrla, sulking at Tesca’s side. “And this?”
“She’s with me,” Tesca said.
“He owes me money,” she interjected. The castellan’s eyebrow raised, half-indignant, half-amused.
Tesca chuckled. “She’s right, as it happens. Her purse paid the way out of a sticky situation in Harborside after I arrived.”
The castellan nodded. “We heard the alarm bells of the city watch some time back, but we’ve had no messenger from the Watch with a report yet.” He shrugged, as if this was not unusual. “Your work?”
“Not of my choosing,” Tesca replied. He turned to Kayrla. “You have a choice here.” He gestured at the open gate. “Once those gates close, it’s not given to me to say that they be opened again until dawn. You can either get your money now and pass back through before they close, or-”
“Or what?” Kayrla interrupted.
“Or you enjoy the hospitality of the manor for the night, sleep in a bed, take a bath and get paid in the morning.”
“And I can leave then?”
Tesca paused. “Most likely, but you’ll have to present yourself before the Duke’s Right Hand first. His Grace allows only a select few to come and go from the manor as they please, and fewer still have the right to allow others that privilege.”
“The gate, Master Secarius,” the castellan said politely. “It cannot remain open much longer.”
Kayrla bit her lip and decided to stall for a little more time. “What will the Right Hand want to know?”
“Who you are, how you came to be here with me, and your intentions upon leaving the manor, at the very least,” Tesca said, but there was a warning tone in his voice. His eyes met Kayrla’s and she understood the warning: once Tesca had reported in, the Duke would learn she was an elf. If she was in the manor when that secret was revealed, she might not be allowed to leave.
The idea of escaping from one captor to run into the arms of another made her skin crawl, but Tesca’s unspoken warning to her made the difference: he was risking his master’s wrath by letting her leave, but because of that, she’d take her chances with him. Besides, she thought to herself, I still don’t know how he managed to become an agentis, whatever that is.
“I’ll stay,” she said, looking back at him. “A bed and a bath is too tempting after a night like this.”
“Close the gate, lads,” the castellan said to the guards with a sharp gesture towards the heavy doors. “Seal it up for the night.”
Tesca put his hand on Kayrla’s shoulder as the gate drew closed on groaning hinges. “Are you sure about this?”
“Don’t make me start second-guessing,” she said quietly. “I might change my mind.”
“Too late for that,” he said with a quiet sigh as the doors shut with a low booming thud.
The castellan turned back to them as the guards settled the heavy beams into their brackets, barring the gate closed. He appeared more relaxed now that the manor was sealed once more. “If you’ll follow me, then?” he gestured up toward the long stair that led up into the estate.
More climbing, Kayrla thought glumly, but she stayed silent as she and Tesca followed the castellan up. The grounds of the estate, like the upper parts of Kohayne itself, were built as terraces into the steep sides of the sloping lagoon. The foliage here was thick, dark and lush, with many bright and exotic flowers and equally exotic scents. Long porticos, some of them angled staircases, cut through the vegetation, connecting the various buildings of the estate to each other.
“How many groundskeepers does the Duke have to employ?” Kayrla asked.
Tesca chuckled. “His Grace spends a fortune to keep the porticos clear of foliage.” Kayrla could see evidence of this, but it appeared to her that it was a never-ending battle. Despite the constant vigilance of his groundskeepers, vines and fronds appeared to quickly wind their way around the pillars and poke up between the flooring tiles. Her keen night-vision could see into the darkness beyond the porticos. There, the jungle provided a canopy she was sure was thick enough to keep the sun at bay.
As the castellan led them higher and higher through the estate, the foliage became less intrusive. Kayrla realized these higher terraces were for the Duke’s personal use, and so received the lion’s share of attention from the groundskeepers. It was easier to see the architecture here: stone walls, plastered smooth and painted a pale tan, high arched doorways, generally left open for ventilation but ready to be locked with stout wooden doors at need. The windows were much the same, tall and narrow. She noticed that these, like the doors, were open to the night air. Some of the trees outside were tall enough that she figured she could climb up and slip in through one of those windows with little trouble. Or, she reflected, I could get out of the building the same way, if I had to.
The Castellan brought them to the largest of the buildings here. “This must be his personal residence, I imagine,” she said to Tesca.
“Correct,” he replied. Two guards snapped to attention at the doors as they approached, and one opened the door for them. Long rugs ran down the middle of hall, covering smooth-set tiled stone. The interior walls were the same painted plaster as the outside of the buildings. She noted there was little framed artwork on the walls, realizing the Quad’s climate would be murderous to paintings and parchment. Those few pieces that did hang on the walls were sealed behind glass-and-wood frames to hold back the humidity as best as possible. The lack of paintings and portraits was compensated by numerous statues and sculptures of stone, precious metals and lacquered wood, all set along the walls, some free-standing and some on pedestals.
Kayrla’s mind went slightly numb as her eyes took in the wealth around her. If I was a thief, she thought, the guards would catch me because I wouldn’t be able to decide what to steal first. The rooms they passed were richly furnished with large, heavy chairs, cabinets and tables, sturdy and without excessive adornment, but heavily varnished and polished to a rich glossy sheen.
They reached an intersection of hallways and the castellan paused, turning back to them. “Kayrla,” Tesca said, “the castellan will show you to a room that’s yours for the night. A servant will attend to you, bring you food and drink, draw you a bath, anything you wish.”
“A bath,” she said, shivering in anticipation. “A big one?”
He nodded. “All I ask is that you stay in that room for the night. The guards won’t recognize you if you go exploring.”
She sighed. It was no more than she’d expected. “I’ll see you in the morning?”
“Oh, yes. I’ll present you to the Right Hand.”
“Will I…” she paused, “…will I meet the Duke?”
The castellan frowned at the forwardness of her question, but Tesca smiled. “We’ll see. Good night.”
The castellan nodded to Tesca, then led Kayrla down the left-hand corridor. Tesca watched them go for a few moments, then turned and continued in the opposite direction. Before long he stopped at a large set of double doors that were closed. A guard stood at attention there, who nodded formally to Tesca, knocked once on the door, then entered. Tesca followed him inside.
The library had two walls covered by shelves that were filled with a multitude of books. The third wall had one cabinet stocked with several decanter and glasses and one large cabinet with a great number of wide, short drawers, which Tesca knew to be the Duke’s map archive. Between these two cabinets was a large fireplace that Tesca suspected to have been built out of habit by an architect who’d come from colder climates; he’d never seen it lit. The fourth wall was a set of wide windows that looked out over the harbor twinkling below in the night.
In the middle of the room were several large, comfortable reading chairs set around a small table with a lamp upon it. There was also a large table some feet away with no chairs around it. Tesca knew when the Duke was researching a particular topic, he would pull down all the books that might be of use and set them out on this table, so he could peruse them at leisure.
A thin, older man was standing by the table, peering through a set of thick round spectacles at the book in his hand. His garments were expensive and well-tailored, but very simple and unadorned, a gray-green shirt and black pants. He looked up, squinting as the guard and Tesca entered the room. Tilting his head back to peer at them through his spectacles, he nodded in recognition.
“Master Galen,” said the guard, “His Grace’s Left Hand has returned.”
“So I see,” Galen said in a dry, studious tone. For several seconds, no one moved or spoke, then Galen spoke again. “Thank you. You may go.” The guard saluted and withdrew. The man put the book down on the table and walked towards Tesca, looking him over carefully. “So…the Left Hand finally returns to the comfort of His Grace’s home after gallivanting about the seas in search of adventure.”
“While the Right Hand stays at home and runs the estate, keeping His Grace’s home tidy,” Tesca replied in the same flat tone. “It always pleases me to know that thanks to you, I will have clean sheets to sleep on when I get back.”
“Clean sheets,” the older man repeated, frowning. Then a wide grin slowly spread across his face at same time it spread across Tesca’s. They clasped arms in greeting. “Clean sheets,” Galen snorted. “Don’t dismiss my task so quickly, lad. One day, the Left becomes the Right. Then YOU get to keep the house clean and watch another do the gallivanting.”
“Let’s hope that day is many years off,” Tesca said. “Do you miss being the Left Hand?”
“By the time you came along, I was more the Right than Left anyway. My eyes were getting weak; I was sending younger men with sharper eyes out to do the knife work.” He looked closely at Tesca’s clothes. “Speaking of which…you had some trouble getting here, didn’t you?”
“Not related to this,” Tesca said, nodding over his shoulder at the bag hanging there, “but you should know there’s a few dead men in Harborside.”
“Your work?”
“Mine and another’s,” Tesca replied. “I got pulled into a scrap between revelers and their blood was already up. I had some help cutting my way out; I brought her here and she’s being given quarters for the night.”
Galen looked concerned. “You brought a stranger onto the estate?”
“You’ll want to meet her yourself,” Tesca promised him. He paused, then said, “She’s an elf.”
Galen’s eyes went wide in surprise, but he recovered very quickly. “We’ll talk about that in a moment. Business first.” He held out his hand.
Tesca nodded, taking the bag off his shoulder and handing it to Galen. Galen opened it and took out a leather folio. He unbuckled the clasp and began thumbing through the pages with practiced speed.
“There’s a lot of pages here.”
“I spent an extra week in Narlos watching the shipyard.”
“An extra week?” Galen asked. “Why?”
“I began to suspect the Lord Mayor was using the activity in the shipyard to hide…other activities. The shipyard is a busy place; a lot of coming and going. But I spotted someone I recognized: Philippe Marsienne.”
Galen blinked. “The Malachan engineer? Are you sure?”
“Yes. He was somewhat disguised, but that limp is a giveaway. He’s working for Narlos now. My notes on it are all in there.”
The older man closed the folio and sealed it back up. “His Grace will be delighted to receive this news with his breakfast tomorrow. Well done, Tesca.”
“How is he, Galen?”
Galen chuckled. “About the same as before. Doctor Felton says that rattle in his chest can barely be heard now, so it seems he’s on the mend. He’s not happy with the new diet being forced on him, though.”
“I can imagine,” Tesca said. “So, about the fight in Harborside,” he began.
“Tell me about the elf,” Galen replied, stepping over to one of the reading chairs and sitting down. “Just a quick summary, lad. You’re exhausted; that’s easy to see even with my eyes.” He waggled the folio in his hand. “And I will need to review this before I get some sleep myself.”
Tesca sank wearily into the chair next to Galen. “She’s, well…she’s an elf. I don’t know much about them, to be honest. What do you know?”
Galen furrowed his brow as he thought. “What I know about them is mostly guesswork and theories coming from the mainland. The general consensus I gather is that the Elflands are far to the north, beyond the frontiers of Malachi and Terendor. They returned some fifty years ago.”
“Returned?”
“Well, you know the old tales, the really old tales, all had an elf or two in them,” Galen said. “But they were just tales, myths. Then, suddenly, tales began to come south of elves being seen, here, there. And the tales were new ones, told by men who weren’t prone to fancies. There have been enough new tales that a few scholars started writing down what they’d heard, and those books became popular, as well as valuable. I’ve read some of them, and I’ve met an elf myself once, some twenty years ago. But that was on the mainland,” he continued, puzzled. “I’ve never heard of one coming this far south. “According to the books I’ve read, their magic only works if they stay close to the Elflands.”
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