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Prologue


The city felt like death.

He was all too familiar with death. Not the way others within the Guild were, but he had seen his share of it during his life.

Garridan slipped along the street, staying in the shadows. Matthew lingered nearby. There was a quiet to Matthew, almost as if he shouldn’t speak for now, and it gave Garridan a moment to gather himself as completely as possible. Garridan was thankful for that because he wasn’t sure Matthew could or should say anything to intervene. He wasn’t sure if there was anything that he wanted Matthew to say to him.

His hand darted into his pocket, and he felt for the marker.

“If you’re wrong about this…” Matthew finally said, interrupting the silence between them.

Garridan glanced along the street. Traders peddled their wares loudly, their stalls filled with colorful fruits, fresh loaves of bread, and gleaming fish caught from the nearby river. The distinct calls of “Fresh apples!” or “Hot pies!” echoed down the lane, mingling with the laughter of a fishmonger and the rhythmic clang of a blacksmith’s forge.

Cloth merchants, their tables laden with bolts of vibrant fabric, haggled with buyers over prices while children darted in and out of the crowd, their voices ringing out clear. The aroma of freshly baked bread wafted from the bakery, blending with the scent of roasting meat from the spit at the inn and the pungent odor of the tanners nearby. The ever-present scent of burning wood from numerous chimneys hung over it all.

“I’m not wrong, and you know I’m not.”

“You know where this leads, though.”

“It leads where it needs to lead,” Garridan said, more venom in his voice than he’d intended. Matthew wasn’t trying to upset him, and Garridan knew him well enough that he knew he should be cautious here, especially because Matthew was his friend. There was some danger in pushing too hard, or too fast, especially with what they were dealing with.

“I just want to make sure that you’re ready for the consequences of what you intend. That’s all. I’m not trying to challenge you or trying to convince you that you shouldn’t do this.” He shrugged. “In fact, I doubt I’d be able to.”

“You would not,” Garridan said.

They reached the end of the street. The building ahead of them was small, little more than a dingy workshop, very different than most of the places they had visited leading up to here. But everything he’d seen had guided him here.

It had taken Garridan some time at the Academy to even know what to look for. He’d needed lessons that had helped him understand how to ask questions, knowing that those questions were dangerous if asked of the wrong person. So he’d waited, biding his time.

He couldn’t rush what he had planned.

A chance encounter during the last cycle had given him what he’d needed, the last pieces of information about what he wanted to find. He wouldn’t be able to get his answers staying at the Academy.

So he’d set out during a break in classes. He would get the task, one of many he’d assigned himself, done. Then he could continue. Only then.

“The moment you do this, you know what happens.”

Garridan looked over at Matthew. The look in his eyes spoke of concern, but there was also something else. Perhaps resolve, the same feeling that Garridan had.

But he didn’t want to draw his friend into it if he wasn’t ready. That was what he had to consider here. It gave him pause, making him look at his friend, and he hesitated. He should have considered Matthew’s readiness before.

He found himself saying nothing for a long moment as he stood in the shadows. His finger worked along the marker that had brought him to this point, and resolve built within him.

“You don’t have to do this. This is my task, not yours.”

Matthew chuckled. “Of course I don’t have to do this, but I’m not going to leave you to do it, either. Not alone.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to you. You don’t need to get involved in something like this.”

“I’m already here. We both know I’m already involved.”

He was, but Garridan wasn’t going to say that to him.

“I just want to make sure you know what you’re getting into. This is the last chance you have. Once you take the next step, there’s no going back.”

“Are you sure there is no going back?”

“Don’t be like that,” Garridan said.

“I’m not being like anything. I’m just saying that there is always a way back.”

Garridan offered a hint of a shrug. “Maybe.”

Garridan kept his gaze on the building. His experience had taught him to watch for movement and to make sure he didn’t miss anything dangerous, but more than that, it had also taught him to watch for signs that others might miss. He was fully capable of observing and determining those signs, and of watching for more. But it wasn’t just movement he was watching for. It was patterns—a particular person, in fact.

“We both know you aren’t perfectly content with your situation, much like we both know you’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this.”

When Garridan looked over, he found Matthew shaking his head.

“Not like this. You know where this goes.”

“Oh, yes. And I know how it ends.”

If it worked the way he intended, there was only one way this would end. Only one way this could end. With death.

And with death came endings, but also beginnings.

Garridan was ready for his beginning.


Chapter
One

THE WAYWARD


We were called the Wayward. It was a derogatory term in some regards, but it was one that we embraced, at least for the most part. Most of us truly were Wayward, insomuch as we were searching for a destination, though finding our way on the journey.

My mother and I had traveled with the Wayward for as long as I could remember, to the point where my mother had gained something of a reputation among them and had taken on a leadership position, becoming one of the velar, a trio of people who oversaw the wagons and guided us on the journey. I never learned how my mother had come to that role, only that she was good at it, and when people came to her for advice—which was often—she was quick with a comforting word, or with recommendations, or even with criticism, though never harshly, when it was warranted.

Another velar was a man named Hadrian, who I sometimes felt was born to the Wayward, though no one actually was. There was also another woman who had been traveling with the Wayward for the better part of three years—less time than I had—but who must have had some past where she had organized hundreds of people, as she was always so skilled with ensuring that the people of the caravan were completely organized. Anya was a small, dark-haired woman with the deep complexion of the Uraush people who lived to the north, and the flat gray eyes of the Iriki, which had always left me thinking that she could be of both. When I had asked my mother at one point, she had warned me about saying anything.

“The people of the Wayward can choose what they share. Anyone can be whoever they want to be, at least among us. A person is who they prove to be, Leo, and neither you nor I can decide otherwise.”

As people joined the Wayward, some staying longer than others, I had come to realize that reinvention was a blessing. At least, for most of the people who traveled with us.

To be one of the Wayward, one simply left their home and agreed to follow the caravan where it traveled. There were no other requirements. Most were like my mother and me, people who were looking for work and who didn’t have a home, a village, a town, or a city to call their own.

My mother always told me that we were Wayward because it suited us, though I suspected there was more to it than that. Even as a child I was intuitive, and recognized that she kept things from me that she thought she needed to protect me from, like what had happened to my father and why he was not Wayward like we were.

Others were Wayward because they joined us for a time, traveling from villages to towns, using us for safety on roads that were safe, but not entirely. The Wayward had those who called themselves the Custodians, soldiers of a sort who made certain we were safe, though truly in the time that I remembered traveling amongst the Wayward, I could not recall many times when we were ever in any real danger. It was why strangers often joined the Wayward, soon becoming near enough to family as to be one of us.

My time with the wagons had taught me many things. I’d learned to wrestle from a burly man with a chiseled jaw named Barlog who had claimed to be a champion back when he was younger, though despite his grizzled hair, he probably could still be a champion in certain places. I’d learned to dance from a Spelian named Flavian, learning some of the distinctive styles of their people, though never having quite the same technique that he had. I had learned to sing from a honey-voiced woman named Renail, though she claimed that she once sang better.

I learned my first foray into magic from a man who joined us named Benjamin. Without him, I would not have lost everything, or gained even more.
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“We can’t have you inside the city limits except during daylight hours,” the constable said, looking Hadrian up and down as if trying to decide if he was going to be a threat.

As if Hadrian would end up being the threat. For the most part, Hadrian stood off to the side, allowing others, mostly my mother and Anya, to make arrangements. Hadrian was mostly there to lend an air of respectability in places that did not care for women in positions of power. Unfortunately, as I had learned during my travels, that was much of the world.

“We are the Wayward,” Hadrian said, shifting his heavy cloak ever so slightly and tugging on it. “You know the license that grants us.”

The constable grunted. “I don’t give two shits about what you are. You don’t come into town unless it’s during daylight hours. You’ve got too many wagons, and we’ve seen too many vandals come through here.”

Hadrian glanced back at the caravan. The Wayward were a hodgepodge collection of peoples. Men, women, children of all different ages, and even various nationalities. Very few looked threatening, other than the Custodians, and they had remained near the wagons intentionally, knowing it was better to leave well enough alone than to run the risk of angering some irritable constable.

“Do we look like vandals?”

The constable frowned, resting his hand on the crossbow that hung at his waist. He had a sword strapped to his back, as if he were some type of storybook warrior, heading off to slay a dragon. His eyes were flat, the corners of them wrinkled, and there was something to his posture that suggested he had once served in the military and was not about to listen to any of us threaten him or his home.

“Can’t say that you do, but we aren’t going to let you move the wagons into the city. Now, a single wagon, or maybe even two, can join the market, but other than that, you’ll stay just outside the city limits. If you bring any of your wagons into the city, you need to remove them by the end of the day. Otherwise…”

He left the threat to hang in the air.

I stood by my mother, listening as I often did, because my mother expected it of me. She had told me that I could learn from every encounter, either among the Wayward or with any people we encountered in the places we visited.

“We may have a few things we could trade,” Hadrian suggested carefully, “as we have quite a few artisans, craftsmen, and even performers.”

The last was almost a throwaway line, or so it would seem. Only, I knew better. There were certain places we had visited where wagons weren’t permitted in the city, but the Wayward were welcomed just because people knew we had items that couldn’t be found elsewhere. But there were others who appreciated the acrobats that occasionally traveled with us, the singers like Renail, and the storytellers who could build a crowd into an excited frenzy. We rarely had bards traveling with us, though when we did, it was always to our benefit.

“Well, any performers need to be out of the city before dark, as well.”

“Excuse me,” my mother said, and she stepped forward, linking her arm into Hadrian’s, as if they were a couple. Hadrian went along, playing the part of the doting husband, though he and my mother didn’t always see eye to eye normally. Still, she was one of the velar, and I think that Hadrian understood, and appreciated, my mother for what she offered.

The constable gave my mother an appraising look. I knew how men responded to her. With her raven hair and her pale complexion, she was an unusually beautiful woman, and most thought her anywhere from twenty years old all the way to forty years old. Her true age was somewhere in between, though she never spoke of it. She never needed to. “You must understand that performers won’t be able to entertain the people of your city if we aren’t permitted in after dark. The markets tend to be too quiet otherwise.”

“If your performers are any good, the people will find you.”

“But —” Hadrian began.

My mother patted him on the arm. “He’s right, dear. If they want to watch us perform, or perhaps even see some of our firework display, they can come out to the wagons.”

The constable frowned. “Fireworks?”

She smiled tightly. “Well, we do have among us a few people from Taipanal.”

His expression shifted. He didn’t soften, not really, but it did seem as if something about him became much more curious than it had been before. The family from Taipanal had only been with us for a few months, but they had proven to be an interesting addition to the caravan. Not only because they intrigued me, but also because we had found that their presence often softened some of the hardest of hearts, much like I suspected my mother thought she might be able to accomplish here with the constable.

“Well, something like that would be best outside of town, anyway.”

Hadrian looked as if he wanted to argue. He didn’t, as he seemed as if he were placated, or even cowed, by the constable, though I knew better. Beneath his flat expression was a bit of anger. He wasn’t going to show it to the constable, but I could easily imagine the irritation in his words that he would have when he and my mother and Anya all spoke later. I had heard it before.

Part of it came from Hadrian’s position as first of the velar—a position that he occupied out of longevity within the Wayward, and perhaps because he truly was seen as something of an elder, and a bit of an advisor.

Weren’t people supposed to permit the Wayward into town? Not that I wanted to make the claim that we deserved entry, but it did feel as if there should be a measure of politeness if nothing else.

“You know, you might be right,” she said, and she smiled at him. “We wouldn’t want to disrupt your town too much. Thank you for the accommodations.”

The constable nodded and stood in the roadway, as if he alone would keep the wagons from entering town. My mother motioned for me to follow her. All the while, she muttered under her breath.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” she said, though I could see from the tension in her face that it was something.

“It’s easier for us to stay out of town, anyway, isn’t it?”

“Easier, yes, but some of the Wayward are hoping to find gainful employment. In order for them to do that, they need to show their skills, and they cannot do that very easily if they are not permitted into town, where they can interact with those who might hire them.”

I had always found that to be one of the hardest things to swallow about traveling with the Wayward. People would come, travel with us for a while, sometimes for days. Most of the time they stayed several weeks to several months, sometimes much longer, but eventually almost everybody wanted to settle down again. People wanted to find a home and didn’t want to travel and be on the road, the way that we were almost all of the time. Many times we were permitted into cities, as most cities had vast markets, and our caravan of anywhere from seven to twelve wagons—depending upon who traveled with us and how long they intended to stay—was never more than most places could accommodate. When we were situated in those cities, those who wanted to find other employment could do so. It was the advantage of traveling with the Wayward.

“Then they can just stay with us,” I said.

My mother turned, frowning at me. “Most don’t want to stay with us that long, Leo. You know that.”

“I know,” I said.

She patted me on the shoulder. “I know how hard it is to lose those you’ve come to care for, but they are always here,” she said, tapping me on the chest. “And here.” She tapped me on the forehead.

She had told me that before. It was something that had been difficult for me from a young age, learning to move on from those I cared about, people I had come to know, to grow close to, and at times, to love. But everybody moved on.

Well, almost everybody moved on.

“What can we do?”

My mother smiled tightly. “I have a few ideas. I think that you might be of service in this.”

She gave me one of those looks that told me I wasn’t necessarily going to love her idea. Then again, that was not terribly unusual.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s not going to be only you.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

She laughed, her voice soft and musical, and the irritation that had lived in her tone, and the set of her jaw, faded. I just wished my own did as well.
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“Don’t miss the amazing performance,” I said, my voice lilting in the way that my mother had taught me to draw attention to myself as I marched through the town, trying to drum up business for the caravan. I had carefully avoided other constables, as my mother had made a point of telling me that I did not want to draw their attention, or their ire, in trying to convince the people of the city to come out. My mother had taught me how to perform, to a certain extent. Others that we traveled with had taught me other aspects of performance, such as portraying confidence, the way that you carried yourself, and even how to put on accents, something that I enjoyed from time to time. “We have acrobats from far east Latirna! We have storytellers who will grab your attention with thrilling tales of romance and derring-do, and we have fireworks…”

I trailed off, mostly because the crowd around me—and there was a bit of a crowd—seemed to ignore me altogether. Nobody was paying any attention to somebody like me. I might be fifteen, but I looked even younger than that. Others moved around town, hopefully having better luck than I did.

Rather than continuing a fruitless attempt at trying to drum up business, I simply wandered.

Tular was not the largest city that we had visited, but it certainly wasn’t the smallest, either. It was situated along the Meantar River, though it wasn’t nearly as wide, or impressive, as it was farther downstream. In my travels with the Wayward, I had come across the river several different times, and the crossing this time had not been nearly as arduous, primarily because there was a bridge that we were able to use, rather than needing to find a ferry to transport us across. It was at a crossroads of sorts, near enough to the border of Quraj that there were likely to be plenty of travelers from there, and plenty of travelers who came through on their way there. The pass through the mountains into Quraj was said to be easier west of the city, though the Wayward never made that journey.

People milled about, crowding the streets, some making their way with baskets, or hand in hand, and even a few that looked as if they were constables on patrol, though I always ducked out of the way to avoid any attention from them. There were also different wagons, none that had been bothered nearly as much as the Wayward caravan had been.

I was tempted to just wander through the town because I wasn’t having any luck.

Maybe somebody else, somebody more respectable, could come in and be more convincing. Maybe we just had to post signs up. That was my mother’s other suggestion, but I wasn’t responsible for that. I was supposed to be the young and charming child who would encourage a crowd to come gather and watch the performances, trade with our artisans, and enjoy the benefits of the Wayward.

After a while, I headed through the city until I reached the far side. A pair of constables stood in front of a wagon near the roadway. It looked as if the man there was having the same trouble we’d had, though I wondered why. He had only a small cart pulled by a fat mare, and though he was a bit dirty, he didn’t look intimidating.

Curiosity got the best of me, and I slipped forward to listen.

“We told you not to return,” one of the men was saying. He had his hand on his sword, as if to threaten this poor merchant.

Or was he a merchant? There was a case strapped to his back. The shape of it was distinctive and reminded me of the instruments that several of the bards who had traveled with us had carried, though this one was slightly larger. Something about him made me think he had been through a strange, and perhaps arduous, journey.

“I’m passing through, and nothing else,” the man said.

“Just passing through. The last time you passed through here, you know what happened.”

The man leaned back, resting his hand on his wagon. “And I assured the mayor I had nothing to do with that.”

“The mayor did not care much for your assurances, nor did he care for the way that you tried to sleep with his wife.”

The man smiled. There was something almost disarming about him when he did. His face went from looking as if he could have been forty years old to looking as if he were twenty, a trick that my mother had, but I’d never seen anybody else like that. He scratched his chin. “Well, I didn’t know she was his wife at the time,” the man said.

“You aren’t coming into Tular,” the guard told him.

“I would love to see the two of you keep me from doing so.”

One of the men looked as if he were going to lunge at him.

The merchant—or was he a minstrel?—merely arched a brow. The singular movement was enough to hold the other man’s movement.

What was that?

“Are you sure you want to be doing that?” the man asked.

“I told you,” the guard said, and he did reach for his sword, “you aren’t coming into the city. Pass around, and you can certainly travel south⁠—”

“I just came from the south, and now I am heading north. I need accommodations for the night, and then I will be on my way. There will not be any difficulty with me.”

“There will not,” the constable agreed. “Because you are not staying here.”

The man glowered at them. He gave the mare a slap on her side, and she started forward. Both of the constables surged forward.

They worked quickly, almost as if they had expected the man to behave that way. I couldn’t help but wonder what he had done when he had been in the city before and what had drawn their irritation.

As soon as they moved toward him, he pulled something from his pocket and then flicked the surface.

There was a soft explosion of light that rippled toward the constables’ feet.

They stopped, looked down at their feet, looked up at the man, and then backed away.

The man held out the object again, brought his hand up as if to strike it, and with a quirk of his mouth, he frowned at them. “Go on. I dare you.”

“Just stay out of the city,” the lead constable said.

They turned and backed away but did not pressure him again.

The man grumbled and turned back to his horse. “Guess it’s a night under the stars for us. And here I was hoping for the comfort of a bed. Maybe some company, and perhaps warm food.”

I approached. I couldn’t help it. I had felt the trembling from his drum, as it had to be a drum, but there was something almost impossible about what I had felt. And I had definitely felt it.

Magic. Honest-to-goodness magic.

There was no other way to explain what I had felt. The drumming had caused the ground to tremble and quake. The man continued muttering, guiding his horse along the road, meandering toward the north.

“You could stay with us,” I said, approaching him.

He looked over at me. “With you?”

I shrugged. “We have a caravan on the east side of the city. They didn’t want us inside, either.” I thought that by offering that tidbit of information, I might garner some sympathy, but all it did was elicit a deeper frown from him—and something of an annoyed grunt.

“Damn fools think they can keep people from coming into their city. As if I was the reason the tavern collapsed.” He shook his head. “I had nothing to do with it, in case you were wondering,” he went on, looking over at me.

“That was you?”

“What was? I told you, I didn’t have anything to do with⁠—”

“Not the tavern,” I said, barely able to suppress my excitement. “The ground.”

The man chuckled. “Sure. That was me. I was in no mind to have them drag me and my equipment into a cell, not that they would be able to hold me there, of course, but I’d rather not even deal with it in the first place.” He frowned again. “Tell me again where you are?”

“Sorry,” I said, and I tried to suppress the excitement inside me. I knew he would be welcomed with the Wayward. Anybody would be welcomed within the Wayward, but somebody who could make the ground tremble like mages from stories…

That would certainly be welcomed.

“I’m one of the Wayward.”

The man tipped his head to the side. “You seem a little young.”

“Well, I’m with my mother,” I said.

Most who joined the Wayward were older, and more worldly, though there were quite a few different children who traveled with us, but only because they came with their parents. Not that children weren’t permitted, exactly, but we didn’t take on orphans, as that would be too much for the wagons—and for the caravan—to accommodate.

“I suppose traveling with the Wayward wouldn’t be so bad,” he muttered. “I’m heading north. Which direction is your caravan going?”

“North,” I said.

I’d overheard my mother and Hadrian talking, planning the next part or so of our journey. “I know they would be happy to take you in. I can take you to them.”

He frowned, looking back toward the city, almost as if trying to decide whether or not he was going to accept my invitation. And I certainly hoped he would. Selfishly, of course.

“We have food, and we share. I can’t say much for a warm bed, but we will have a fire.”

The man leaned down, patting his horse for a moment. “What do you think about that? Of fire? Maybe no bed, but you didn’t care about that, anyway,” he said, before looking up at me. “The name is Benjamin.”

“I’m Leo,” I said. “Let’s get you settled in.”

I didn’t know at the time, but this was the first step into learning about the darkness in the world—and how to find the light.


Chapter
Two

LESSONS IN SONG


Benjamin was one of the first true minstrels I’d ever met.

He was always quick with a song, happy to lend his voice to singing all by himself, or to mix with a chorus as the Wayward caravan trundled along the road as we traveled. Benjamin always had a song.

He carried his lute with him, often tossing open the well-worn case and strumming a quick tune. The first day he did it, only two days after he had joined us, I sat on the top of the wagon with my mother, twisted and looking over at where Benjamin was riding with his horse, pulling his wagon alongside the caravan. Not mixed in with it—Benjamin had made it clear that he didn’t feel as if he truly belonged with the Wayward but was certainly happy for our company—by traveling next to us.

“You don’t need to just sit there and watch, Leo,” my mother said, patting me on the thigh. “I’m sure that he doesn’t mind, otherwise he wouldn’t play.”

“How do you know?”

My mother had looked back, frowning as she regarded Benjamin. There was something in her gaze that had given me a certain unease, though I wasn’t exactly sure what it was. She had recognized him, I was certain, when he had joined the caravan. When I’d asked her about that, she had shaken her head and merely said that he reminded her of somebody she had known before she had become Wayward.

“A man doesn’t play unless he expects to perform,” she said.

“But is he performing for the Wayward, or is he performing for himself?”

She smiled. “An excellent question. Why don’t you go and ask him?”

“What if he’s upset?”

“Then he can journey on his own. If he travels with us, he treats the Wayward with respect. That is all, Leo.”

Just like that, it was settled, at least in her mind. Knowing my mother, it probably was.

I climbed down the side of the wagon and jumped to the ground. The wagons rumbled slowly, certainly not too fast for me to keep up with by walking, and I hurried over to Benjamin’s small, open-backed wagon. I climbed onto it and the sudden sound of my movement must have drawn his attention, as he looked back at me.

“Decided to travel a little differently, did you?”

“I just wanted to listen to you play,” I said.

He chuckled. “Practice, not play.”

“Do you always practice while you travel like this?”

“Not always, but I have a feeling that I’m going to need to perform a little bit more regularly for a little while, and I figure I need to be at my best, as it were.”

I looked over at the caravan and realized it was us he was talking about.

“Do you intend to play for us?”

“Do you think I can get away with not playing?”

“Oh, nobody in the caravan is going to force you to perform,” I said. “We’ve had other minstrels before⁠—”

“Minstrels?” Benjamin asked, though the tone suggested a little bit more irritation than I had anticipated.

“Do you prefer bard?” I asked. “It’s really more of a regional thing, at least in my experience.”

Benjamin frowned. He reached underneath his shirt and pulled out a silver chain with a metallic charm hanging from the end of it. It looked like a pair of crossed swords, only that they had bulbous ends.

Musical notes, I realized.

“Not a minstrel, and not a bard. I’m something rarer, not that most even know anything about that.”

“What is it?”

“You don’t recognize it?”

“I don’t know. Should I? It’s a lovely necklace. Is it valuable?”

He grunted and turned away, strumming his lute and then picking rapidly along the neck of it, his fingers moving swiftly, confidently, and the notes carrying out, seeming to catch the wind before they drifted back to me.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. It just seems like it’s something you are proud of.”

He shrugged. “I suppose that I should be proud of it. It is the Mark of the Lyre, and only a select few can earn it each year.”

I nodded as if it made complete sense to me, though in reality, there was nothing about it that made any sort of sense to me.

“You still don’t recognize it,” he said.

“I’m sorry.”

“I just thought… well, never mind what I thought. I guess I was wrong.”

“What did you think?” I asked him.

“When you came across me. I thought you recognized what I did.”

“Magic,” I said softly, quickly—and probably too quickly.

He chuckled. “Not magic,” he said. “At least, not the way that people like to think of it. I’m not a mage, and certainly not a spell caster, so it’s nothing quite like that.”

“But I saw what you did. No. I felt what you did.”

“So you did feel something,” he said.

“Well, I noticed that you plucked that string, and it seemed like it scared the constables.”

“It’s called chording,” he said. “And while I don’t necessarily have the same talent as many do, I have enough.”

He began to pick at the strings again, his voice mixing with the tune he was playing, carrying out into the wind before it drifted back to me. For a moment, I could almost feel something deep inside of me, and at that time, I would’ve said that it was some part of my soul responding to what he was playing, as if he were reaching down and plucking my heartstrings with each note that he pulled on. Little did I know then that he was almost doing something exactly like that.

“Where did you learn how to play like that?”

Benjamin’s hands paused for a moment, and he glanced back at me. I had shifted closer, moving toward the front of the wagon, and while he didn’t seem to be offended by my presence, I was still concerned that I might be overstaying my welcome. My mother had warned me that I had to be cautious about things like that, especially when new people joined the Wayward.

“I suppose I learned the way many people learn. I first learned at my grandfather’s knee, where he taught me how to sing, how to play, and how to feel the music. Over time, I had more formal training, and sometimes less formal, before I eventually entered the Lorekeep Academy.”

I frowned. We had never traveled so far that I had gotten near enough to the Academy, but that wasn’t to say I had never heard of it. How could one not hear of such things? It was a place of incredible knowledge, both traditional and arcane.

“You studied there?”

“So you’ve heard of it,” Benjamin said.

We hit a bump, and I lunged forward. He plucked two strings that sounded almost painfully dissonant, and it felt as if the wind slammed into me, keeping me from falling off the wagon. I hit my face and my nose throbbed, leaving me feeling as if I needed to sneeze, though I didn’t. He chuckled and shifted his fingers along the neck of his lute until he played something a little faster and a little more composed. Some of the pain began to ease.

“Is that chording as well?”

“Very good,” he said. “Yes. And yes, that is where I studied.”

“I didn’t realize they taught you how to be a minstrel—I’m sorry. Something else? You’d said Mark of the Lyre?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Something along those lines.”

“What else did you learn?”

“I enrolled in the Academy because I wanted to learn the musical arts. Always had a talent, according to my grandfather. He taught me to play any stringed instrument I came across. He taught me how to find the melody, and to find the notes, and to work my way along the fretboard,” he said. He smiled to himself. “And he taught me to compose.”

“He sounds nice,” I said.

He looked over. “What about your grandfather?”

“I never knew him.”

“Never?”

“Well, I never knew my father, so I never knew his parents. My mother said her parents died when she was young. So I never knew my grandparents. Maybe if I had, they could’ve taught me how to play like yours did.”

He smiled. “Perhaps. I find that grandparents always teach the most interesting things.”

He plucked the strings, and once again, there was a strange feeling that washed over me, almost as if he were pulling on some part deep inside of me. He watched me as he did it, which made me think that he knew exactly what he was doing, and exactly how it made me feel.

“What happened to your father?”

I shrugged. “I don’t really know. My mother doesn’t like to talk about it. She said that it was too traumatic.”

“Interesting,” he said. “Is that when she joined the Wayward?”

“I don’t know. We’ve been Wayward ever since I was young.”

He plucked a few more strings.

“Can you teach me?”

“You would play?”

“I have a mandolin. It’s not as nice as your lute, but my mother says it was once my father’s, and I always wanted to learn. I can pick a few notes, but I don’t play like that.”

In all the time we had traveled with the Wayward, I had wanted to learn, but we’d never had any minstrel stay with us for very long. Most of the time, it was because it was easy for minstrels to find work. They would stay with us for a little while, visit some of the towns and villages that we would travel through, and then the minstrel would walk. Sometimes they would stay, lingering in the towns for longer than the Wayward wagons would, and other times they would head off with other wagons.

I had always wanted to learn how to play, though. It felt like it was something that would allow me to honor my father, though my mother had never pushed me, and there were times when I had the feeling she wasn’t at all pleased with the idea that I would learn to play, mostly because I think she didn’t like the idea of me practicing around her. When I did pluck at the strings, I often did so with a wild sort of abandonment and nothing nearly as musical as what Benjamin was capable of doing.

“I suppose I could work with you, but I warn you, I can be a demanding instructor. I require you to practice if you are to learn.”

“I’ll practice.”

He regarded me for a moment, as if trying to decide whether or not I was being honest with him or whether I was being boastful.

“Hmm. We shall see, won’t we,” was all he said.
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“What was the Academy like?”

It was dark, and I’d been pestering Benjamin ever since he had joined the Wayward. We had stopped in one larger town, though we had not spent much time there. At least our visit was much better than the first time we had come across Benjamin. I had been working with him every day, practicing the techniques that he taught, working my fingers along the mandolin. It was similar enough to the style that he used with the lute, but not the same. And as Benjamin had claimed, he really could play almost any stringed instrument. He had picked up the mandolin, tested it, tuned it by ear, and then played a quick melody before handing it back to me.

“A nice instrument. Well made. I would love to learn more about it if your mother would be so kind,” Benjamin told me.

“She doesn’t like to talk about my father,” I said.

“A pity. Anyway, the instrument should be ready for you, and we can practice.”

And so I had learned the different ways of playing scales, a few basic melodies, and even a few different chords, which had turned out to be quite a bit different than chordings, as he had described. A chording was something powerful. Chords were just musical.

“The Academy has different schools of study. Everyone who enters must study a broad aspect, though each person is enrolled in a particular school. Entry-level studies in the Academy could include anything from arithmetic, astronomy, grammar, rhetoric, music, even woodworking.” He smiled as he said it. “Some of my best days were at the Academy.”

“That seems like a lot of classes.”

“It seems that way, but it fills your days, and it fills your mind. As you study one, it helps with another.”

“I have a hard time seeing how arithmetic might help with music.”

“Really?” He brought out his lute and quickly played a series of notes. Each one was an octave apart. That was something else he had taught me. “What do you hear?”

“Those are all the same note,” I said quickly.

“Exactly. But do you know why they are the same note?”

“Because they sound the same, but they are higher or lower-pitched than each other?”

“That would be one way to describe it,” Benjamin said, and I had the sense that he was a little bit annoyed with me and my answer. At the same time, I also felt like being a bit irritable, anyway. “What about the notes do you think causes them to be higher or lower in pitch?”

I moved my fingers along the mandolin. It wasn’t completely strung. Benjamin had explained that a true mandolin had paired courses of strings, and I was missing some. I had always just thought that they were tuned differently, but according to Benjamin, a mandolin had four to five pairs of strings, each of them tuned the same. “I suppose where I rest my finger on the string. I can shorten it or lengthen it.”

“And what does the string do?”

“It vibrates.”

“Correct,” he said. “What does it vibrate?”

I had a feeling that I was getting close to some important piece of information here. Behind us, the campfire crackled. The sound of the Wayward voices was carrying to my ears, and the troupe of acrobats that had been traveling with us for the last few weeks was performing. Often, they would perform for the Wayward, typically as a way of practicing, and to prepare for the next town we would reach. We would be stopping in another larger town in two days, according to my mother and Hadrian, and the troupe wanted to make sure they were prepared for the town and had their performance perfected. There was nothing worse than a fall, Hestia—one of the acrobats—had told me.

“The string,” I asked.

“The string, but what does the string vibrate?”

“The air.”

“Good,” he said. “You’ve touched on a few different aspects here, haven’t you? You have the music mixing with arithmetic of the octave, along with the science of the string vibration, and the connection to the air. All of it is interconnected. The Academy has different areas of study, and even musicians must learn the basics.”

He continued strumming, his fingers working slowly but carrying a melodic tune as he played. I had tried to keep up with him, but even though I had been attempting to teach myself how to play the mandolin, some of the basics had been completely wrong from the very beginning. Even the way I had tuned the mandolin had been wrong, as I had attempted to tune it more like a lute, and that was a mistake.

“Perhaps my issue is that I have not given you some of those basics.” He scratched his chin. “Although I don’t know how long we have.”

“How long do you intend to travel with us?”

It had been a week, and I was already feeling attached to Benjamin. My mother had warned me about growing attached to the Wayward, as it was easy to do, and easy to forget that people had their own agendas, and their own goals, and those didn’t always involve staying with the Wayward.

“I have yet to decide,” Benjamin said. “It is nice to have some company, I must say. And to be honest, my travels have been difficult lately.”

“We haven’t had any difficulty.”

“No,” he said, “but you also have Custodians, and you have scale.”

I hurriedly played a quick scale.

He chuckled. “Not that kind of a scale, but a scale nonetheless.”

“I don’t mind you traveling with us,” I said.

“No? Of course, it is mostly because you have wanted to learn from me.”

“I’m sorry.”

He waved his hand and smiled. “I’m not saying that you should be ashamed of this, Leo. No one should ever be ashamed of wanting to learn. The shame is in not wanting to learn when presented with an opportunity.” He looked over at the caravan. “Have you ever given thought to what you will do?”

“What do you mean?”

“When you are no longer Wayward.”

“Not particularly,” I said. My mother liked to make sure I had lessons from people who came through the caravan, who were temporarily Wayward. She had wanted me to be well-spoken, cultured—if such a thing were possible for one of the Wayward—and to be worldly. I think that last was the most successful. Given the nature of the caravan, and the nature of the people who traveled with us, I couldn’t help but be a little worldly.

“Perhaps you could give some thought to going to the Academy.”

“Would they even permit me?”

“Well, you must have the basics of whatever area of study you intend to enter, and you need to have more than a little coin, unfortunately. But for the right candidate, the Academy can open doors that he wouldn’t have otherwise.”

“Like yours?”

Benjamin frowned for a moment. “Well, I must say that the doors that were open for me are a little different than the doors that are open for most.”

I hoped he would expand on that, but he didn’t.

“Why don’t we teach you a simple song here. If you get good enough, then I would like you to practice performing. You will never be comfortable in front of an audience unless you perform.”

“I’ve only been playing for a week.”

“And my first performance was after I had been playing for a few days.” He winked at me. “Of course, that was for my family, so they were a bit more forgiving. So I will give you a little more time before I require that you perform.”
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Days passed faster with Benjamin. Maybe it was just that he seemed all too willing to accommodate someone my age sitting alongside him, questioning him about different techniques, theory, and songs, or maybe it was just the fact that I had a distraction. My mother didn’t seem to mind, though I did find her watching Benjamin with a hint of skepticism from time to time, though I never told Benjamin about that. For my part, I was gradually getting better. My fingers had formed calluses, and I was learning to pick the strings much more deliberately than I had at first. That was another thing that Benjamin taught me. When playing the mandolin, one didn’t simply strum with the right hand the way I had attempted to do when first learning. He had found me a quill, formed a plectrum out of it, and had taught me how to pick strings deliberately.

And he had taught me songs.

If there was anything that I had a knack for, it was hearing him play a song and being able to keep that tune in my mind. At first, he had been surprised when I had heard him play a song once and then practiced it over and over again until I had a bit of mastery of it. Maybe not to the extent that he did, but I could perform it. I didn’t know the lyrics, as my mind stayed locked in on the melody more so than the actual song lyrics, but that didn’t bother him at all.

“You can make up the lyrics to any song. It’s the melody, my boy. That is the hardest to fake. Once you have a melody, you can find whatever song you want. You can even create your own.”

“Have you written any songs?”

“It’s been a long time,” he said.

“Why?”

“It was something that was required of me when I was still at the Academy, but I think life got in the way.”

“But shouldn’t life give you experiences that help you write some of the songs you’ve been singing?”

I thought about the “Ballad of Jorand” that he’d sung, a mournful tune about star-crossed lovers, or about the “March of Telinch,” a feisty war song. There were a handful of others that he had performed for me, each of them with distinct, rhyming lyrics, and all of them seeming to carry with them something of life. That was what I took away from them.

“You aren’t wrong,” he said. “The more you live and experience, the more you can add authenticity to what you sing. It is why children often sing of love, and why men my age often sing of what is lost.” He chuckled. “Although sometimes they are one and the same.”

He plucked the lute, his fingers carrying steadily, over and over again, carrying on a regular sort of pattern, and I realized what he was doing. He was demonstrating the melody for me. So I followed, plucking the strings, not able to follow him exactly, because the lute and the mandolin were different instruments, but he had helped me find the similarities.

“Very good. Do you feel it?”

“What am I supposed to feel?” The wagon jostled and I leaned forward before catching myself. The cloudy sky seemed to shift, and the air hung with the promise of rain. If it were to rain, I would have to put the mandolin away and not be able to practice. That bothered me more now than it would have once before.

“Do you feel the way it’s carrying you?”

“The song, or is there something else?”

“Always the song, Leo. Always.”

“Not yet.”

“A shame.”

I felt as if I was letting him down. I didn’t want to let Benjamin down, as I didn’t want to fail him.

“What am I supposed to be feeling?”

“I was curious,” Benjamin admitted, “thinking back to when we first met. You felt the chording I performed. I just thought that perhaps you might be able to perform a chording of your own. This is one of the basics I learned when I first went to the Academy. You have to feel it, first. Once you do, then you can find your own chording, and release it.”

If I could perform a chording, did that mean I could perform magic?

He claimed it wasn’t true magic, but a version of it. Still, what he’d demonstrated was impressive.

“I think that I can feel something.”

“Hmm,” Benjamin said. “Perhaps you do. Practice, and then show me.”

He turned, jerked on the reins of his fat mare, and started whistling.

And I turned to practice. I would find my chording.


Chapter
Three

SOMETHING TO FEAR


There were times when I was treated like a child among the Wayward. There were other times when I was treated more like an adult. And there were times when I was treated like both.

I didn’t like to be treated like a child. At fifteen, I felt as if I had reached a point where I should be treated more like the adults among the Wayward, but I constantly had the feeling from my mother that she felt otherwise. She often acted as if she needed to protect me, even when I felt as if there was nothing that she needed to protect me from.

Sometimes, however, she treated me like I was an adult, if not her equal. She would ask me to run errands, or to visit with others of the Wayward, and act in some regard as her voice. Not always, but when she asked me to do those tasks, I always felt as if they were worthy of my time, and I rarely complained. Why complain when she was giving me exactly what I asked her for?

But it was when I was treated like both an adult and a child that I had the hardest time. It was often when I was asked to watch some of the younger children, and not because I was somehow more mature, but because I was viewed by her, and perhaps by some of the others, as little more than a child still.

About a dozen children were with us right now, all of varying ages. Thankfully, I wasn’t responsible for some of the youngest, as I don’t know that I would’ve been the best caretaker for an infant, but I had a hard time with those who were closer to my age, like the twelve-year-old boy named Telik who like to run around the wagons, shouting and screaming. He could not be brought under control by anyone, not even his parents. He didn’t pay much attention to me and ignored me when I tried to keep him under a measure of control. It didn’t work.

Worse was that my mother felt as if I had somehow failed her because I couldn’t keep him in line. Because some of the other children would follow him, things quickly got out of hand.

“Leadership involves knowing when to exert your authority and when to influence,” my mother said, pulling me off to the side of the caravan as we were rumbling forward. It was a quiet day. The sky was overcast, and we hadn’t been in a town for the better part of two days. This was one of the many travel days that I experienced with the Wayward. These were the comfortable days. The wind was gentle, soft, and carried in from the north, offering a hint of a chill on it and perhaps a promise of rain.

“I didn’t realize that I was having to be a leader here,” I said.

“What did you think I had asked of you?”

I shrugged. “It seems more like babysitting than leading,” I said.

“You are shaping the future.”

I snorted, looking over at Telik, who had grabbed one of the Robilar girls because she was screaming at him. One of her braids had come undone, and I had the suspicion that he had tugged at the ribbon she’d been wearing. Her parents were traveling with one of the lead wagons, as her mother was considered a skilled jeweler, and they were given a little nicer passage than some others were.

“I doubt that he’s the future of anything,” I said.

“How do you know?” When I looked over at her, she just shrugged. “How do you know what anyone is going to be? Even the dirtiest child,” she said, motioning to where five-year-old Felix was kicking at a rock alongside the wagons, “may end up providing a great service at some point. Perhaps he will rise to lead a city, perhaps as a counselor or a mayor. Maybe he will become a physician. Maybe he will become⁠—”

“A rock puller,” I said, looking at Felix, who was digging the rocks out of the ground. “I suppose there’s a place for that, isn’t there?”

She smiled tightly. “There’s always a place, Leo.”

“And mine?”

She regarded me for a long time. I knew that look in her eyes. I’d learned long ago to be cautious with it. It was the one that offered a hint of a warning, and something more than that. Was she irritated?

It was hard to say. My mother could often get irritated about many different things, and these days, ever since we had been taking a more northerly approach, she had been a little more irritable than before.

“Your place is here, with me.”

“With the Wayward,” I said.

“With the Wayward,” she agreed. “Would you have it any other way?”

I wasn’t even sure how I would have it at the time. It wasn’t until later that I came to feel differently.
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The wagons had pulled to a stop. I waited, because that was what my mother expected of me, while glancing along the line. At least the children were quieter today. I wasn’t asked to monitor them, either. I think my mother had sensed my irritation after the last time and was giving me a reprieve. At least, she was giving me a reprieve from watching the other children. Not from doing what she thought I needed to be doing.

She’d given me a stack of books that she had picked up at some market in one of the towns we had visited, and she expected me to read through them. One of them was simply a book on geography, with descriptions of places, maps, and the like. It was an easy read, if dry. I understood the reason she wanted me to read it, because she anticipated I would need to know how to navigate once I took my place among the velar of the Wayward, at least in her view.

Another book was about some recent politics of a pair of nations that I didn’t know much about. One of them was an island country situated far from here and beyond the reach of our wagons, and another was a place called Ardem, a country that I knew had people called fabricators, who made strange items of power. Probably magic, based on what I had been reading, though it wasn’t even clear if that was the case or not. I wondered why my mother had given me that book, or maybe she had simply seen the title and had decided I should read something about politics. It was one more aspect of the Wayward that she felt I needed so that I could be better prepared for any different dynamics that we might encounter as we traveled.

I looked up and saw a fork in the road.

We were on a heavily trampled road, though there were some dried grasses and weeds that grew up in the middle of the roadway. The ruts in the road were not nearly as deep as they were in some other places we had traveled, which gave the wagons an easy enough time to rumble along. My mother had disembarked from her wagon and was up near the head of the caravan, talking to Hadrian and Anya, probably deciding which way we were going to go.

I slipped down from the caravan and headed over, noticing that Benjamin had guided his wagon off to the side.

He still kept more or less to himself, though not in a way that came off as rude, more so that he just seemed as if he wanted time to himself. There were also times when he would sit down and play, and I would notice some of the notes he was performing seemed as if he were trying to add elements to the scenery around us, but most of the time, he just sat staring with his gaze fixed ahead. I couldn’t help but think about the lessons he’d given me and how he had encouraged me to practice, mostly so that I could find a chording. I had no idea if I would ever reach that point, but I remained optimistic that I could.

“I think they’re just trying to decide which direction to go,” I said, moving over toward Benjamin.

“Do they do this often?” he asked, looking down while holding onto the reins of his wagon.

“Debate?” I shrugged. “Not often. Most of the time, they have the plan in place. My mother and Hadrian generally work things out. I don’t know what the issue is this time.”

It happened a few times where my mother and Hadrian had disagreed and had needed to have a vote amongst the velar about which way we would go. It was democratic that way, as I didn’t think that any one vote counted more than another, though I did know that Anya tended to listen to what my mother suggested and would rarely go against her.

I left Benjamin and snuck closer to my mother and the velar.

“I think east is a little bit more precarious,” Hadrian was saying. “You’ve heard what the rumors were in the last village.”

“Rumors, and only that,” my mother said. “How many times have we stopped in places like that where we hear rumors?”

I crept forward. Rumors?

The last village had been relatively small, all things considered. No one had joined us, but no one had disembarked from the Wayward either. That was usually a sign of the size of a town or village. If we lost people, it was usually to a larger city. If we gained people… Well, that could come from any different type of town, but mostly, people tended to stay in smaller towns.

“This was different, Ezra, and you know it. These were rumors of fighting.”

She had her hands clasped behind her back, and I noticed how she was gripping the fabric of her dress quite tightly. It was a frustrated pose. I knew that one all too well. I had frustrated my mother plenty of times, so I felt for Hadrian, if only a little bit. If he faced some of her irritation the same way I did, I could only imagine how she might take it out on him. Of course, I had never known my mother to take out her irritation on any of the velar, or any of the adults of the Wayward, for that matter.

“We need to keep moving east,” she said. “If we head west, we only run into⁠—”

“What?” Benjamin asked, gliding his wagon forward. “I spent some time in the west, and I could help you if you are concerned about it.”

My mother looked back at him, frowning for a long moment. Her brow creased deeply. “This is Wayward business,” she said. “And while we appreciate your insight, master minstrel, I would appreciate you giving us a little space to have our discussion.”

“Aren’t all who travel with the Wayward a part of Wayward business?” Benjamin asked.

I kept quiet, but I couldn’t imagine how upset she was going to be at that question. He wasn’t wrong, though. Everybody who was a part of the Wayward theoretically had an equal say in what was happening, and in what we did. But I had a question about whether my mother felt the same way.

“Yes,” she said, “but the Wayward trust the velar to guide the rest of the people. You haven’t been a part of the caravan long enough to understand.”

“True enough,” Benjamin said, and he smiled, sweeping his hat off his head and bowing at her. “I was just offering my experience. But there are more than rumors.”

“There are?” Hadrian asked. He glanced at my mother as he did, almost as if he were a little bit concerned about that. “What have you heard?”

“There is talking of fighting. That happens from time to time, as skirmishes are starting to crop up. But when the rumors are building, I have found that it makes the most sense to at least listen to them. Even a caravan like yourself can get caught up in it.”

“Which way do the rumors speak of fighting?”

Benjamin shrugged. “Can’t say, but east tends to be the most prominent.”

“See?” Hadrian said. “Even more reason to go west.”

“We hit the forest,” my mother said. “And it’s a difficult road, especially working our way around the forest’s edge. I suppose we could venture through, as there is an old path that I know, but it can be a bit unpredictable.”

Hadrian nodded, as if that were all decided.

My mother looked at me, seemingly noticing me for the first time, and I scurried back along the wagons. I looked over at Benjamin, who just waited, seated quietly, though it did seem as if he were pleased that we were not heading east.
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“You know more than you’re letting on,” I said.

Benjamin looked over at me. It was evening, and the moon overhead was nearly full. “I know many more things than I’m letting on,” he said. “What in particular do I know this time?”

“About the fighting. About the war. When my mother and the others were talking about it, you knew something, but you also didn’t want to say something.”

He nodded tightly. “I’ve heard stories. When you travel how I do, you tend to hear stories.”

“And?”

I sat forward, looking over at the fire.

“And they were just stories,” he said. “But when you hear enough of them, you start paying attention. Stories sometimes can be fabricated, but if you hear many, and you start to notice a trend, well, let’s just say that is a recipe for finding true understanding.”

I shook my head. “True understanding?”

“About what’s happening. You’ll see.” He sat on the back of his wagon. He had pulled up alongside the rest of the caravan, but like usual, he was separate. His massive trunk in the back of the wagon had remained unopened in the time that we had been traveling together. He did have his lute out, but he didn’t play it. Not yet, at least. “Does your mother really know the forest road?”

I shrugged. “My mother’s traveled through most of these places,” I said. “So I suppose she does.”

“I thought the Wayward just kept moving.”

“We do,” I said. “But often the roads end up leading us back to a place. We usually travel based on the needs of the caravan.”

“And what are the needs of the caravan at this time?” Benjamin asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not one of the velar, so I can’t say that I have much of an answer to that. Probably to find another city. We have a carpenter family with us, and we have a pair of woodworkers up there,” I said, motioning to the brothers who had joined us a few towns back, “and we have a metalsmith, but I get the sense that he’s looking for something else.” Yerlas was an older man, with rough hands and a cloudy left eye. He was kind, if short of words. “But we can always find another city.”

“True enough,” Benjamin said. “Especially heading this way. You run along the mountainside and you tend to find… Well, you tend to find a few other opportunities.”

“Is that what it’s like for you?” I looked over at him. “You travel, looking for opportunities?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “Not always. Sometimes I find that I need to stay in a place for a little while. Do you ever do that?”

“I’m Wayward,” I said. “We never stay in one place very long.”

“Does that bother you?”

The fire crackled nearby. “No. The road is my home, and it’s all I know.”

He watched me for a long while. Finally, he pulled out his lute and began to strum. As he did, he flicked his gaze up to me periodically. “When I was young, I was always told find my home wherever I was, so perhaps that’s the lesson your mother’s trying to instill into you. A good one, if that’s what it is.”

“What other lesson could there be?”

He glanced at the wagons. “Perhaps she’s running from something. And maybe that’s the lesson.”

I snorted. “Have you met my mother? I doubt she runs from anything.”

“We all have something we fear, Leo.”
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We reached the outskirts of the forest not long after that. I don’t have a whole lot of memories from that time, other than one night, at nearly a full moon, or perhaps an actual full moon, there was a strange disturbance and I sat up with a jolt. I had been sleeping inside the wagon, on my mat, which I didn’t usually do. The door shutting must have awoken me, as my mother wasn’t in the wagon with me the way she always was. I sat up and looked out through the window and caught a glimpse of my mother heading toward the trees.

Where was she going?

It wasn’t unusual for my mother to do oddities like that, as she often had her own plans, and in my tired mind, I couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she was scouting a safe path for us. She had mentioned knowing some way through the forest, cutting through this land, and we hadn’t seen it so far. Perhaps she was planning for the next day. I doubted she was alone if that were the case. She had probably brought one of the Custodians with her, which would be safer for her, anyway. We had more Custodians with us these days than we used to.

I hadn’t given it that much thought, but thinking about what Benjamin had implied about a war, I was left wondering if maybe they were soldiers who had abandoned it. If they had abandoned that fight, would they offer us protection if we were to need it?

Those were the strange thoughts that stayed with me that night.

It wasn’t until much later that I would know that this night would be the start of the end of everything I knew.


Chapter
Four

THE FIRST CHORDING


“Tell me about this song you intend to sing,” Benjamin said.

We had stopped for the night after several days of rough travel. The road had narrowed, which made navigating as the Wayward a little bit more difficult, partly because some of our wagons were wider than others. My mother, along with the rest of the velar, had made a point of ensuring that we took only passable roads, knowing better than to make our way along anything too narrow, which by its definition meant impassable.

Unfortunately, we had reached a dead end, or someone had made a mistake in our navigation, which was possible. It was far more likely that someone had made a mistake, which meant that the caravan had to take a detour along a path that was a bit more difficult for the wagons, given their size, primarily the acrobats’ wagon. Theirs had come from Chixian, a place I had never visited but had seen on maps during our journeys. It had slightly larger wheels than most, and the heavily lacquered wagon itself was a bit wider than most of the others of the Wayward caravan. It offered advantages, though. Because of its appearance, it had something of an exotic energy to it, so that when we passed near certain towns and villages, people would know that we had something unique.

All of the Wayward had benefited from them.

The acrobats were not at all dissimilar to minstrels when it came to traveling with the Wayward. They didn’t need us the way we needed them. Not that any of the Wayward would acknowledge that we needed anyone to be a part of the caravan, but there was something to be said about having people with us who offered something that the caravan couldn’t bring on its own.

The road had been more forested than I think my mother or Hadrian preferred, as they were often the two who guided us. I had overheard them discussing the journey and knew that neither of them were pleased with the turn of events, and both of them viewed this as a dangerous sidetrack. Hadrian had wanted to turn back—presumably because he had been pleased by the welcome we had received in the last town and figured that we could just take a different, more easterly road from there. My mother, on the other hand, had claimed that turning around would be challenging, and it wasn’t the way of the Wayward.

“We can return, but not with this gathering,” she said.

“That isn’t a rule, Ezra, and you know that,” Hadrian said.

“I’m not claiming that it is a rule,” she said.

I imagined the two of them seated on benches in the wagon, where they had an opportunity to discuss what they were doing and what they were planning, but I didn’t bother sneaking inside, as I knew that my mother would not be pleased with any eavesdropping.

“You’re making statements about what we do. I’m just telling you that we don’t have any set policy. And you know that.”

“No policy but what we make. And the Wayward always move forward,” she said, though this time, it sounded less like a direction and more like a mantra, as if she were trying to make a claim about something that only she knew.

And perhaps that was true.

“What do we know that is out there?” Hadrian asked.

My mother shrugged, or at least she shrugged in my mind. Whether or not she truly did was another matter. She was generally a stoic woman, but also quick with a smile, and almost as quick with harsh words when things were not going the way she thought they should.

“If we take this road, it should lead us past the Erianal Forest, and may even be a shortcut to getting to Jos.”

I could imagine Hadrian’s reaction to that. Shortcuts were always well regarded, though somehow, my mother knew shortcuts that others did not. I like to think of her sitting in her wagon, or at the campfire, each night while studying maps and trying to find the best way to travel from where we were to where she wanted to go. I never caught her, though. If she did study maps, she did it at times I never observed.

“You think it’s safe. Such a road can be dangerous, Ezra. You know what’s in the forest.”

I was spotted by Benjamin before I had a chance to hear what was in the forest.

I looked over. The firelight crackled and I had my mandolin resting in my lap, though I was not playing it. I’d been plucking at the strings somewhat absently, though. I knew that Benjamin anticipated—and expected—I would find the song I was to perform for the Wayward, and soon.

“Can’t I just play for them?” I looked over at Benjamin, who had his lute propped up on his leg. His fingers were moving, at least along the neck of the instrument, but he wasn’t strumming or picking at the notes.

“Your playing must have more to it, including a song, Leo. You need to practice performing. Unless you don’t want to learn.”

The way that he said it suggested I might decide not to pursue this performance, but we had been through it enough times to know what I would do. For his part, I knew that Benjamin knew what I would do. There was no doubt. I had been devoted ever since he had agreed to teach me and had been working steadily, training, readying myself, so that I could get better.

But I was still a novice.

And yet, in just a few weeks of practice, I had already mastered several basic songs. I felt much more comfortable playing, at least for Benjamin, and finding my own melodies. He had given me a few choices of what I could do and perform for the Wayward, including making a few recommendations about appropriate songs for the others, as according to Benjamin, there were certain songs that were surefire crowd pleasers and others that could, as he liked to say, “break the energy of the crowd faster than an ulair cracks a nord.” When I tried to ask him about what either of those were, he had merely waved his hand, dismissing the question.

“If you train at the Academy, you may learn.”

It often came back to that. If I trained at the Academy, I might learn.

I had a feeling that Benjamin was trying to set me up to go to the Academy. It seemed to me that he had taken it upon himself to try to push me in that direction, whether because he thought that I had potential—and I didn’t think I had been with him long enough for him to feel that way about me—or if he was simply concerned for my well-being and my future self because I was nothing more than a Wayward.

“Trying to decide what I will perform,” I said to him.

“I think it should be soon,” he said.

“Why the rush?”

“Is it a rush? I think I told you about how long I went before I had to perform.”

“You had to perform for your family.”

“And according to you, the Wayward are your family.”

I twisted, clutching the mandolin up against my chest, quieting the slight hum of the string as I did. I looked at the others gathered around the campfire. Most of them were faces that I had come to know over the last few months, though there were a few who had joined us in the last town, including an older woman and her adult son. They were looking for another opportunity, and so they had asked if they could travel with us, thinking that they would find something better. That was always the hope of the Wayward. Find something—and someplace—better.

Perhaps they would leave us in Jos, or maybe they would stay a little longer. I didn’t know them all that well, but they were Wayward.

But were they family?

Maybe this was Benjamin’s way of pointing out the disconnect. Or maybe he was just trying to make a point.

“Fine,” I said. “But if you don’t like my song, I want you to tell me.”

“A truth like that can be a difficult thing,” he said.

“Why?”

“Some are willing to hear the truth. Some are willing to hear how they can get better. Not all, though. I don’t know yet how you might react.”

“I want to get better. I’ve been sitting with you every day, even during the day, to try to get better.”

That wasn’t to say that I had given up on the other chores my mother had assigned me, of which there were often many. She made sure I completed different errands, and tasks, on behalf of the velar. I never complained. At least, I didn’t complain about that. The assignments were helpful to the rest of the Wayward, and so I knew I needed to do whatever I could in order to help my people.

“Do you really think it’s going to be bad?”

He chuckled. “No,” he said. “A song is a song, whether or not it is played well.”

“That isn’t really much of an answer.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Well…” I frowned, and then I looked over at him. He was grinning at me.

“Are you just messing with me?”

“Am I?”

“It seems like you might be.”

He chuckled. “Get to work. Then maybe I won’t have to mess with you.”

I sat back and began to pick at the mandolin, working my fingers along the scales he had taught me before rapidly shifting into one of the simpler tunes he had taught. It was a song called “Up and Outward,” and as far as I’d been able to learn, you could apply any different lyric to the tune that you wanted. Benjamin had about a dozen different song lyrics that worked with it, and according to him, it was good for different locations. That is, assuming he was going to perform it. It was a basic song, though. Because of that, it was also basic for me to learn.

“You play that well now, so either embellish it or sing along with it.”

I looked over at him. “Sing along? And now you’re going to criticize my singing voice.”

“I’ve heard you singing, Leo, and I know that you have a sweet tenor to your voice. Sing as if it comes from someplace inside of you, though.”

I started to play.

In the realm where the faefolk glide, beneath the velvet of the twilight tide

Beneath the grand old willow’s side, there lies our home, sweet home.

Where the mystic flowers’ whispers blend, in a tale that we dare not pretend

Our hearts, to this enchanted land, we’ll ever tend, nevermore to roam.

In the silent halls of the Aura’s might, where glow-worms’ dance ignites the night

The lore of old is spun so tight, like the threads on fortune’s loom.

Through the fae’s sapphire crystal halls, where echoes of ancient laughter falls

Resounds the harmonious crystal calls, in the heart of luminary bloom.

Sing, oh sing, of the fae’s soft gleam, of Aura’s touch and the mystic’s dream

Sing of love, sing of theme, in the world that magic weaves.

From the fairy rings to the mystic’s steeps, the world’s old heart quietly weeps

In every secret that it keeps, in every rustling leaf and eaves.

I paused, and when I did, he was watching me.

“What did I do now?”

“Did you feel anything?”

I shrugged. “I stopped trying to feel. You told me that I had to focus on the notes, focus on the song, and… Well, I guess I was just singing along with it.”

“Interesting. Well, if you were just singing along with it, there may have been something mixed in it that you accomplished.”

“What?”

“Practice, and then we will talk.”
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“I’d like to talk to you about your first chording,” Benjamin said the next day.

We were heading through the forest, and much like Hadrian had feared, the road was quite narrow. There were times when we had to wait for some of the Custodians to fell a tree just so the wagons could make it through. We didn’t leave the felled tree behind, either. That would be wasteful. We gathered the logs, piling them into a wagon—including Benjamin’s wagon—and used them for firewood. The air hung with the scent of pine, and it also had another note to it that was a little bit strange, almost sour, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

“I didn’t realize you were going to teach me about that,” I said to him.

“I had said I would think about it,” he said. “But you have proven interested, haven’t you?”

I wasn’t going to deny that. I was interested in learning how to perform a chording, especially if it tied into some of the lesser power of the world the way that he described. Any power sent my mind racing with thoughts of stories that I’d heard over the years, possibilities that seemed too impossible to even imagine for myself.

If I could somehow learn magic…

I knew better than to get my hopes up, and I knew better than to think that it would even be possible for me. He had made it clear that chording was something he had spent quite a bit of time studying at the Academy before he had even begun the basics. Why was he so interested in teaching me now?

That was a question I should have pursued at the time.

But I had been too eager. Too excited.

“I want to learn,” I said quickly.

“We will talk about the basics,” he said. “At least, the basics of what I can teach. Unfortunately, there are certain things I can teach, and certain things that I cannot teach. Not because I’m unwilling, though depending upon your talent, and how you demonstrate a measure of maturity, there may be certain things that I would not be unwilling to teach. But it is more about your capability, and mine.”

“So what?” I asked. “I have to prove myself to you?”

He smiled at me, and when he did so just like that, I always had the impression of a fox tracking down a goose, as if it were going to snap its neck. There was something almost predatory, devious, about the way he looked. It was fleeting, though. Benjamin never wore that expression for very long, and certainly not long enough for me to fear anything from him. I spent so much of my time around Benjamin that I doubted I could actually fear him.

“Prove yourself. That would be one way of putting it. I would like you to focus on a singular note. It doesn’t matter which one. You decide. Feel it inside of yourself.”

“That’s it?”

He glanced over at me before he chuckled. He couldn’t travel alongside the Wayward caravan in the forest, and so we were the last wagon in the line. I had a feeling that was how Benjamin liked it, as I also had a feeling he didn’t want to draw any untoward attention to himself, which was strange, especially considering the fact that he often rode alongside the caravan, which by definition drew attention to him.

“Focus on a note,” he said again.

“And what am I supposed to feel?”

“You are to feel what you feel. To be honest, I don’t know if this is even going to be effective for you. It’s possible that you do not have the necessary potential to perform a chording like this.”

“Which means I won’t be able to do it at all?”

“Which means that you may need to learn a different technique,” he said. “I can teach you singular notes. That is what I know.”

“But you told me that a chord is a series of notes all played at once.”

“It’s,” he said. “It’s a good thing that you’re paying attention. Otherwise this would’ve been far more embarrassing for you.” His smile returned. “Chording is a generic term, as I have explained. It is a description of power, and what I know is based on singular forms. There are those who supposedly have the ability to perform more prominent chordings, more complex performances, but they are rare.” He spread his hands, as if to apologize. “And alas, I am not one. I have trained alongside those who would eventually become a master chordist, much like I have trained alongside those who have become Aura.”

I frowned. “The Aura are real?”

“As real as these trees,” he said.

“Do they train at the Academy, as well?”

“What have I told you about the Academy?”

I thought about the things he had shared with me about the Academy, though at this point, I wasn’t sure what the applicable piece was. Was he trying to get me to think through some of the different aspects of what I might learn at the Academy, or was there something else to it? Perhaps it was meant to be a test, though in my experience, he had not taken to testing me all that much.

“You said that there were different schools inside the Academy,” I said. “That’s what you’re getting at, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “Different schools. I attended one aspect, and though I did, I learned from others. So while I am not an Aura, that doesn’t mean that I didn’t learn some of their techniques.”

“Well, why didn’t you just start with that,” I asked. “Because if you know what it takes to become an Aura⁠—”

Benjamin raised his hand. “I didn’t say I knew that, either. We have foundational classes together. That is it. At a certain point, everybody goes their own way, and everybody learns their own thing. Much like I learned in my study of music. That was my area of emphasis.” He smiled. “None of this is getting you out of what I asked you to do before. Have you focused on your note?”

“I know what note I would choose,” I said.

“I can imagine,” he said. “You always liked the higher pitch.”

“Well, I like the sound. It sounds like a song, like a memory,” I said. And I envisioned myself plucking at the mandolin strings, playing high up on the neck, where the sound, the pitch, are higher.

“Hold that sound in your mind,” he said.

“But when you were using it with the constables⁠—”

“It is a part of a spectrum,” he said, interrupting me. “So hold that in your mind.”

I tried to do as he instructed. If it was a matter of holding it in my mind, then maybe it was something that I could find, and learn, from him. And to be honest, I was curious. If there was something for me to learn about chording, and something that he could teach, then I was determined to do it. I felt confident that I could do it.

This, despite no evidence that I could.

Still, he had suggested that I practice for a reason. There had to be something that he had suspected of me, something that I had proven, that would make him think I could learn.

The note stayed with me.

That was one of the benefits I had noticed about myself and what he had been teaching me. I could hold a note, or a sequence of notes, in my mind. He said it was a gift, something that some called perveliar, but more commonly called perfect pitch. And it was part of the reason he had been compelled to work with me from the beginning.

“Do you have it?”

“I have it,” I said.

“Now hold it in your mind and focus it outward.”

“What?” I asked, looking over at him.

“That is all I’m going to ask of you now. Focus on the note in your mind, keep it there, and then send it outward.”

I had thought there would be something more to it, something more magical, even, but there was not. Though I tried to hold the note in my mind, it didn’t do anything but I didn’t expect it to. I thought Benjamin was playing an elaborate joke on me.
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We had been in the forest for only a day before we had trouble cutting down a tree. They were growing closer to the road, an ancient path that my mother claimed was found in one of her books—more evidence that she spent her nights studying maps, though I didn’t know what to make of that piece of information. Hadrian had gotten frustrated, though that wasn’t terribly uncommon, especially when the two of them disagreed about how to guide the Wayward. My mother could be strong-minded, but so could he, and between the two of them, they relied upon Anya to calm them, which she often did. She was the caretaker amongst the velar, but this time, I noticed a bit of irritation on her face.

“We don’t want to be trapped in the forest for too long,” Hadrian said.

I had moved up to the front of the caravan after we had stopped, thinking that we might be here for the night. It was late in the afternoon, so it wasn’t unreasonable for me to think we would stop for the night, but from Hadrian’s agitation, I suspected that was a mistake.

“There’s nothing to fear in the trees,” Anya said, her voice soft, soothing.

“I’ve heard the stories,” Hadrian said.

“Stories, nothing more. Isn’t that right, Ezra,” she said.

My mother was silent.

“See?” Hadrian said. “Not just stories.”

“You don’t have to fear any twilight gates here,” Anya said. “Honestly. You’re a grown man, Hadrian. I can’t say that I know anything about your culture”—the comment caught me off guard, as I hadn’t realized that Hadrian had a different culture altogether, though perhaps I should have—“but I do have sense enough to know what is a story and what is not. As should you. Anything that you fear can be used against the rest of the Wayward, and will only elicit fear in them. Is that what you want?”

“No,” he muttered and shook his head. “I don’t want anybody to be afraid.”

“Good. I would hate for you to let your unreasonable anxiety get the best of you. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to go and work with the Custodians and see if we can expedite this. Are we staying here, or do you prefer to keep moving?”

“We can move as far as we can through the forest,” my mother said. “If it will make Hadrian feel better, then we should.”

“You’re uncomfortable, as well,” Hadrian said.

My mother didn’t say anything.

I was curious, though. I waited until Anya made her way over to the waiting Custodians, who were busily sawing at the tree that had bottled us up, though from what I could tell, there were a half dozen other trees that we were going to have to get through. If we were going to cut all of them down, it was going to take quite some time. It looked as if the forest widened after this bottleneck, though, so we should be able to maneuver much more easily after this. I waited on my mother, and when she left Hadrian, she had a deep creased brow and a look of worry mixed with the tension in her shoulders, which surprised me.

“Is there anything I can do?” I asked. I had learned long ago that helping my mother when she was like this went a long way. Both for her sake and my own.

She looked over, blinking, but the tension in her features didn’t soften.

“Not right now, Leo. I would much rather you stay with the wagons.”

“Are you really concerned about twilight gates? Those are just stories.”

The kind of stories that she had never really told me. Time with the Wayward, however, had allowed me to hear stories my mother might not otherwise have wanted me to hear. The twilight gates allowed the fae to come into our world. They had real magic, not like chording. I wondered what Benjamin would say about them.

“I know they are stories,” she said, her tone slipping into irritation just a little, “and that’s not my concern. I’d like to get through the forest so that we don’t have to keep slowing down like this. And I don’t want Hadrian to be so irritable.”

“Oh,” I said. “Of course.”

There was a part of me that had hoped maybe she would tell me that the twilight gates were real, or there would be some story that she could tell me, but if she really just wanted Hadrian not to be so grouchy, it was a bit of a disappointment.

“If you don’t need me, I’m going to go back with Benjamin.”

“Not right now. Stay with the main part of the Wayward.”

“But my mandolin⁠—”

“Just stay here, Leo.”

I nodded. “Fine,” I said. I headed toward the acrobats’ wagon and decided that if I had to stay with the main part of the Wayward caravan, I might as well be entertained. There was rarely anything quite so entertaining as spending time with a Chixian. I hoped Benjamin would understand.


Chapter
Five

A DELAY


The wind whispered through the trees, sounding something like a song. I found it amusing, only partly because of everything that Benjamin had been teaching me, trying to get me to understand the different sounds, and the song, that I felt. It seemed to me that there was something distinct about it and I should be able to feel something. In fact, I could feel something.

It had taken us two days to get the wagons moving.

During that time, Hadrian had grown increasingly agitated, and I had started to feel a little bad for him. Part of it came from the fact that the trees grew so close together that it was difficult for us to get enough space to maneuver between them, and part of it came from the fact that the road itself was not nearly as even as it had been in other parts of the countryside.

“Did you want us to come this way?” Hadrian asked my mother at one point. We had only moved about a hundred feet from the day before, and it had taken the Custodians quite a bit of time to get us that far, even.

My mother stood with her back to Hadrian, near the head of the caravan of the Wayward, looking off into the trees. It seemed as if she were searching for something. Or maybe she was doing what I was and was listening to the soft whispering through the trees, trying to find the song of the forest, as Benjamin had asked me to do.

“I told you that this was a shortcut,” she said.

“It’s not a shortcut if it’s going to take us an additional three days just to get dug out of the forest. And think of how many trees we’ve had to fell to even make it this far. This is foolishness, Ezra.”

“We can’t turn around now, Hadrian. It will be far too difficult for us to make that change. You must be patient.”

“Patient,” he muttered. “Have you been patient when you have disappeared on your scouting missions?”

I hadn’t realized she had gone on scouting missions.

“Quiet,” she said, shooting him a hard glare. “We don’t need to talk about that.”

“What have you found, Ezra? You don’t want to talk about it, but obviously there is something out there that has you worried. You’ve not been at all concerned about this until recently, and now you look as if you are wanting to burn down the trees like you are some sort of Aura.”

My mother took a deep breath. She turned slowly, every bit distinguished as she usually was. Of course, this being my mother, she was always every bit distinguished. It was just how she was. She could be angry, but I never saw her stay angry. She could be happy, but I never saw her show such happiness. She could be silly, though that was only for me. Everybody else only saw Ezra, one of the velar and Wayward.

“I found nothing,” she said softly, though it sounded as if she had lost some secret that she had been hoping to find.

Hadrian let out a soft sigh. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve been searching all this time, and I know you wouldn’t endanger any of us. But you may not be the one to endanger any of us here, will you?”

She looked over at Hadrian, and for a moment, the irritation fluttered in her gaze. “No.”

“There you are,” Benjamin said, resting a hand on my shoulder.

I looked over at him. “Sorry I haven’t been spending as much time with you. I know that I’m supposed be finding the song, getting ready to perform for the caravan. It’s just that…” I waved my hand toward my mother and Hadrian, who were still talking, though I could no longer hear them as I had before. They were speaking quietly now, and softly enough that I could not overhear anything they were saying.

“You don’t need to apologize, Leo. I just wanted to make sure you were well. It has been a stressful couple of days, of course.”

“Of course?” I asked.

“I don’t think that anybody likes the idea of getting stuck in the forest, especially not this forest.” He looked around, and he leaned toward me. “You know the stories, I’m sure.”

I frowned at him. There were times when I thought that Benjamin was playing with me, and this was one such time. I had no idea if this was a game with him, or if he was telling me something real and serious.

“What stories?”

“Do you remember the song?”

“The song?”

He started to smile. “Well, perhaps I will have to perform it again for you. I thought you had been paying attention.”

Most of the time, I did pay attention to what he said, but perhaps I had not been paying nearly as much attention as I needed to.

“It looks like my mother is a little upset,” I said.

“Not surprising,” he said to me, and he looked over at Hadrian, who was still talking with my mother. “I think that the stress of trying to navigate through the forest is a bit much for anyone.”

“Do you think we’re in any danger?”

He arched a brow at me, and there was something in the expression that seemed to challenge the question, as if I knew more than I was letting on.

“I mean, I just heard Hadrian’s comments before. He is concerned.”

“Well, he is Lebarez. They have a very different view on such things.”

I looked back, but Hadrian had left, and my mother was still staring out into the forest. I hadn’t known that about Hadrian, and that was despite having traveled as long as I had with the Wayward caravan and my mother having the role that she did. How had he known?

“Are you sure about that?”

“Oh, I would never accuse somebody of that unless I was sure. I’ve heard him at times. He has a certain accent to his words. It’s not something that you’ll necessarily notice unless you’re trained to do so.”

“Something else that you learned at the Academy.”

He smiled. “Partly. You learn to pick up on accents and listen to voices. His is subtle, but it’s there when you learn to listen for it.”

“I see.”

It fit with what I had overheard.

“We shouldn’t be here much longer, though,” Benjamin said. “It looks like the forest widens just ahead, and if I’m not mistaken, the road gets even easier. But then, it would be just fine for me to get my wagon through here.”

“Don’t tell Hadrian that,” I said. “Otherwise, he might try to take your wagon and your horse.”

“But that isn’t the way of the Wayward, is it?”

The way that he said it sounded almost accusatory, which was strange.

“No,” I said. “It is not the way of the Wayward. We work together. Communal. To better ourselves and each other, so that we can find our place in the world.”

“It sounds as if you have practiced that.”

“It’s not practiced so much as it is knowing what is expected.”

He smiled and clapped me on the shoulders. “Good enough. I think that you should always try to honor your family.” He started whistling, then headed away from me.

The evening went as the others had lately, with a bit of strangeness, at least for me, as I listened to my mother and Anya talking quietly to each other while they were making plans. It seemed to me that we were close to getting out of the forest, which was a relief to my mother too now.

“I’ve asked the Custodians to keep a broader perimeter tonight, at your request,” Anya said.

“Thank you,” my mother said.

“Do you care to tell me why tonight? The other nights have been not quite as much of a concern for you, or so it has seemed.”

“It’s still not much of a concern,” she said. “It’s more superstition,” she went on, and she forced a smile. I was seated on the far side of the small campfire, and as I looked across, I noticed the expression on my mother’s face. I knew her too well to ignore it. “Hadrian, you see.”

Anya started to laugh. “Of course. You cater to his whims far too much.”

“It’s not catering to anything. I’m merely trying to make sure that his needs are met.”

“He’s not your husband, Ezra.”

“He’s not, but he is one of the velar.”

“And that matters?”

“It matters to me. I would rather have peace than disturbance.”

“And what of you? What brings you peace?”

My mother was quiet, and then she leaned forward. Only then did I realize that she had caught me listening.

I got up and found my way over to Benjamin, who was seated, his lute in his lap. He was strumming it. Several of the smaller children had gathered around him, and he seemed more than happy to perform for them. He had been a welcome addition to the Wayward because of his musical talent, his sweet voice, and his quick smile.

“What should I play for you tonight?” Benjamin asked them.

There was a chorus of different answers, as each of the children who had scooted toward him gave a different suggestion. I heard “Moonstone Lullaby,” “Sunset over Sapphire Seas,” “March of the Malian,” and even “The Fae Queen’s Fancy.”

“I think we can start with something lively and light,” he said and began to pick the strings in a familiar tune. The lyrics were different than I remembered, but then again, he had made it clear that lyrics could change but the song was the same. I knew there had to be something more significant to it, but had not really understood what he was getting at when he made claims like that.

Come gather ‘round, my friends in from town

Where the pixies play and the sun never frowns.

Where the flowers talk and the trees they walk

Let’s sing and dance, let’s let our spirits embark!

Stomp, stomp, stomp, like the giant so tall

Flap, flap, flap, like the griffin’s call

Spin, spin, spin, like the whirlwind sprite

Jump, jump, jump, reach the stars so bright!

Under the moon where the faefolk thrive

In the land where dreams come alive.

The stars they twinkle to the beat of our song

Come on, children, won’t you dance along?

Sway, sway, sway, like the old willow tree

Hop, hop, hop, as playful as can be.

Shake, shake, shake, like a tambourine jingle

Laugh, laugh, laugh, let your joy mingle!

We’ll twirl with the pixies in the lantern’s glow

Dance with the shadows as the night winds blow.

On the soft green grass under the silver moon’s light

In our fantasy world, we dance all night!

Slide, slide, slide, like the river’s flow

Leap, leap, leap, let your spirit grow.

Stomp, stomp, stomp, let your feet ignite

Sing, sing, sing, in the magic of the night!

By the time he was finished, several of the children were up and dancing, and had even gathered some of their parents and pulled them in, close to the campfire, they had all of us dancing together. I had even started tapping my foot and singing with Benjamin, as I had heard him perform the song a few times. At one point, he glanced over at me and nodded as I harmonized with him. I smiled. If this was going to be my fate, it was one I enjoyed.

Who didn’t want a life of song and dance?

He carried on, shifting to another song, this time “Waltz of the Wisps.” The song wasn’t quite as lively, but it was well-known, and even the children were able to sing along. By the time the sun had fallen, and darkness had engulfed us entirely, he had shifted, slowing down, and though he was still plucking with the same technique, the song had a more melancholy feel.

I immediately knew where he was going with it.

He had been teaching me this one recently. The tune was an old one, an ancient Iklan hymn, and because of that, there was a level of complexity to the song that had proven challenging to me. I remembered the very first time that Benjamin had demonstrated it, and the playful gleam in his eyes.

“It took me nearly three months to master this one,” he’d said. “And that was in my second year at the Academy. And here I am blessing you with instruction in it after you have only been playing for a mere few weeks.”

“I’m not so sure that’s a benefit to me,” I said to him.

He chuckled. “It’s actually not that hard. It’s more the dissonance that you have to fight through. It doesn’t sound natural, at least until you can play it well. Only then does it come naturally.”

“And the song?”

“Make up whatever words you want,” he said.

So I listened, curious what words he might make up at this point, as the song was his, and yet it seemed as if there was something familiar about it. As he played and started to begin the gentle, sweet melody, it seemed as if the wind picked up. It rustled through the canopy overhead, a soft sigh that added to what Benjamin was playing. The sound made it seem even more mournful, as if even the trees and the forest wanted to join in with his performance.

In the hush of the day’s last breath, as dusk doth court the maiden night

A portal wrought of dreams and mist, bathed in soft twilight’s light.

In yonder realm of faerie folk, the twilight gates do lie

A passage ’twixt the worlds unseen, beneath the canvas of the sky.

Oh the twilight gates, in splendor masked, where light and shadow mate

Where the fae through time and space do pass, and mortal bounds negate.

Their journey steeped in ancient lore, of realms both far and near

In the dance of dusk and dawn, they wander, free of fear.

There was a loud crack.

Benjamin cut off, and it seemed as if he hung on a strangely harsh note. Everything went silent for a moment, only the crackling of the fire and the sighing of the wind as our company.

Then that faded and the children started laughing, demanding another song, and then another. But I looked around, trying to figure out what had cracked. And I found my mother looking at Benjamin, darkness ringing her eyes, a broken branch on her lap.

Without interrupting the song, I shuffled over to her, taking a seat next to her. “Is everything all right, Mother?”

“It’s fine, Leo.” Her voice was tense, a little hard.

“It doesn’t seem like it. There’s something wrong⁠—”

“There is nothing wrong.”

“You don’t like the song?”

“It’s not the song. It’s the lyrics.”

“You don’t like the lyrics?” I asked, feeling confused.

“There are certain things that you sing in certain places. Some are more dangerous than others.”

“It’s just a song of the fae,” I said.

My mother looked over at me, and for a moment, it seemed as if she were angry, and I didn’t have any good reason as to why she would be. Then her expression softened. She let out a soft, frustrated sigh and shook her head. “It is not just a song.”
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The following morning, the wagons were moving steadily. Something had happened that night, and though we were making much better progress than we had, I had to believe that whatever my mother had assigned the Custodians to do, they had managed to clear the path so that we were able to quickly make our way through the forest. The air hung with a dampness that I couldn’t remember feeling the night before, though there had been no sign of rain and no sign of storms.

I had taken a seat next to Benjamin and watched the narrowed section that we’d struggled through as we gradually moved beyond it. Benjamin looked weary, much more so than I had seen him before.

“Do you want me to help you with the wagon?”

Benjamin glanced at me, and he frowned as he did. “Why would I need that?”

“Well, you look tired. You must’ve had a long night. After you sang your song about the twilight gates, I eventually went to bed. My mother looked sort of annoyed, so I didn’t want to stay up too late.”

He chuckled. “I often find it best not to annoy our mothers.”

“Mine, especially,” I said. “She tends to be a bit stubborn.”

“The best ones often do,” he said. “How else do you become the man you are supposed to be?”

“Was your mother like that?”

“Well, my mother cared, but I spent quite a bit of time with my father and my grandfather, so…” He shook his head and let out a soft, irritated sighed. “I’m terribly sorry, Leo. That was indelicate of me.”

“What was?”

“Speaking of fathers.”

I shrugged. “I’m not offended. I understand that people have fathers, Benjamin. I understand how biology works.”

He started to chuckle. “I’m sure you do. Most boys your age are starting to think about young women in that way, thinking about finding someone they may want to bed and wed and…”

I could feel a flush working on my cheeks.

“No? No young lady, then.”

“There aren’t too many young ladies among the Wayward,” I said.

“And I suppose all that are here are in one respect family.”

I smiled. “Depending upon you who you ask, I think you’re right.”

“I’m asking you.”

“I wouldn’t say that they are family. Well, my mother would like that to be the case, but we are friends.”

“Friends. What a lovely way of putting it. And you wouldn’t want to become too close to any friend, now would you?”

I shrugged. “It depends upon the friend. I haven’t met too many girls my age here.”

“I doubt you will among the Wayward,” he said. “Eventually, you’re going to have to find your own way and find what you value.”

“I know,” I said.

“Do you fear leaving your mother?”

I looked along the caravan. Although we were having an easier time traveling than we had been, we were still squeezing past the trees. Several of the wagons still looked as if they were having a hard time getting all the way past them, and I was thankful I hadn’t had to guide those wagons. Especially the Chixian wagon that I would fear damaging. It was too nice. “I suppose,” I admitted.

“Is there a reason she’s stayed with the Wayward as long as she has?”

“I think it gives her a purpose,” I said. “I don’t know what she would do if she were to leave the Wayward. I think this is her purpose. Her family. Well, mine, too.”

“But is it your purpose?”

“Why are you asking?”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t. It may not be my place. Well, to be honest, it definitely isn’t my place, but you are of an age when most boys your age take on an apprenticeship. I’m not saying that the Academy is right for you; I’m just talking about possibilities. And you have talent, along with a good mind. It’s possible that you could make it at the Academy, and I would hate for you to misplace that potential.”

“I like playing,” I said.

“And that’s a start. For you to make it in the School of Song, you would need to enjoy it, but it is also quite rigorous, and unfortunately competitive.”

“I haven’t been playing for very long.”

“Not yet, but you’re still young. Unfortunately, some of the best players start when they’re only two or three years old, given their first instrument, letting their fingers learn to feel the notes from their earliest memories,” he said, and he closed his eyes as he did. He still held onto the reins, guiding the horse despite his fatigue. “But I can’t even say that is necessary. Some of the most gifted performers I have ever seen, or heard, learned the instruments later in life.” He shrugged. “That is, if it is what you want. But it may not be what you need.”

I smiled. “I don’t even know what I need.”

“Perhaps not. As I said, perhaps it is not my place to even be having these conversations with you. You need to find your own way. I’m just offering you a momentary suggestion about what that might look like. Or maybe a better way of describing it is what that could look like.”

I smiled at him, and then I saw figures striding along the caravan.

I frowned. “I wonder what my mother is doing.”

By the time we caught up to her, her arms were crossed and she tapped one foot on the ground in irritation. “I need your assistance near the head of the wagons,” she said.

“But I’ve been traveling with Benjamin.”

“I’m well aware of who you have been traveling with. I think it’s time that we refocus on the assignments I have for you.” She looked over at Benjamin. “Unless you object to that, Master Luthier.”

Benjamin’s face didn’t change, nor did his expression, but I had the distinct sense of a flash of irritation. It was uncommon from him, and was especially uncommon to be directed at my mother.

“He is your child, Ms. Ezra.”

“Yes, he is.”

I shrugged, grabbed the mandolin case, and then hopped down, looking up at Benjamin as he continued forward, keeping his gaze directed on the rest of the caravan. Once my mother turned her attention to me, I frowned at her. “Are you upset with me? I’ve been traveling with him for the last few weeks. He has been teaching me how to play. I thought that you would want me to play this. It was —”

“I know what it is and why it is important to you. But it also is important for you to recognize the time to play and the time to work. Right now, I need for you to work.”

I wanted to object, but I recognized that look in my mother’s eyes, and it was one that told me this was not a time to trifle with her. I clutched the mandolin case to my chest as I followed her.

Ready to work.

But I couldn’t help feeling as if I were missing out on an opportunity, missing out on my chance to learn from Benjamin, missing out on a life that I wanted—and perhaps a life that my mother wanted to keep from me.


Chapter
Six

REFUGEES AND A WAR


Atrail of smoke in the distance had caught my attention, but not before others within the caravan had noticed. A pair of Custodians had headed off to scout, and were gone for a little while before returning and speaking quietly with the velar, including my mother. She had left me atop the wagon, watching, but I could see from the expression in her eyes that something was amiss.

She pressed her hands together tightly, then her eyes closed, her expression one of deep concentration that I had seen from her before. I wondered why, and what she was worried about, as I knew my mother well enough to know that she was definitely worried about something.

“What is it?” I asked as she climbed back onto the wagon. I looked down at the mandolin, tempted to pull it out and continue to practice some of the scales that Benjamin had me working on, but I had been reading books that my mother had assigned me today.

“Just trouble,” she said.

“What kind of trouble?”

She took a deep breath. “You know that there has been activity nearby.”

“Activity? You mean the fighting.”

She nodded.

“I thought that was more to the east?”

“I understand there is activity scattered throughout,” she said. “And unfortunately, there is evidence of some danger up ahead. The Custodians saw fire.”

“A village?”

We hadn’t seen any villages burning, but that was what happened in stories, wasn’t it?

“No village,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Too small for that. They think…” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t be talking to you about this, Leo. I don’t need to burden you.”

“I’m old enough to know, Mother.”

She regarded me for a long moment. “I suppose that is true enough. You are, indeed, old enough to know. The world is not always a pleasant place. In fact, there are times when the world is absolutely dangerous and dark. It falls upon those who can bring light into it.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“It is not, but it’s either remnants of fighting or it is a caravan that was caught in the middle.” She shook her head. “To be honest, I don’t know which it is, and I don’t know that we will find that answer. But we will keep moving.”

“We’re not changing course?”

“Not yet,” she said.

I wondered why. If she was bringing us closer to the danger, that didn’t make a lot of sense.

Unless we couldn’t go back. I knew that it was difficult to change directions, so perhaps that was the reason. Or perhaps it was because she knew something.

It didn’t take long before the smoke drifted closer. We followed the road, making our way closer toward the smoke, and I sat upright, noticing the charred remains of three small wagons. There was no sign of horses. There were, however, bodies littering the road.

I licked my lips.

Benjamin guided his wagon forward, eliciting a shout from one of the Custodians.

He ignored them.

“That foolish man,” my mother muttered. “What does he think he’s going to do?”

I had no idea.

The Custodians hurried forward, three of them, all of them carrying crossbows already drawn and at the ready.

They searched through the debris.

And started to turn when a figure stepped out of the forest nearby. He was holding a sword and had a bruised and dirty face.

When the Custodians aimed the crossbows at him, my mother let out a frustrated sigh and slipped off the wagon, which had come to a halt. “Come along, Leo. Let’s go talk to this man before these fools decide to do something.”

I wasn’t expecting that kind of reaction from her, but I hurriedly climbed out of the wagon and followed her.

Benjamin had stopped his wagon and was still seated on it, though he looked a bit tense as he stared at the man.

“Care to tell us what happened?” my mother asked as she pushed her way through the Custodians.

Two of the men held their crossbows at the ready and framed her, as if to guard her.

The man just watched her.

My mother shifted her posture, and then she offered a hint of a smile. “We are the Wayward. We are merely travelers, and these are just the Custodians who want to keep us safe. They are not going to harm you. What happened here?”

The man licked his lips, his gaze darting to each of the Custodians, to Benjamin, and finally to my mother. With a deep breath, he slipped his sword into a hidden sheath, and then bowed.

“We were attacked. We were set upon by brigands, though I don’t know why.” There was a hitch to his voice as he said it. He sounded scared, almost.

“You can be safe with us,” my mother said. “As long as you do not draw your blade.”

“It’s not just me,” he said.

“Not just you?”

He shook his head. “Not just me.” He turned, looking into the forest. He nodded once.

And then two others came out. A woman dressed similarly to the man, her clothing having been tattered through whatever fighting they had endured, dirtied, her hair disheveled, her face bruised like the man’s face. And there was a younger woman. She looked to be about my age, though might be a few years older. It was difficult to tell. The hood of her cloak was pulled up, concealing her features, and she didn’t have any injuries like the other two apparently did.

“All are welcome,” my mother said. “We will offer you safe passage as far as we travel.”

That was the first time we took in refugees from the war.
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We didn’t come across any other caravans, destroyed or otherwise, and gradually the palpable unease that had been swirling around our caravan began to ease just a little bit. The newcomers were quiet, though the man, whose name was Larsal Yilian, had spent quite a bit of time with my mother and the others of the velar. His wife Madeline had stayed inside one of the wagons and had needed some healing, so it was a good thing we had a healer traveling with us. And their daughter Elysia had been equally reserved.

“What do you think they’re talking about?”

I looked over. Bethal was about my age, and we had been friendly ever since her family had joined the caravan a while back.

“Probably about the war,” I said. “I think my mother, and the others, are hoping to see what they know.”

“My parents are worried about it,” Bethal said. “They know we can stay ahead of it, but if we get caught in between the different factions who are fighting…” She shrugged.

“We don’t even know what factions are fighting,” I said.

She shrugged again. “True enough. You’ve traveled with the Wayward for a long time. Have you ever encountered anything like this before?”

I shook my head. “No. Not like this. We bring in people all the time and have people leave us all the time. We are the Wayward.” I said it as if she could and should understand just what that meant, despite knowing that she had only been with us for a few weeks, so probably didn’t really appreciate the intricacies of us being the Wayward. “But I don’t remember anything like this. Most of the time, we stay away from any fighting. My mother tends to have a way of assessing rumors in different places that we visit and can avoid anything, and any place, that might be too dangerous for us.”

“Maybe that was just a one-time thing,” she said.

“I hope so.” I couldn’t imagine what I had seen of that caravan, however small the caravan might’ve been, happening to the Wayward. I couldn’t imagine us needing to have to fight, or forcing the Custodians into having to fight. They might be willing to offer a measure of protection, but fighting in a war was asking something else altogether. “Have you talked with her?”

“Elysia?”

I nodded.

Bethal glanced over, a hint of a grin curling her lips. “She’s pretty.”

“That’s not why I was asking,” I said.

But she wasn’t wrong. Elysia had high cheekbones, and lustrous black hair that I had always found appealing. And she, like her father, were dressed better than most of the people who came to the Wayward, despite the fact that their clothing had been damaged during the fighting. Once they had an opportunity to clean up, the quality of the cut and the design of the fabrics was evident.

“I haven’t talked with her much. She’s been a bit withdrawn. I can’t imagine what it would be like to go through what she did.”

“What did she go through?”

“I don’t even know. She doesn’t talk about it. From what I gather, there were others on the caravan. Family. That was why they were in the forest. They had to bury them. And they didn’t even have a priest to speak the Words of Odan.”

That would’ve been difficult, I knew. But what choice would they have had?

“We should help her as much as we can.”

“My parents told me to give her space. Apparently your mother wants us to leave the family alone.”

“Really?” I hadn’t heard that, but then my mother had been having headaches again, so I hadn’t spent much time with her.

“Probably because of their trauma.”

I suppose that made sense. Trauma wasn’t something I had a whole lot of experience with. I had lost my father, but I had never really known him, so it wasn’t traumatic to me. And traveling amongst the Wayward gave me a chance to see and be with other people, but very few ever shared their trauma with us.

Unfortunately, it was only the beginning of the trauma I, and the others, had to face.


Chapter
Seven

AN UNSEEN TASK


The mountains looming in the background always drew my eye. I found them to be awe-inspiring, in a way that so few other things ever were. It was almost as if there was a part of me that felt called to those mountains, or perhaps someplace behind them, the lands that we never actually visited because the path through the mountain passes was impossible for the Wayward wagons to navigate.

I shifted atop the wagon. I was seated with my mother—again, unfortunately—and had my mandolin on my lap. I was picking at the strings, following the melody that Benjamin had most recently taught me. I realized it would only irritate my mother, but at this point, the fact that she forced me to keep separate from Benjamin while we were traveling had irritated me, as well.

“You don’t have to play such mournful songs,” she said, barely glancing in my direction. She had a ball of yarn nestled in her lap and was knitting as we were rumbling steadily along the roadway. From what I had overheard her saying to Hadrian and Anya, we were going to make it to the mountainside city of Hilop, and I thought everybody in the Wayward caravan was eager for that possibility.

“I’m just playing what’s in my heart.” She couldn’t take away what I’d already learned from Benjamin, and in the days since we had left the forest, and in the time since she had decided I suddenly needed to be much more attentive to her—and therefore, much less attentive to Benjamin—I had continued working on the lessons he had taught me, going through different scales and other patterns to work my fingers along the strings. At times, I would also work on songs, but I didn’t play those quite as often.

“And why must that be in your heart? We’re out here, and you have the mountains nearby, and you have⁠—”

“I have you keeping me from learning.”

She settled her hands in her lap for a moment, looking at me with a dark expression in her eyes. “You feel that strongly?”

“Well, I feel strongly enough that I should be able to learn from him. I don’t know why you don’t want me to.”

“Because eventually he’s going to leave the caravan,” she said. “And I could see you growing attached.”

“That’s the reason?”

“Do you think there is another?”

I had spent the last few days trying to come up with a reason behind my mother deciding I couldn’t ride with Benjamin anymore, and had come up with probably a dozen different possibilities. There was a part of me that questioned whether or not she and Benjamin had known each other before, and maybe she had been a jilted romantic interest, like some of the songs that Benjamin had been playing since he had joined the Wayward. I decided that was unlikely.

Maybe my mother just didn’t like music. I didn’t think that was the case, as she had sung lullabies to me when I was younger, though that had stopped years ago. I kept coming back to what I believed was the most likely answer, and one that still left me a little baffled. My father had obviously played music. It was his mandolin, after all. And I couldn’t help but feel as if my mother was left with memories of my father that she did not want.

But why keep me from learning?

She had never kept me from owning the mandolin. As long as I could recall, she had told me it was my father’s instrument and she wanted me to have one thing that would remind me of him, not that I actually had any real memories of my father. Still, I appreciated the offer around the concept, even if I didn’t think that it actually helped me with anything.

“I guess I didn’t know,” I finally answered. “I thought it was strange, though. You didn’t mind at first.”

“You often get attached. That is your nature.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She shrugged slightly and then began knitting again. She seemed to be working on a sweater that I suspected was for herself. The days were getting a little cooler, so it made a little bit of sense. “Only that you have often grown readily attached to people who are a part of our caravan. Not that I can blame you. You quickly befriend anyone, so that even people you have only known a few days become your closest friends.”

“You could still do that. You don’t have to be young to do it. Even old people can.”

She arched a brow at me.

“You know what I mean.”

“I know you just called me old,” she said. “And I suppose to you I am old, especially in the way I am treating you. But as you get older, you see that friendships are different. It takes time to develop them, time to make connections, and time to get to know a person.”

“Was that how it was with you and my father?”

Her hands stiffened and she paused as she was working on her knitting, even faltering for a moment before she had to unravel what she had just done before beginning again. “With your father, it was different. It was almost as if I had known some part of him in a previous life.”

I started to laugh. “And I’m the one who makes connections too quickly?”

“I was young, Leo,” she said softly.

“But not too young to get married.”

“Not so young,” she said, still softly. She continued knitting, staying quiet as she did. After a while, she looked over. “I fear for your heart, Leo. You’re quick to care. It is a wonderful trait you have, but I’ve seen what has happened to you over the years. I have seen how you have allowed yourself to get caught up in such experiences.”

“So you would rather I not have any at all?”

“I would rather…” She smiled tightly as she trailed off. “I would rather you not get hurt. He is a minstrel. And he is likely to leave our caravan, as all minstrels will. That is not anything disparaging about your friend, it is just a fact.”

I sat quietly and continued to pluck the strings of the mandolin, finding solace in a slow, sad-sounding tune that left me filled with a bit of melancholy. I suspected it did the same to my mother. That was the intention, after all. I began to sing along with it, though softly enough that my mother wouldn’t be able to hear what I was saying.

“If you are going to sing, then sing loud enough for me to listen,” she said. “Otherwise just play the melody if you must.”

“I didn’t think you wanted any of my music,” I said.

She looked over at me. “I told you what I wanted.”

“For me not to make any connections.”

“That’s not it at all.”

“That’s the message I took.”

She sighed heavily. “I misspoke.”

“Or maybe you didn’t. Either way, what are you going to do when I leave the Wayward?”

She glanced over then. There was a hardness in her eyes. “What do you mean by this?”

I shrugged. “I suppose I mean that I’m not going to stay here indefinitely, am I? Eventually, I have to leave.”

We had never talked about it, and I realized now that maybe it was a mistake to bring it up in this way. Rather, it might be a mistake to have brought it up while talking about Benjamin. She turned, looking back along the line of wagons. We had freed ourselves from the forest and now traveled along a wider road. Benjamin had resumed his usual location riding alongside the rest of the caravan. She swiveled so that she could level her gaze on him. I doubted that he even realized what she was doing, until he offered a halfhearted wave.

“And what would you do?”

“I… Well, I don’t know.”

“You don’t know. Then you should not leave. At least, you should not leave until you have a better idea of what you want to do and what you want to be.” She smiled tightly. “There is much you can learn from the Wayward. Many lessons that cannot be obtained anywhere else.”

At this point, I was tempted to push, but I also had a bit of concern about doing so, and worried about how she might react. I wanted to say something about the Academy, but given her reaction to everything else I had said so far, I decided that probably was not a good idea. Instead, I returned to playing, singing softly to myself.

It wasn’t until much later that I realized that was my first performance for anyone other than Benjamin.
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We spent a night in the city, and much like most times, there were several people who found their way from the wagons and eventually made their way to more gainful employment. It was one of the goals of the Wayward, after all. Leave the caravan, find something more, and have an opportunity to become something else. To become what we were meant to be.

At least, that was what I had always believed of the Wayward.

It was the first time I did not feel that way, though.

There was something about what my mother had said, and about the fact that she had made such an issue of my interest in music, and in the possibility of leaving the Wayward, that I found myself with more irritation toward my mother than I was accustomed to. I knew she had lost much in her life, and knew it was difficult for her. But I finally had an opportunity to spend some time around Benjamin that evening.

It was nice. It was simple. It was quiet.

It was dusk by the time I finally made my way to the campfire. Given that we were finally in a larger city, the campfire was much larger than it was when we were out in the forest, or out on the road. While there, we often wanted to try to avoid attention, even though the Custodians were able to defend us if anything were to arise. It was better not to draw any unwanted attention, as my mother and Hadrian liked to claim.

It was cool tonight. I had on my cloak and my hands were tingling, but as I stood in front of the fire, rubbing my hands together, I found Benjamin already taking a seat and preparing to play.

“You aren’t going into the city to perform?”

I went over, standing next to him, and wished I had my mandolin with me, but unfortunately, I had left it in the wagon. It was too cold to play, or so I had thought. Benjamin didn’t seem to mind the cold whatsoever, though. He flicked his fingers together and then began to strum, looking up at me for a moment.

“There are times when I enjoy going into the cities to perform, but often I find it easier just to stay out here.”

“You aren’t leaving us, then.”

He glanced back toward the line of wagons. “Is that what you fear, or what she fears?”

“I suppose that’s what she fears. Or at least, what she fears on my behalf. I don’t know. It’s never been an issue before.”

He smiled tightly. “Or it has and she has not said anything to you. It’s all right, Leo. I don’t blame you. Mothers can be protective. That’s their prerogative. In fact, I think it would be unfortunate if your mother was not protective of you and your heart.”

“You aren’t just going to abandon us, are you?”

He paused for a moment, and he had been in the beginning of a simple melody, one that I knew as “Sandalar Stomp.” He had taught me that on one of the earlier days in our travels. He had only gotten to the chorus, though. “You are Wayward, are you not?”

I frowned. “I am, but I don’t know what you are getting at.”

“Eventually everybody has to leave, Leo.”

“Even you?”

He smiled sadly and tipped his head. “Even me.”

Then he began to play again.

The song that he performed was different than what I had heard from him before. There were layers to it. His fingers were moving quickly along the strings, and his other hand was plucking, but he was tapping with his left hand, so it sounded almost as if he had two instruments. I had never heard him perform like that before. It was a complex arrangement, and one that told me that while I had begun to learn some basics of instrumentation, I still had quite a bit to learn.

When he was done, I asked, “What was that song?”

“Did you like it?”

“Well, I like the rhythm, and I like the way that you mixed the different melodies together. I haven’t heard anything quite like that before.”

“It’s a hybrid style,” he said. “You have to use both hands to play like this, which allows you to create something more of a chorus of sounds.”

“Could you teach me?”

“I could, but…” He paused, sitting up straighter and turning to look past me.

I realized why. My mother was there.

“I have a few more things I need you to do here, Leo.”

“Fine, Mother.”

“Now, before it gets too late, if you don’t mind.”

I got to my feet and headed over to her.

“The Waverly family needs supplies, and I have created a list. You can find these at any of the general stores inside the town.”

“Why can’t they⁠—”

“They have a young child, as you know, and I have already agreed to help them. And by that effect, you have agreed to help them.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “If I must.”

“Yes. You must.”

I took the list. It wasn’t very extensive, and there were a few items on it that I doubted the wagons had, which was probably the reason the Waverly family had needed to acquire them from the town. Still, I didn’t like the idea that I was being tasked with this. I didn’t know the Waverly family all that well, and yet, I was supposed to help them?

We were the Wayward. Shouldn’t I?

That thought lingered. As I started toward town, casting a look over my shoulder, I saw Benjamin and my mother having a conversation. She was standing in front of him, looking down at him while he was seated, his lute clutched against his chest. I couldn’t tell what she said, but there was a feeling to it. Even without seeing her talking, hearing the words, one could almost imagine the things she was saying. There was a tone and an energy. And whatever it was, it was not good.

Even if Benjamin hadn’t planned on leaving the Wayward yet, my mother’s approach to him might be enough to chase him away.
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I didn’t take very long in town. It was like any number of towns that we visited, with any number of general stores. It was perhaps a little more expensive than some of them, but I bartered down, one of the gifts that my mother had taught me.

“No price is fixed,” she had often taken to telling me when I was younger. “Everything can be bartered.”

There were times I just wished that we didn’t have to negotiate, but there was a certain excitement and thrill in working with a shop owner and trying to get the best price. My mother had taught me how to mimic her honeyed tongue, though I didn’t have her striking looks. Unfortunately, most shop owners were men, so she had a different advantage than others.

By the time I was done, I was pleased with how little I’d paid, and I made my way back to the wagons. I found my mother near the campfire, making a circuit amongst the others of the Wayward, visiting quietly with several people before moving onward. That was her other gift. She made everyone feel comfortable. Hadrian was the worrier, Anya was the organizer. My mother was the one who made everybody feel as if they belonged.

And once you were a part of the Wayward, you should feel as if you belonged.

A bit of a north wind gusted, carrying a colder chill to the air than we had felt before. It came out of the mountains and made me think of white-capped peaks, cold mountain streams, and oshar that hunted amongst the snow that I’d heard about in some of the storyteller stories.

As I carried the bundle of items that I’d purchased over to my mother, she glanced in my direction, continuing her conversation for a few moments before finishing and looking over at me. “You can run that over to the Waverly family yourself.”

“Do I have to?”

“What else do you need to be doing?”

“I…”

I wanted to tell her that what I needed to be doing was spending more time with Benjamin, listening to his songs and learning a few new techniques, but I could see that she wanted no part of that conversation. So I kept those thoughts to myself. Instead, I carried them over to the Waverly family. They were younger and had been with us for the better part of three months, along with their one-year-old child. Apparently they had once been craftsmen in Berdan, a small town to the south that was well-known for its woodworking.

I hadn’t seen either of them attempting anything, so I couldn’t speak to their talent, but most people who knew of those craftsmen suggested that they were heading north because there wouldn’t be quite as much competition for services, and they would have a much better chance of gaining—and staying—employed. It seemed to me that it would be easier to stay where such skills were taught, so that one could continue to improve, but when I had said something about that to my mother at one point, she had criticized me and told me I needed to be kinder to the family.

She was a mousy-looking woman, with overly large eyes, and her hair hanging loose. She had her child clutched up against her chest, and was seated so that she could face the fire, looking all around at the rest of the Wayward. Her husband, a man by the name of Jovan, was seated next to her, a bowl of food resting curiously on his leg while he was tapping it.

“My mother asked me to bring this to you,” I said, offering the purchases to her, before turning and then offering them to him.

He looked over at me. “Thank you. It is difficult to get into town with the child. Maybe one day you’ll understand.”

I looked at the child. He had been pretty well-behaved, much more so than some that had traveled with us over the years.

“Maybe one day,” I said.

They took the bundle and I hesitated for a moment before separating and looking over at my mother. I was tempted to return but didn’t see Benjamin, so I made my way around the wagons until I saw him seated on his.

“Are you done playing tonight?”

“Oh, I think I’ll play a little more,” he said, offering a bit of a smile, “but not for a little while.”

“Why not?”

“I need to organize some things before I do. And I have a few repairs to make.” He held up some clamps and some pliers, along with a spool of wire.

“Can I help with anything?”

“I don’t want to get you in any trouble, Leo. I can see that what I have been offering may not be as appreciated as I had hoped it would be. You had your mandolin, and you had an interest, and a talent, so I had assumed—probably wrongfully—that you would want to learn. My apologies.”

“I do want to learn. I don’t have my mandolin, but…”

He was quiet for a few moments. He shuffled through his wagon as if he were moving items around, though I couldn’t see what he was doing. Finally, he straightened and turned back to me. He had a small stringed instrument in hand. It looked no more than my forearm in length and had three strings, with a bowl-shaped end. He offered it. “Play on this tonight.”

“What can I play on it?”

“Whatever you’d like. This is called a lyrelet and it is useful when it is difficult to study. The sound is a bit more muted, and yet, it still can carry the song in your heart.”

Three strings. Not enough to really perform anything of much difficulty, but I took a seat on the end of his wagon and began to pluck at it. The sound was muted, much like he had said. It didn’t take long before I found the same notes that I could find on the mandolin, though the fingering required a little bit of finagling.

He glanced over. “Very good. You work on that.”

“What are you going to do?”

He had slung a pack over his back. It was a simple leather trunk and didn’t look to be an instrument.

“I have a few items that I need in town. I will be back shortly.” He smiled tightly.

I sat playing, listening to the distant sound of the Wayward, finding the song on the lyrelet.

It wasn’t until much later that I learned the truth of what Benjamin had done that night. By that time, I was too far along in my own training to change paths.


Chapter
Eight

STORIES IN SMOKE


The next week or so was pleasant enough, as traveling with the Wayward could be. My mother was her typical stubborn self and made a point of keeping me away from Benjamin, but she had become a little less grumpy than she had been before. Maybe it was because I hadn’t pushed to travel with Benjamin the way I had at first, or maybe it was just that she had grown accustomed to the way Benjamin would keep his wagon off to the side of the rest of our caravan, as if he were traveling with the Wayward but not attempting to travel among the Wayward. When I said something to her at one point, she looked over at the caravan, and there was a darkness in her eyes that I wasn’t sure how to interpret.

“Don’t the Wayward accept anyone?”

“You’re still young, Leo. There are certain things that you can and cannot understand.”

I snorted at that, working my fingers in a rhythmic pattern as I mimed strumming my mandolin, as my mother was not too fond of me playing it while we traveled. That was a new development. When I was younger, before Benjamin had started traveling with us, she had never really minded it when I would attempt to play. Then again, it was a rarer thing for me to do. I didn’t often pull the mandolin out, because short of picking at a melody, I hadn’t really known how to play the instrument.

“I understand what you taught me, Mother. Why don’t you want him traveling as a part of the caravan?”

The landscape had shifted. We were making our way gradually north, heading along the boundary formed by the mountains, though not getting anywhere near them. In all the time that I had traveled among the Wayward, I had never seen us venture too close to the mountains. There were stories about creatures that roamed through the mountains, though I knew them to be only stories. We had gotten close to the mountains a time or two, and we had never found anything dangerous. Some even said that what existed in the mountains were intelligent beings, and not at all human. That was even more impossible to believe.

“He won’t be staying with us.”

“Neither will the Filarsin family,” I said, pointing to the family that had joined us in the last town. They had made it clear they just needed an accompaniment on their journey north. He was a baker, and apparently had some skill, though I had yet to taste the fruits of his labors. She was a seamstress, and I had seen her deft hand as she had embroidered a few items for people among the caravan.

“That’s different.”

“Because you don’t have an opinion about them?”

My mother took a deep breath, and she shifted on the chair, pulling out a book from a sack next to her. “It’s different because I am old enough to understand the difference. One day, you will.”

I didn’t know what to make of that at the time.

One day I would?

What did she mean by that?

But then again, there were times my mother tried to treat me as if I was truly a young man, and other times when she tried to treat me as if I was still a child. It was a difficult balance with her.

“Do you mind if I play?”

“I suppose that would be fine, if you have a particular song that you would like to perform for me.”

“Not a performance,” I said. “Practice.”

She frowned. “Do you ever intend to perform, or will this all be practice for you?”

Considering what Benjamin had said to me about that very same conversation, I knew that eventually I was going to need to put on a performance, but I didn’t know what that would look like. I wasn’t even sure I had any way of putting on what Benjamin—or maybe even my mother—would consider a performance. Just the possibility of one, perhaps.

“If I get good enough.”

“Do you think the seamstress needs to wait to sell her wares until she is good enough?”

“I think that people aren’t going to be quite as excited to spend money on somebody who is seen as incompetent,” I said.

She regarded me with warmth in her eyes, something that took me back to when I was even younger. And it made me feel as if maybe she did have some affection still there, and that my time studying with Benjamin hadn’t soiled it completely.

“Do you think you’re incompetent?”

“I’m still learning,” I said.

I grabbed for my case, nonetheless.

She hadn’t said no, and because of that, I took it as an implicit agreement.

When I opened the case and began to play, finding a way of stabilizing myself despite the wagon swaying every so often, I picked at the melody, using the baseline tune of the “Stirrings of the Starkins.” It had an upbeat melody, which I figured was best to suit the mood and hopefully keep my mother from criticizing me playing too much.

We hit a bump, and I strummed the strings strangely before flowing forward with it as I remembered one of Benjamin’s lessons.

“Never let a mistake ruin a performance,” he had said one night before the fire, with the flickering flames dancing off the shiny surface of his lute. “Find the melody even in a mistake. Occasionally, a mistake will lead you down a path that you never considered before.”

He had smiled at me, and then he had intentionally plucked a wrong note.

I remembered it well because there was something about that note that had been jarring to me, though in hindsight—along with the passage of many years—I had known that it was intentionally jarring, not only to gauge how I might react in the moment, but also to gauge something else—something deeper.

He had worked from that mistimed note, switching keys and playing a very different harmony on the strings, his fingers working fluidly as he corrected for the apparent mistake.

I had smiled and delighted in the performance, the same way that I delighted in every performance that Benjamin put on for me.

Which was what I tried to mimic now. As my mistimed strum sent my hand flinging across the strings, I found myself drawn toward something different. It wasn’t the melody that I had been playing. That rhythm was still a part of it, but now I mixed in aspects that had not been there before, including “Moonstone Lullaby.” The songs mingled, notes that inspired rather than structured it.

Something deep inside of me seemed to be drawn by it. I could feel that melody, and I could feel how it pulled on me.

I lost myself.

There are certain times when playing, performing, when a person finds himself so enraptured by what they are doing that they lose track of everything around them. This was one such time. I ignored the swaying of the wagons, the occasional mis-plucked note, the way that I sat trying to balance on the bench, lost in trying to find the melody that came from each note that followed. I didn’t have Benjamin’s skill, and yet, I wasn’t exactly sure that I needed his skill. All I needed was to find the melody.

Find the song.

It was there for me.

When I finally ended, I sat back, my eyes closed. There was a strange knot deep inside my belly, and it didn’t release even when I completed the performance. It stayed with me, as if some part of me were bound up in what had just happened, as if some part of me felt the lingering remains of that song. I struggled, trying to find it, and finally opened my eyes.

My mother sat quiet. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“What’s wrong? Was it that bad?”

She looked over at me. “Not bad,” she said, and she forced a smile, enough so that I realized she was forcing that smile. Even then, I knew how to identify my mother’s emotions. “It just… Well, it reminds me of your father. Did you do that intentionally?”

She cast a sideways glance at me, and I frowned at that. I wasn’t sure what she was getting at, but it seemed that there was some other implication layered inside of it. Was I trying to intentionally remind my mother of my father?

“No. Maybe it’s just that I’m playing his mandolin. I think I would probably think of him as well. Well, I do think of him. Every time I pick it up and begin to play, I think of him.” I looked over at her. “Maybe I shouldn’t.”

“You should. Use that as an inspiration. Find your place.”

“It’s easier if you let Benjamin teach me.”

I had thought that was the right time to make the comment, thinking that maybe I would be able to convince my mother to allow Benjamin to resume my studies, but all it did was anger her. That had not been the plan, nor had that been my intention, but my mother, like so many mothers, could be fickle. And in this case, it only seemed to steel her resolve, and she shook her head.

“You have learned enough from him. Now, put that away and we will begin a different set of studies.”

“Yes, Mother.”

It was the only answer I had.
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I jogged along the side of the road, moving with the wagons. There was something relaxing about doing so, the physical activity, and it was nice to be away from my mother, even if it was only for a little while. I found myself looking over at some of the others that were traveling with us, noting the families that would only be amongst the Wayward for a few days, or weeks, or at most even a few months.

None would be like me. None would be perpetually Wayward.

At one point during our travels, there was a glimmer of smoke in the distance. I’d asked one of the Custodians, a muscular former soldier by the name of Jastrig, about it. He’d been walking near the head of the wagons, and when I caught sight of the smoke, I’d hurried up to him.

He frowned. “Don’t much know. Rumors, though.” He said it as if it made complete sense to him.

“What rumors?”

He looked down. “You don’t hear? Figure your ma would make sure you get filled in on that sort of thing. Maybe she don’t want you to know. War and all.”

I nodded slowly and tried to make it look as if I understood everything that he was mentioning. “Didn’t think it was all the way out here.”

“Oh, skirmishes tend to crop up. Anytime you get war, you get traders or travelers or the like and they hear about things, think they’re supposed to act one way rather than another,” he said, looking down at me. “Don’t worry. We will keep you safe.”

I hadn’t been worried, not really, but now I wasn’t sure.

The idea that there was something else, something more, taking place was a little bit unpleasant.

The road could be hard. We didn’t need to add additional hardship to it, and we certainly didn’t need to worry about some impending war that we would never need to be a part of. We were the Wayward, after all. We shouldn’t have to deal with that sort of thing.

He clapped me on the shoulder when I fell silent. “You keep studying with that teacher of yours. He’ll keep you safe. You can run off to the school and won’t have to worry much about war. I’m sure they have some sort of magical protection, anyway.” There was a hint of a smirk as he said that. “Or maybe they even have some of the Aura there.”

“No one’s seen an Aura in ages,” I said absently.

“That don’t mean they aren’t still out there,” he said. “Just means that they don’t want us to find them.”

I wanted to argue, but he wasn’t exactly wrong. And I couldn’t deny that I loved the idea that the Aura were still out there.

“How far away do you think that is?”

“Probably three days to the east. Pretty big plume of smoke, though. Must be a sizable town. Your ma is doing it right. She’s keeping us away from it.” He nodded, mostly to himself. “That woman’s got a good head on her shoulders. She will keep us from running into difficulty.”

A lot of the Wayward felt that way about my mother. They appreciated Hadrian for his bargaining, and everything else he brought to the Wayward. They appreciated Anya for the warmth that she brought. But all loved my mother, as she was a good woman, and she did have a good head on her shoulders, as he was saying.

Over the next day or so, as we traveled, I found myself looking off to the east, but the smoke had gradually begun to fade. I tried to ask my mother about it at one point, but she didn’t seem as if she wanted to talk. Even Benjamin had been more tight-lipped than I had seen him, though the look in his eyes suggested he knew something more than he was letting on.

He was a minstrel. He had traveled nearly as much as the Wayward. Maybe more, actually. He would’ve heard stories.

And so we kept moving.


Chapter
Nine

QUESTIONS THAT LINGER


We reached the small town of Glaser in the late evening. It was a mining town, for the most part, nestled up against the Thering Mountains. Most of the labor in town tended to be tied to mining in one way or another. Not all of it, of course. There were the usual craftsmen and artisans, but for the most part, people tended to work the iron mine, harvesting the precious metal out of the mountains and carting it down, where it could then be transported deeper into the kingdom.

We had visited mining towns before. I had a pretty good idea about the kind of person we might encounter when we came to Glaser, though I had never been here myself. My mother pulled me aside when we stopped the wagons and looked down at me, her face a serious mask. She locked eyes with me in a way that she rarely did when we visited different towns, but for whatever reason, she felt as if she needed to do so this time.

“What is it?”

“Just be careful here,” she said.

“Be careful of what?”

“We start to get into a little bit more difficult lands the farther that we travel here, Leo. Hadrian will be taking the lead here, and myself and Anya will advise, but we aren’t going to get in the way of anything that Hadrian decides.”

I had enough experience to know what that meant.

“The town wouldn’t like women providing guidance?” I looked at the caravan. We had picked up a few stragglers along the road, something that wasn’t terribly uncommon, though the three men we had found along the journey had hurriedly ventured off into town, likely to get into trouble the way that young men were often to do, according to my mother. They had intended to come to Glaser, working the mines, and had joined us for the safe and stable transportation, and little else.

“Just be careful here,” she said. “In fact, stay here, and don’t go into town.”

“So no errands?”

She frowned at me.

“Well?”

“No.”

“Do I have any responsibilities then?”

I could see the debate waging behind her eyes, as she was trying to decide how much she wanted to push the issue and how much she wanted to keep me away from Benjamin. Finally, whatever concern she had ended up winning out. She let out a heavy sigh and then glanced along the wagons closer to where the fire pit had been built. A fire was already starting to crackle with a comfortable warmth. The rest of the Wayward were gathering there, as they would, though I didn’t hear any sound of Benjamin’s playing. He’d been a little more solemn ever since my mother had taken me from him. At least, that was what I liked to tell myself. Then again, I doubted he cared that much about my presence. Or maybe he did, and he was disappointed she had taken his pupil away from him.

“You may go to him. Just be careful. And if he decides to go into town to perform, you do not. Do you understand me?”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now go on.”

I hurried away. It didn’t take long before I found Benjamin, who was getting his wagon and his horse situated for the night.

“She gave me permission to work with you.”

Benjamin looked up. There was a bit of sadness in his eyes, and a bit of darkness there, as well.

“She did, did she?”

“Well, she said that I shouldn’t go into town⁠—”

“I agree that you should not go into town. There are some unusual things here.”

“That’s what she said,” I told him. “I’m not challenging that. I’m just saying that she said I shouldn’t be going to town, and that I could stay and work with you. That is, if you don’t mind. It’s been so long, and I was hoping that you might teach me the ‘Battle of the Ilanar’?”

He looked as if he wanted to consider that, before letting out a slow sigh. “That’s a complicated medley. And one that I’m not sure you are ready for. You’re getting close, and perhaps before you reach the Academy, you may have it down, or at least the foundational patterns. You won’t have the concurrent melody, most likely, though I doubt you will be too far off from that.”

“You really think I could go to the Academy?”

“I have told you my feelings on that,” he said.

“I know. It’s just that…”

I had been giving some thought to what he had said, along with some thought to what I would do if I ever left the Wayward. It was something I hadn’t contemplated before Benjamin had joined us. Maybe I should have—well, I definitely should have—but I just had not spent the time contemplating such things. It was ridiculous to ignore that, though. I couldn’t stay with the wagons indefinitely.

But did I really want to settle down in one place?

The fact of the matter was that I had known the road for as long as I could remember. And because it was a familiar companion, it would leave me with a bit of wanderlust, I suspected, if I were to stop. Anytime that we stopped in one place for too long—which wasn’t all that often, as the Wayward were prone to stay for a day or two at most, but there were times when a wagon axle would break and we would need repairs, or other times when we needed to resupply, and it couldn’t be done quickly—I tended to get a bit restless.

“You need to learn a few more skills, but you have a talent, Leo. I’ve seen it. And the other day, when you were playing for your mother, I heard it.”

“You heard that?”

“I think the entire caravan did.”

A flush worked through me. “I wasn’t trying to perform.”

“And what would you call it?”

“Practice,” I said, telling him the same as I’d told my mother and feeling just as foolish as I had with her.

But he never made me feel that way. In fact, Benjamin just nodded.

“Practice, and practice can be a performance. In this case, what you did was most definitely a performance. You played, and it was lovely. It was different than what you had played before, and I could hear the basis of what you were using, how you were building upon ‘Stirrings of the Starkins’ and you built it into something else. That is the basis of becoming a chordist.”

“I thought the basis of that was creating some power.”

He regarded me with a bit of amusement in his eyes before grabbing his own lute case from underneath the bench of his wagon and taking a seat. When he did, he quickly fell into the typical pattern that we had established before my mother had banished me from him.

“Why don’t we begin with your scales? It has been long enough that I would like to hear how fast your fingers are along the strings. You should be able to keep a rhythm of at least two hundred beats per minute.”

He had never pushed me to have a tempo before, but at least I now had a goal to target.

“And you?”

“Well, when I left the Academy, I was three times that.”

“Have you gotten faster?”

His smile faded. “Unfortunately, slower. When I was in the Academy, studying exclusively and practicing daily, I was much faster, and more talented, than I am now. That’s not to say I’m not talented,” Benjamin said, smiling at me, “only that there was a time when I had a different skill set than I do now.”

“But you’re a minstrel. Isn’t that your skill set?”

He smiled and turned his attention down to the lute. “Something like that. Now, why don’t we work on your scales?”

I took a seat, pulled out my instrument, and began to play.

The scales were fluid, and perhaps not perfect, not the way he wanted, but good enough. Still, I had long known from Benjamin, or at least as long as I had known him, that good enough was often not good enough. He wanted perfection.

Which was interesting, especially considering how he didn’t demand perfection during a performance. In fact, there were times when perfection during a performance was undesirable, because it took away from the variability of the performance and the spontaneity.

“Very good,” he said. “I want every note to be intentional. I want every string to be picked intentionally. I want you to find that comfort, so that you follow and focus on your technique. Once you master these scales, we are going to begin working on a hybrid pattern of picking. You’re going to begin using your plectrum, along with your fingers, so that you can begin creating a more fluid sound.”

“I thought you said that that was more of an advanced technique.”

“Advanced, but I want you to have experienced it.”

“Why the rush?”

“Just planning ahead,” he said.

As we sat there, I found myself wondering what he was planning ahead for.

But he never answered.
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We didn’t stay in Glaser very long. We had a couple of miners join, feeling their fortunes would be better found in a village not far from us, and thinking they would take the journey alongside the rest of the Wayward. They were a little older than the three wayward stragglers we had gathered before our arrival here, and there was a certain hardness and wildness to them. I had noticed that Hadrian gave them extra attention, as did our Custodians, who kept an eye on them.

When we had new members of the Wayward, they were assigned tasks each evening to help earn their keep. Most people were more than pleased with whatever they had to do in order to be able to stay with the Wayward, especially as there was no other charge for transportation. But these two were particularly vocal about their irritation.

“Thought the Wayward granted free travel,” a dark-haired man named Aaron said one evening. “And here they have me mucking shit.”

“Well, you know what they say. Got to deal with some shit before you get through some shit,” the other man said. Travis was probably in his early twenties, muscular, and he had a strange scar along one ear. It looked as if it had been almost cut off before being reattached. Whoever had done the stitching of his ear to reattach it had either not done a good job, or there just wasn’t much for him or her to reattach in the first place.

I sat near the rear of the caravan, having had a little more time with Benjamin than I had of late, and listened to them. Ever since they had joined the Wayward, my mother had been distracted, which meant that I had an opportunity to spend some time with him and do a little more training than I had before.

“All we want is a ride.”

“There’s that pretty little thing that I’d like to give me a ride,” Travis said.

“Which one? I’ve seen a few here.”

The next few days went a bit like that. Travis and Aaron weren’t like the usual Wayward. They didn’t want to offer much in the way of help, and I could tell that it bothered some of the people who had been traveling with us the longest. My mother wouldn’t say anything, but she kept looking at them.

We didn’t see any further sign of activity off into the east. No more smoke, nothing to make me think there was anything to fear, though that didn’t mean I didn’t keep looking.

Benjamin was much quieter than he had been. He continually cleaned and checked his instruments, flipping through things in a trunk that he never let me have access to—probably oils and other items for polishing his lute, though I didn’t really know much about what that might need. We didn’t perform nearly as much. It was almost as if the Wayward, and everybody traveling with us, paid a bit more attention to themselves than was usual.

We didn’t have as many new additions to the caravan as we often did. There were some. We picked up an older man in a small village that we passed through. He was only looking for transportation to the next city over so that he could help with his sickly sister. He was a farmer, though his son had taken over the farm, so he felt freer to travel. We found a young family, the wife pregnant, her belly full, and they stayed mostly sequestered inside Anya’s wagon. Jocelyn would often go and check on her, which led me to believe that she had some problem with the pregnancy. I asked my mother about that, but she waved me away, telling me it was none of my concern. Nobody left the caravan.

We stopped in smaller villages, so it wasn’t terribly uncommon that people would stay with us, but combined with the smoke that we had seen, or at least that I had seen, there was an undercurrent of unease that hung over everything. I was sure I wasn’t the only one feeling it.

The only people who didn’t seem to be bothered were the younger children who were with the caravan. My mother always smiled when she looked over to see some of them running and laughing and playing, both during the travels and in the evening. It was soothing, she would claim, a gift from Odan to help ease those who had tired of the mines. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but it certainly did help break some of the tension within the caravan.

I was helping my mother, running errands before finally taking a seat and resting for the evening, when a hand on my shoulder made me jump.

I twisted, looking up at the person behind me, and my eyes widened as I caught sight of Benjamin. There was a darkness in his gaze that I was not accustomed to.

“You ready to practice?” I asked.

“Not tonight,” he said softly.

“Why? My mother say something to you again?”

“Not tonight.”

I wanted to argue with him, but I knew from past experience with Benjamin that when he got like this, and when he had that certain stubborn set to his jaw, he wasn’t going to back down. Even if I were to beg and plead, which I was not opposed to doing. Still, I decided not to push it. Not tonight.

“Do you mind if I stay here with you?”

Benjamin shook his head. “Not tonight.”

I found him looking past me. I had thought he was watching me and hadn’t realized that wasn’t the case. He was watching Aaron and Travis, and listening.

I was young, and so I didn’t understand why. At the time, at least. Later, I would know what it was, and I would know what he had done for us.
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A strange sound disrupted the night.

I sat up. Everything was quiet and dark. We had been traveling along the northern, mountainous road as we were making our way farther and farther away from Glaser. The night had been uneventful, up until now.

The fire had burned down to little more than embers. That suggested it was the middle of the night, and yet, there were still a few people awake.

Eowin Ingar made his way over to Gregor and spoke softly to him. I didn’t know Eowin very well, but as I was friends with Bethal, he had always been kind. Their family had traveled with us for the last few months, waiting for the Wayward to make their way deeper back into the kingdom. Gregor, one of the Custodians, placed his hand on Matthew’s shoulder, and said something to him.

Then he turned, realizing that I was watching. “Go wake Hadrian,” he said.

I nodded, not even questioning. It was a mark of the time that I’d spent with my mother, and along with the others of the velar, that I didn’t. And in that moment, all I could think of was the sharp, painful cry that had split the night.

I hurried to the campsite and found Hadrian near his wagon. Much like my mother, Hadrian had his own wagon. He’d been traveling with the Wayward for long enough to do so. His was nice, and he had outfitted it with more comforts over the years he had been traveling amongst the Wayward. He had a comfortable bed inside, along with decorations, including some paintings, plush carpet that covered the floor, and a few other decorations that were staggered about it. I knocked on the door for a moment, before stepping inside.

Hadrian was snoring.

I hurried over to him and shook him.

“Gregor needs you.”

His eyes shot open.

I stepped back, looking over at him before letting out a quick breath.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Hadrian pushed back the sheets, grabbed for his jacket, and slipped on his boots, climbing out of bed. He was an older man, but he still moved with a measure of comfort and fluidity. Not only that, but once a Custodian needed one of the velar, I wasn’t at all surprised that he would respond. My mother would’ve done the same thing.

“Eowin Ingar came over to him, and I don’t know what they were talking about, but once they were done, he sent me to you.”

He jumped toward the door, stepping outside.

There were two other Custodians with Hadrian, and they were already making plans. I couldn’t hear anything, as somebody grabbed me and pushed me back.

It was Mrs. Waverly.

“You should just get some rest,” she said softly.

“Why?”

“You don’t need to have anything to do with what they are talking about. It’s dangerous.”

“I heard the scream. I was the one who woke Hadrian.”

“They are taking care of it,” she said.

“They’re taking care of what?”

“What must be done. Let’s see what your mother has to say.”

It didn’t take long before my mother was up as well. She looked a little disheveled, her hair a bit unkempt, but she ran her fingers through it quickly, smoothing it down. She had thrown a cloak over her nightgown and joined Hadrian, along with the Custodians, and they stood off to the side, talking quietly.

She turned, glancing over at me. She frowned. “Find your minstrel.”

“You want me to practice with him now?”

“Not practice. Bring him here.”

That was a strange request, but maybe they needed his help with something.

I hurried along the wagons, finding Benjamin’s wagon near the rear of the caravan, where he often ended up. Then again, I think that was where Benjamin preferred it. Part of it was because he liked the idea, and the possibility, that he could disappear, slip off into the night, at any opportunity. At least, that was what I told myself, even though he had never shown any interest in abandoning us.

He was resting in the back of the wagon. I touched him on the shoulder, and even before I had a moment to say anything, he had grabbed my wrist, his grip incredibly strong, and pulled me toward him. There was a sharp object up against my throat.

“Leo?”

His voice was hoarse, little more than a whisper.

“It’s me,” I said. “My mother wanted me to get you. Something’s going on. I don’t know what it is, only that there was something that happened, and the Custodians got a little anxious. Well, Hadrian, too. My mother wanted me to get you.”

He frowned. “Your mother?”

“She did.”

He sat up, slipped off the end of the wagon, and started toward the campfire. Only then did I realize he was already dressed. I had never spent time late at night with Benjamin and so never had seen him like this, but was surprised to see he didn’t change into more appropriate sleeping attire. Then again, given that he slept in the back of his wagon, maybe this was considered appropriate sleeping attire. I followed him, and once he reached the campfire, I saw the Custodians had already disappeared.

My mother, Hadrian, and Anya were there, talking animatedly amongst each other.

When Benjamin appeared, my mother regarded him with a strange expression in her eyes. “You trained at the Academy.” He nodded. “Which school?”

“Several,” he said.

That surprised me. Benjamin had always spoken about the School of Song.

“Craftsman?”

He nodded.

Resolve worked into her features. “And you are a luthier.”

There was something odd about the question, but I didn’t dare push.

“Yes,” Benjamin said, and now there was a hardness to his words.

“Can you help? The young woman, Bethal, is missing. As are Travis and Aaron.”

Benjamin clenched his hands together at his sides. “I’ve been watching those two,” he said softly. “They haven’t done anything, and so…” He shook his head. “I’ve been watching those two.”

“It’s not your fault,” my mother said, “but if you are a luthier, we need your help now.”

“You have others out there?”

“Several of the Custodians have gone. They are capable, but have limitations.”

“I’ll be careful.”

With that, Benjamin started to turn. He headed toward his wagon. When I went to follow, Mother grabbed my wrist, keeping me from going after him.

“No.”

“What do you need a luthier for?”

“I don’t need a luthier. I need what it represents.”

“And what does it represent?”

“Hopefully time.”

My mother didn’t let me go after him.

Benjamin grabbed a trunk I had not seen before and slung it over his shoulder, and I watched as he disappeared into the darkness of the forest.

“What if the Custodians think he’s a threat?”

“He will be fine,” she said to me.

“You don’t know that.”

“He will be fine,” she said again.

“Mother—”

She raised her hand, cutting me off. I knew better than to push it. There was nothing I was going to gain by doing so, as she had obviously made up her mind. And yet, I wasn’t even sure what was going on.

“What happened to Bethal?”

“We won’t talk about it until she is returned to us safely,” she said.

She went over to talk to Hadrian and Anya.

I waited. When my mother came over to me and warned me that I should go back to bed, I waited. When others came over, trying to guide me to the wagons, I waited.

Benjamin was out there. I didn’t know what was going to happen to him, if anything. But from the anxiety that I sensed in everybody else around me, I had a pretty good sense that something serious was amiss, and dangerous enough that the people here, everybody who was gathered, were concerned for themselves, their safety, and for everything else.

I knew better, but I also didn’t know what else I could do.

So I took a seat on top of the wagon. I pulled out my mandolin and traced my fingers along the strings, but I didn’t play. I didn’t feel the song in my heart.

Instead, I just moved my fingers. The song eluded me.

Eventually, there was a faint stirring in the night.

A figure stumbled out of the trees. It was Gregor and two of the Custodians. I hurriedly stuffed my mandolin back in the case, hopped off the wagon, and scrambled down to stand in the shadows near my mother so that I could listen.

“We didn’t see her,” Gregor said. “No sign. There were some tracks early on, but they faded.”

“So she’s gone?” Eowin asked.

“I’m sorry,” Gregor said, and he looked over at my mother as he did. I could feel the weight in her gaze, the weight that suggested her anger.

“She’s not gone, Mr. Ingar. I have someone else trying to help her,” she said.

“You sent a minstrel,” Matthew said.

“Yes, I did.”

“You think a minstrel will have better luck than your Custodians?”

“It’s not that I think that he will have better luck, but I think he has better training,” she said, and glanced over at Gregor, tipping her head slightly. “No offense, Gregor, or to either of you, either,” she said to the Custodians. Her tone softened as she did, and she pushed out her most placating smile. It was one I had seen many times before, and I recognized how many people would react to it, as it was very disarming. “You must have some faith.”

“How can we have faith? How can we have faith in anything? We lost our girl. They took her.”

“And I am telling you that she is not lost,” my mother said.

Time passed slowly that night.

Those who were not already awake gradually began to stir. There was a strange energy with things like that, time when everything was amiss, almost as if anxiety was contagious, much like yawns were contagious. Perhaps the people who stirred had bad dreams, or perhaps they all heard the strange silence around us and began to question whether there was something taking place.

As word spread throughout the camp of Bethal’s disappearance—although some were calling it an abduction—more and more of the camp got up. More and more of the camp began to spread out into the trees, carrying lanterns and light and searching. The Custodians continued their search, along with others who had joined in the hunt, but I gathered from my mother that she was not optimistic—at least not optimistic for anything that the rest of the Wayward might be able to do. The only thing that gave her hope was looking into the darkness, as if she were searching for Benjamin and his return.

Near morning, he did come back.

Bethal was with him, holding his hand. She stayed close, pressing up against him. He had that same leather pack slung over his shoulder, and there was a darkness in his eyes that I had not seen in him before. A bruise had bloomed on one cheek. Bethal looked unharmed. That didn’t stop my mother and several of the other women from grabbing her and guiding her off.

I started toward Benjamin. He shook his head, waving me away.

And so I stood dumbfounded, wondering what had happened, wondering why our minstrel had gone after Bethal, and wondering how he was the only one who had succeeded.

But that was not the only question that lingered for me.

Aaron and Travis had not returned, either.

I knew better than to ask, but seeing the bruise that lingered on Benjamin’s cheek for the better part of a week, I was left wondering what he had done to them, or what they had done to him. To this day, I never received a definitive answer, not that I really needed one.


Chapter
Ten

CHANGE IN A RETURN


My mother treated Benjamin much better after that.

The journey went slower. The Wayward had a certain urgency, but nobody wanted to try to force the wagons to move any faster than they were already moving, and there was a certain camaraderie amongst the wagons that was usually there, but not always to this extent. Most of the time, we got along quite well, as we had to by necessity. It was something that happened when you traveled on the road like this, something that came from spending countless hours traveling with the same people, hearing different stories about their lives, about where they came from, what they hoped to do, dreams they had. This was a shared experience.

Bethal had been returned.

She hadn’t spoken much of it. At least, she hadn’t spoken much to anybody who was willing to talk to me. I had tried asking my mother and had been told that certain things did not need to be brought up again.

“But she was gone for several hours,” I said one evening when I had brought it up to her again.

She looked over at me with sharpness in her gaze. She was mending a shirt from one of the Custodians. Several of them had ripped clothing that night, and my mother, along with several of the others within the Wayward, had made a point of offering to mend as many of them as they could, and as quickly as they could, as a way of saying thank you for their efforts.

“Yes. She was. And we aren’t going to talk about it.”

“Do you even know what happened?”

My mother glanced at me again. “We aren’t going to talk about it, Leo. There are certain things that do not need to be brought up again.”

I understood that tone. It was something she had said to me before, but usually it came when I brought up my father, which was unfortunate, as I had so many questions about my father and what memories she might have of him, so I had hoped that she could fill in some gaps.

“Was she hurt?”

“She’s hurt, but it’s the kind of wound you can’t see, Leo. She will take time to recover.”

“So I shouldn’t talk to her?”

“You should. Be kind, the same way that you would be kind to anybody. But if she withdraws, or if she seems as if she doesn’t want to talk to you, don’t take it as a personal affront. Take it as what it is. Her need for quiet.”

“I think I understand,” I said.

“Good. Now run along. I imagine that your minstrel friend could work with you again.”

“You don’t mind him working with me?”

Her hands paused as she sewed, and she flicked her gaze up at me. “I gave you my permission, didn’t I?”

“I suppose,” I said. “But you also haven’t wanted me to work with him. You felt like it was a waste of my time, and that I was just⁠—”

“Don’t challenge me or I’m going to rescind my willingness to have you work with him. Is that what you want?”

She knew I didn’t, which was why I knew I needed to take advantage of this as much as I could, and so I scurried out of the wagon and headed along all of them until I reached Benjamin’s wagon. We were making our way steadily, slowly, and the clopping of the horses’ hooves on the hard-packed earth was almost rhythmic. I paused for a moment as I looked up at Benjamin, hearing that rhythm and wondering what sort of song might be found within it before deciding that any sound I might find, any sort of traveler tune, would be hard to replicate with the mandolin.

In the distance, the Yilian family was clustered near one of the wagons as they walked. They didn’t talk much to the rest of the Wayward, though none really blamed them. Elysia had been friendly enough when I’d talked with her, and I knew my mother had continued to speak to Larsal. His wife, Madeline, had improved since joining us, and proved to be a skilled cook, and added flavor to our meals.

I tore my gaze away from them, looking up at Benjamin. It would do no good for me to be seen staring at Elysia for too long.

“Can I come up?”

“Your mother gave permission?”

I nodded. “She did.”

His bruise had yellowed, and it left his smile lopsided. My mother had checked him over after he and Bethal had returned, but he had claimed he was going to be fine and he didn’t need any ministering to, other than the tincture of time.

“How’s your cheek?”

Benjamin snorted, shifting on his seat. “Is that your way of asking what I want to talk about?”

“Nobody wants to talk about what happened to Bethal.”

“No,” he said. “I suppose that is true. There are certain things we just won’t speak of.”

“Why did she send you after her?”

Benjamin looked over at me. “The same reason she didn’t want me working with you before, I suspect. And because she knew I had a chance of finding her.”

“Why?”

“Things that you learn at the Academy,” he said.

“Things that are tied to chording?”

“Something along those lines,” Benjamin said.

I sat quietly for a moment, working through that. “But she had wanted to know if you were a luthier.”

“Yes,” he said.

“We’ve had a few luthiers with us over the years.”

He arched a brow at me. “Oh?”

“It’s been a while,” I said, shifting and grabbing for my mandolin case before pulling the instrument out. “I think the last time was a few months ago. We were near Cora, which is along the western boundary⁠—”

Benjamin cut me off with a bit of a laugh. “I’m well aware of Cora,” he said.

“Sorry,” I said. “Sometimes I forget.” I began to pick at the mandolin, working my fingers along the scales he had taught me, finding the pace and the rhythm, but jolted at one point when the wagon swayed. I had to correct myself hurriedly, as I wasn’t performing a song and was only following the scales, so I knew that Benjamin wanted perfection at those times. He didn’t like it when I went askew. “He traveled with us for maybe a month. He checked over my mandolin.” I smiled at him. “He said it was in good shape. It’s generally been in good shape, but then again, like I said, we’ve had a few different luthiers traveling with us over the years, and so I’ve had it looked at. When you travel with the Wayward, everybody works together,” I said, mimicking my mother’s tone.

“I suppose you do. Do you remember this luthier?”

I shrugged. “He was only with us for like a week or so. A short-term. That’s not uncommon when somebody has a useful skill.” I trailed off a moment, realizing what I was implying to Benjamin. He started to laugh. “Anyway. I don’t remember his name. I do remember that my mother didn’t much care for him.” I left the question hanging, as the more I thought about it, the more I realized that might be tied to why my mother didn’t much care for Benjamin, as well. “Anyway. Why did my mother need a luthier?”

“Because it implies a measure of skill.”

“The kind of skill you learn at the Academy?” I asked.

“Why don’t we get back to what you are working on, and get back to you finding the flow of the song?” he said without really answering the question.

“You wanted me to get faster with my playing, using the scales to help me. But you were going to talk to me about using my fingers along with the plectrum to play a different style.”

“That’s right. I was.” He smiled tightly. “But then, that was a time when I thought perhaps I needed to work with a little more urgency. Maybe I do not need that same urgency.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “It’s hard to say, but no.” We sat for a while as he demonstrated the technique. It required a certain fluidity of the fingers. I found that working fingers on both hands was much more challenging than I had anticipated, as if I were trying to perform a ballet with my fingers.

“It doesn’t feel like I’m getting fast enough yet,” I said after we had finished with the formal session for the day. I always knew when we were done because Benjamin seemed to get quiet. It was a withdrawn sort of silence, as if he found something difficult to talk about.

“It takes time,” he said. “You can’t expect to master every skill quickly. You have an ear for the melody and harmony, but some aspects of what you will do and play will take more time than others. Be patient.”

“You made it seem like I needed to work quickly so that I could master these skills, though,” I said.

“I did. And I am sorry for that.”

He withdrew the lyrelet, the strange little three-stringed instrument, from his case at his lap and began to work his fingers along it. He played the scales, flying up and down the neck before he switched to plucking a quick melody. It was a beautiful, strangely keening kind of song, and it sounded so different than it normally did when he played the same thing on the lute, or when I played anything similar to that on the mandolin.

“Why did you want me to get ready quickly?”

“Because I thought your mother was going to send me away,” Benjamin answered. I had not really expected him to answer me and was surprised at that admission in particular. “You have a talent, Leo. I thought that if you did not have an opportunity to work with that talent, you would eventually lose it. You are still of an age where you can develop that talent, and can learn what it means for you, and what it means…” He smiled sadly, as if he were cutting himself off from sharing anything more. “Anyway. I wanted you to know that I believe that you have talent, and that if you choose to do so, you will be able to take that talent and eventually use it to enroll in the Academy.”

“You said that before.”

“And I meant it.”

“Well, I suppose I want to join the Academy. I don’t know what is involved though.”

“I have given you some of the aspects, but perhaps if we have more time, we can focus on more than just musical talent. It is but one aspect of what you may need to gain admission.”

“What else will I need?”

“Luck,” he said, his voice wistful, “but seeing as how we can’t really influence that, why don’t we begin with what we can influence?” He turned to me. “So perhaps now we will begin more formal lessons.”


Chapter
Eleven

A CHOICE OF SCHOOL


The days following Bethal’s return were a little strange.

I felt it, but then again, I thought everybody in the caravan felt it. I wasn’t sure how anyone could not. There was an almost somber energy that hung over everything, one that lingered amongst the caravans, that no one could shake. We weren’t helped by the fact that when we stopped in another small town, there were more rumors of war. From what I’d overheard—and I had been a little more aggressive at getting close so that I might be able to listen to some of the conversations that my mother and Hadrian were having—rumors of fighting were getting closer to us.

“I told you we should’ve gone west,” my mother said.

“We couldn’t have predicted this,” Hadrian said. “And from what they’re saying, the east is no better, is it? Fighting is getting out of hand.”

“If we come across anything, we aren’t able to move fast enough. And we don’t have protection that will keep us safe.”

“The Custodians⁠—”

“The Custodians can only do so much. They can keep us safe from bandits and smaller groups, but what do you think will happen if we encounter an entire army along the road?”

He frowned, his brow furrowing as he did. “An army?”

“We are talking about war,” she said. “I think we need to keep heading north. We do that, we should be able to get out of the contours of what we are hearing.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No? I know well enough to know that if we continue to head north, we will get beyond the borders of both Lisandel and Mursan. We should be able to stay out of the fighting that way.”

“But at this time of the year?”

“Do we have much of a choice?”

Hadrian had fallen silent. And I understood. The weather was going to take a turn.

I started to suspect that my mother knew more about what was going on than she was letting me know. Maybe she’d heard more rumors, and if so, why wasn’t she telling me anything?

The answer was obvious. She still saw me as a child.

Would she tell Benjamin? Especially now that he had helped?

I’d ask him about it that evening, while he had his wagon situated off from the main part of the Wayward the way he always did.

“She said those nations?” he asked.

“She did. Is that true?”

“Well, they’ve been at odds for years, locked in a dispute over ownership of the Iron Isles, mostly because both nations want access to the mines. Valuable, you see.”

“So it’s about money,” I said.

He chuckled. “When is fighting not about money?”

“So why is the fighting here?”

“I don’t know. Seems to me that there are ways to destabilize things. Maybe you cast blame on another country, distract the people of Lisandel with fears of an ongoing attacks from the Iliak people.” They were found in the mountains, and were generally considered peaceful. I’d only had a little interaction with them over the years, but they had always been kind. “Or maybe you try to disrupt trade, affecting profit. Or countless other ways that you can cause disruptions.” He shook his head. “It’s all complex, Leo. The more you study politics, the more likely it is you’ll be able to piece together when things aren’t fitting.”

“Like at the Academy?”

“Well, yes. If you go to the Academy, one of the core aspects of your curriculum is understanding the politics of other nations. Graduates are expected to serve in various roles throughout these lands, some in advisory capacities, though some do take on leadership roles, as well. And then there are other ways that you can be an influencer.”

He didn’t expand on that, though I suspected there was something he was leaving out.

“Like serving as a minstrel?”

“Oh, a minstrel can serve many purposes, Leo. I know that it’s probably hard for you to believe, but carrying songs and stories adds value, as well. It’s a way of passing news to the commoners. You don’t have to worry about nobles getting word from one to another, as they will certainly expedite the stories. They’ll have messengers, or perhaps even have fabricated communication devices that allow them to stretch across distances.”

I started to smile. “That’s possible?”

“Oh, many things are possible,” he said.

“Why not just use a chording?”

He chuckled. “That’s just one form of power,” he said. “And if you enroll in the School of Song, it’s the kind of power that you will gain access to. I can help you with certain layers, and you can learn how to access them, at least in a certain way, but they are not the only ones. If you were to join a different branch of the Academy⁠—”

“Like the School of Craftsmanship?”

“Things are a little different there,” he said.

“They aren’t the fabricators?”

“I suppose you would learn some fabrication, but if you were inclined to master that art, you would not be able to do so at the Academy. There are those who understand fabrication found within the Academy, but the true experts are found in other places.”

“Ardem,” I said.

He watched me. “How is it that you know this?”

“A book my mother had me read at one point. I didn’t much care for it, other than the fact that it seemed as if I could learn about magic.”

He snorted. “Fabrication is a very different form of power. Some might call it magic, but what it really does is it traps and holds power that already exists naturally. It is something that you can reach, and you can hold, and you can bind. And those who are skillful with it can do many things.”

“More than your chording?”

He shrugged slightly. “Perhaps,” he said. “Though that has its own uses. Unexpected, as well. Very few people expect a chording, and even fewer who do expect it could be ready for one of much power.”

We had talked about that in the past, and I had started to get a better understanding about some of the powers that he had implied, but I had not really known all of it. I found myself with a growing curiosity about just how much power could be pulled into a chording, though I also found that over the time I had been traveling with Benjamin, he had grown less and less inclined to teach me that. He was focused more on the musical elements. I wondered about that. Maybe I had disappointed him at some point, or perhaps he didn’t think I could handle anything more. Or, as I figured it, my mother had gotten to him and asked that he not continue to teach me anything like that. Undoubtedly she was perfectly content with me learning music, but learning magic was something else altogether.

“What about those who can do real magic?” I asked him.

Benjamin watched me for a moment. “What do you mean?”

“I just mean if we are dealing with fighting, and if there are people who don’t necessarily think that there needs to be fighting, then can’t somebody with real power intervene?”

“There are different layers to what you’re asking there, Leo. First of all, who is to say that others don’t want the fighting?” He watched me. “As we said, sometimes money is involved.”

“Who would profit if people were fighting amongst each other?”

“Who indeed? It has been my experience that if you chase the money, you can learn all sorts of great truths.”

I frowned, but I also wondered if maybe he was right.

“You said first of all.”

“What was that?”

“Well, you said there were many different layers to what I was asking.”

“That’s right. You were asking about other powers. You mean other branches of the Academy?”

“Sure, or even the Aura.”

A bit of a smile curled his lips. “The Aura haven’t been seen in many years.”

“But they have real magic, right?”

“You don’t think that a chording is real magic?”

I didn’t answer at first. The very first time I had heard him play, and had then seen that power, I had felt as if there had been real magic. Something unlike anything that I had ever experienced before. But it was not at all like the stories that I had heard over the years. Maybe the stories were nothing more than embellishments, though. That was the kind of thing my mother would caution me about. She would warn me, tell me that I needed to pay attention to what was happening in the world and not focus on what I wanted to happen in the world. But then I would think about what Benjamin had said. Rumors. Stories that build. All of them carrying kernels of truth.

There were enough stories of the Aura for me to believe that they existed, at least in some form.

“It does have real magic,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “but I guess I’m talking about pure magic. The kind that doesn’t require performing.”

He was quiet for a time. “Even a performance can find the Song.”

“And what is that?”

“It is the source of all things.”

I had hoped he would explain, but he never did.
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We were camped for the night and my mother was busy, as were many of the others of the Wayward, and I was tasked with my usual responsibility of helping to ensure a measure of comfort amongst the Wayward. It was a common task that my mother would assign me, as if she thought I had some ability to put other people at ease. I did not, or at least, I did not think I did, but I wandered through the wagons and through the people who were gathered, nodding and saying hello and having quiet conversations.

At one point, I found Bethal seated near the middle wagon. This was a utility wagon, and it was free for anyone who wanted to ride in it, and to sleep inside, if beds were available. Bethal had been with the wagon ever since her attack. There was no one near her, and she was just sitting quietly, alone in the dark.

I walked over carefully.

“Good evening, Bethal,” I said. “How are you?”

She blinked, looking up at me. For a moment, there was a bit of stiffness in that gesture, but then it faded, and she seemed to take me in. “Leo,” she breathed out.

“That’s right,” I said.

“Does your mother need something?”

I shook my head. “Not right now. I just wanted to see how you were.”

She took a deep breath. “Hungry, I suppose.”

“We can go join the others. The fire is bright tonight.”

I wasn’t even sure what the right words to say to her were, only that my mother had made it clear that I needed to try to talk with her, and I needed to try to make her as comfortable as possible. I had no idea what that was going to entail, much like I had no idea if I could say anything that would make her comfortable.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“It’s better than staying here.” Her eyes widened slightly, and I hurried on. “Mostly because Benjamin might play. He’s got a sweet sound to his performance. I think he’s been working on something, as well.”

Her reaction softened a bit.

“And Edith, that’s the storyteller that’s been traveling with us, has told me that she was going to go into the story of Olivash and Warray.”

Now she started to smile a little. “I’ve always loved that story. I don’t think it’s very realistic, though.”

“No?” I took a closer step toward her, trying to be careful, not wanting to scare her, or startle her, at all, but I did want to let her know that I was safe to talk to. “Which part?”

“The part about a war starting over a woman.”

“Oh. You know, that might be right. Benjamin was telling me that a lot of wars are started over money.”

She frowned, and she flicked her gaze toward the fire. “Really? Why would wars be started over money?”

“I don’t know. Resources. Trade. The kind of thing that I hope never to have to deal with.”

“What do you want to deal with?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Lately I’ve been giving some thought to going to the Academy. Benjamin thinks I have some potential to enroll in the School of Song, where I might be able to learn to perform and play for others.”

“You haven’t played for us here.”

I flushed softly. “He’s been trying to convince me to do that.”

“What’s holding you back?”

I didn’t really have a good answer, and so I changed the topic. “What do you want to do?”

“I thought I was going to learn to be a seamstress like my mother.”

“You don’t think so anymore?”

“Ever since we left our home, I…” She shook her head. “I don’t know any longer. Maybe it depends upon where we end up.”

“Where are you heading?”

“My father has a sister nearby. That’s where we’re going. It’s supposed to be a nice place.”

We fell into a silence, and I didn’t know what to say, or what I should even say. I felt a rising desire to try to do or say something that would help her, but the longer I was here with her, the more I realized there wasn’t going to be anything I would be able to do that would make a difference after what she had been through.

“Do you want to get food?”

“I think I’d like to sit for a little while longer,” she said.

“Do you want any company? We don’t have to talk,” I added.

She looked up. “I think I’d like that.”

And so I sat, resting on the step with Bethal, neither of us speaking. The only sounds around us were that of the gentle murmuring voices near the fire, the crackle of the flame, and the buzzing of the insects of night.
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I visited with Bethal a few more times, and gradually helped draw her out to the fire. By the time she eventually came out to the fire, my mother nodded to me, a satisfied look in her eyes. It was almost as if she had anticipated that I was going to be able to pull Bethal out of her shell. I hadn’t really done that. All I’d done was gotten her to come out and sit with others. Even then, she stayed near the rear of the gathering and was one of the first to go back to the wagon and slip into bed.

But at least she was with others for a time.

There was something to be said about the company of the Wayward. Our members might change over time, but all in all, we were a welcoming group. That was what was helpful, I knew, for someone like Bethal, who was struggling. It was helpful for all who came to the Wayward, whether to find a new place or to escape from wherever they were coming from. It wasn’t for me to judge, I only had to provide whatever measure of support that I could.

One night, I joined Bethal, who was sitting next to Elysia. They were similar in age, though Elysia was generally more boisterous with her conversation, yet seemed to recognize that she needed to tone it down with Bethal. They were whispering quietly to each other. Both looked up at me when I pulled up a stump and dropped next to them, holding onto a tray of food.

“What are the two of you talking about?”

“I’m just trying to get Elysia to tell me where her family’s going,” Bethal said.

It surprised me that Bethal was the first one to speak.

“And I’m not answering because I don’t know,” Elysia said, though she flicked her gaze over to her father, staring at him for a moment.

“That’s not terribly uncommon,” I said. “A lot of people who come with the Wayward don’t know where they’re going. And they don’t know where they’re going to end up. Some stay longer than they intend, and some leave before they think they would.”

“You sound like your mother,” Elysia said.

Bethal stifled a laugh.

“That’s probably good, because she’s going to be upset if I don’t start talking like her.” I straightened, and I put on my best imitation of her voice. “All are welcome with the Wayward. You may take what you need, but you must give when you can.”

“Is that so bad?”

I nearly jumped.

“Mother,” I said, hurriedly getting to my feet and spilling my food in the process. “I was just saying⁠—”

“Oh, I heard exactly what you were just saying. And you didn’t answer my question. Is that so bad?”

“I suppose not.”

She watched me for a moment, then she turned and flicked her gaze to Elysia. “Your father would like to have words with you,” she said. “And I would like to have a moment to talk with you, if you don’t mind, Bethal.”

Bethal looked at me for a long moment, then she turned her attention to my mother. “Is everything all right?”

“It is. But I’d like to speak with you, if you don’t mind.”

Bethal nodded.

My mother gave me a shooing look, and off I went.

I wandered around the fire, and as I did, I realized something. I’d been so focused on trying to help Bethal these days, or at least, trying to draw her out a bit, that I hadn’t heard the undercurrent of other voices around the fire the way I normally would have. There was a sense from those who were here about the dangers that we might have to face. A sense of the possible war coming.

They all had a desire to keep moving, heading north, always north, trying to stay ahead of it.

As I reached the edge of the firelight, I couldn’t help but wonder if we could stay ahead of it. I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to us if we did not.


Chapter
Twelve

A FIRST PERFORMANCE


We traveled onward. We made several stops in that time, with some people joining the Wayward and others leaving. Bethal and her parents departed in the town of Oparal, a northern town that was known best for their sawmill, where her father claimed he was going to find employment, and where they said they had family they could lean on until they got established.

Everybody wished them well, but I found myself watching Bethal. In the time since her disappearance, I had been trying to get closer to her, wanting to at least get a sense of what had happened. However, some dark part of my mind already understood what she had undergone and knew it was probably for the best that I didn’t ask, as it was not something she would want to talk about. Still, she had remained withdrawn for the remainder of the journey.

I was worried about their safety, as others in the caravan remained concerned about the fighting we kept hearing rumored, but her father felt it best to stay with his family.

What were the Wayward but a family?

Only, I knew we were not. Not for most.

Before they departed, I had gone over to Bethal. “I hope that Odan watches over you here in town,” I said.

She blinked. For a moment, I thought she might say nothing. Then her eyes flashed with a bit of anger.

“Odan doesn’t care what happens to me. He doesn’t care what happens to anybody.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that, and I wasn’t even sure how to react to that. I hadn’t really expected her to respond. I had hoped that maybe she would want to talk, but this was unexpected.

“I know that it can seem like that, but the priests teach⁠—”

“I don’t care what the priests teach. I know what I felt.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. “I know the darkness inside men.” She looked at me, as if I were a man and had that same darkness. “So don’t talk to me about what the priests teach.”

Before I could say anything else, her father came over and offered me a polite nod before guiding his daughter away. She had stiffened at his touch, and only relaxed when she got closer to her mother.

We had moved on, and my days were filled with working with my mother, along with Benjamin, attempting to work through different aspects that I would need to know before getting into the Academy. We spoke of mathematics, teaching the different approaches to numbers. He spoke of chemistry, sharing with me secrets of different compounds that were utilized in the cleaning and maintenance of instruments, along with other sorts of concoctions he created. He taught me history and we spoke of philosophy, but I wanted most of all to talk about music.

“How much do I have to know before we can do this?” I asked him.

“How much? Why, whatever you must in order to be ready. It is the expectation that each person who comes to the Academy undergoes the testing, and from there, you can be placed into the proper school.”

“Which school do you think I will be placed into?”

“You are going into the School of Song,” he said. “There are other schools, including the School of Science, the School of Philosophy, the School of Craftsmanship, and several others.”

I thought about what he had said to my mother that one night about having been a part of several schools. He didn’t elaborate on that now. “What if they don’t admit me?”

“It all depends upon chance, to a certain extent. When you present yourself to the Academy, you will need to have a performance selected. They will review your performance and how technically accurate it is, along with how much you have added to it. I will continue to work with you so that you have an opportunity to be as successful as possible. Unfortunately, there are no guarantees, in the same as anything in life.”

“And if I make mistakes?” I wasn’t sure what I was doing here, or why I was making the assumption I would even go to the Academy.

“Again, you have to remember that the goal is not perfection. The goal is performance.”

“But I can’t play anything like you.”

“Do you think you should?”

“Well, you’re teaching me, so I would imagine I am supposed to be able to play similar to you, or at least eventually get to the point where I play like you.”

“Do you have fingers like mine?” He held his hand up. We were seated at the fire, and I could feel some of the warmth of it radiating toward us, leaving me with a comfortable sort of feeling. I no longer had to worry about my mother giving me permission to work with him, so it was easier to be at ease. “Do you have calluses like mine? Do you have musculature like mine?”

“Well, of course not,” I began, “but it’s the technique you’re teaching, right? That’s what I have to develop and learn so that I can play the same way.”

“The technique, yes. But even with the same technique, every minstrel plays differently. I do not sound anything like my master.”

“You don’t?”

“My performance is my own. Every bit that I’ve learned, and put into it, changes that performance, changes the way I interpret it, so that every bit that flows from me, into the performance, creates something else. It is something different. Much like every bit that you put into your performance, or practice,” he said, arching a brow at me with an amused glitter in his eyes, “means that it is taking a part of you into the song and putting it out into the world. That is all we can do. We place ourselves into the song, and place ourselves into the world, which gives us a chance to show a deeper part of ourselves.”

“I see.”

He smiled. “Do you?”

I shrugged. “Well, I think so.”

“Good. So stop trying to be me. Be the best version of you. But ultimately, as we were saying to begin with, all of this is a bit of a moot point. You need to perform for you. You need to find your own technique, your own melody, your own pacing, your own structure. You will find your own voice. It is that voice that will get you into the Academy. Or not.”

“I’m not that great of a singer,” I said.

“Your voice is quite lovely,” Benjamin said, waving his hand. “But that’s not what I mean. Even your performance has its own voice, its own characteristic and signature, that makes it unique to you. That is what I mean by finding your own voice. And when you go to the Academy, and you enroll in the School of Song, you will be given an opportunity to demonstrate that. They won’t want you to be a mimic. They will want you to have your own voice.”

“Do you think I will ever find that? Could I be as good as you?”

“If you stop listening to my voice and you start listening to yours, you could be great.”
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We spent the next few weeks traveling. I kept waiting for Benjamin to leave. I had the sense that my mother kept waiting for him to leave as well, though she no longer prodded him and no longer seemed to be quite as antagonistic to him as she had been at first. Still, there was an uneasy alliance between the two of them. It was almost as if she were uncomfortable with him, despite the fact that he had done whatever he had done in order to get Bethal back. When I asked my mother about it at one point, she had denied there was any issue. She claimed that as long as I was happy and learning something useful, she didn’t mind that I was spending the time I did with him.

Benjamin had me working on other things beyond just practicing. He had taught me how to tune the instrument, how to restring it, how to check for imperfections in the wood, all things that he claimed a skilled minstrel needed to know. I watched him do the same on his lute, along with several of the other instruments he carried with him. There were different polishes, varnishes, and the like that he carried with him, but he hadn’t really pushed me to know about them.

Instead, when we had different travelers with the Wayward, he’d make certain that I spent quite a bit of time with them, mimicking my mother’s attitude about it. I was asked to sit with a moneylender for the entire week he was with us, learning different maths, including calculations and conversions. We had a scientist with us, somebody who studied plants and animals, and I had spent time with her as well, picking her brain about all of the different creatures we came across, and all of the different lands we were traveling through. We had a historian traveling with us, and that might’ve been the most interesting, inasmuch as I learned about some of the local histories, almost as much as I felt like I learned from the storytellers who traveled with us.

“History and storytellers are similar,” Paolin had said. He was an older man, with balding hair, and an almost disheveled appearance. Not because he was sluggish, but mostly because he just looked as if he didn’t care. “One tends to embellish more than the other.”

“Well, I’ve been around quite a few storytellers.”

He had winked at me. “Who said I was talking about storytellers?”

I had just shaken my head, laughing at the idea.

Most of the time while I traveled, I preferred to learn to play. At least, progressing with what I was learning how to play.

During that time, my technique continued to improve. It wasn’t boasting to claim that I had rapidly improved with the speed, along with my picking style, to the point where I could play my scales flawlessly and at a rapid pace that pleased Benjamin, and yet I still had not put on the grand performance, as he called it.

I’d already put on performances, but none of them had been intentional. They had been practice while traveling or working with Benjamin, not at all an intentional performance. That was what I was going to have to do next.

When I said as much to Benjamin, he chuckled.

“Can you keep the wind to yourself?”

“Well, the wind is the wind,” I said, holding the mandolin on my lap and working my fingers along the strings, using a hybrid style of plucking. “It’s not a matter of keeping it to myself.”

“The song is the song,” he said. “You may try to keep it to yourself, but even if you do, eventually that song will escape, and that song will find its way out into the world. Eventually, you cannot contain it.”

“I’m not trying to put the song out into the world,” I said.

“And yet, the fact that you have been playing releases that song into the world. It is as if the world knows,” he said, and he smiled at me.

“You’re making a joke with me. That’s not very nice,” I said.

“Do you really think that I would make a joke about a song?” He shrugged as he said it. “When it comes to music, I don’t joke. You should know that.”

I wanted to argue with him, but he wasn’t making it up. He was very serious when it came to music. Not always about the aspect of music, but when he spoke theoretically about it, and what it meant to him, there were no jokes.

“So I’ve been releasing music into the world,” I said. “And you think that I need to keep doing that.”

“What I actually said was that you need to perform. You can’t hold it inside yourself.”

“I don’t know what’s holding me back,” I said to him.

He chuckled, patted me on the shoulder, and shrugged. “We have a term for it at the Academy. Well, I suppose we have a term for it everywhere, but we called it stage fright.”

“We don’t have a stage.”

“Then you have no reason be frightened.”

“I still am.”

“When you attend the Academy,” he started, and I recognized that he said when, and not if, “there are different strategies that you can employ to get over stage fright. Most like to advocate for something simple. And to be honest, I’m not sure if it is fully effective, but it is the way that most people advocate for getting past stage fright.”

“Which is what?”

“Performing.” He spread his hands as he said it, as if it were some vast revelation. “You won’t be able to get past it until you get out there, and until you put yourself out there.”

“I know,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just that it feels like so much.”

“It’s always easier to do around people you know. If you’d like, you can perform for your mother and me.”

“Who says I like you?”

He snorted. “Fair enough.”

“Is it a performance if you only perform for one or two people?”

“Performing for anybody else is still a performance. Some of the most important performances are for one other person,” he said, winking as he did.

I snorted at that. Of all the people in the Wayward, only Benjamin treated me as more than a child. “All right.”

“You agree?”

“Well, I agree that you want me to put on a performance, and I agree that I should at least consider it, even though I’m not eager to do it.”

“I think that you are making a quite mature choice.”

“It doesn’t feel so mature.”

“Maturity can be found in different ways, Leo. In this case, you are recognizing a fear, and recognizing that the fear has no basis in reality⁠—”

“It has a basis in reality. I could make a mistake, and people could be disappointed by my performance.”

“And why would they be disappointed in something they didn’t have before? You don’t need to fear what others might do or how they might react to you. Most will be pleased you were willing to offer them that part of yourself, and that part of your performance, at all. It is the sign of a mature mind when they recognize a fear and confront it. It is a part of growing up, Leo. Sometimes you have to make a hard choice.”

I had not known then how true those words were going to be.
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The wagons were rumbling slowly, traversing the landscape, snaking along long forgotten roads, heading from town to town, occasionally even stopping in small villages. We had steered clear of larger cities, though I didn’t know if it was intentional or not. I had been spending quite a bit of time away from Benjamin lately, but it was at his request, as he had been very particular about who I met with and the questions I should ask.

“My mother told me that I should ask what I’m interested in.”

“I have always believed that it’s helpful to have a little guiding hand in what you learn so that you can find the practical applications,” Benjamin said. “Take, for instance, Moras there.”

“He’s a farmer.”

“And I imagine you don’t think there’s much you can learn from a farmer.”

“No. Not at all. I know farmers are incredibly important for helping to feed their local communities, and⁠—”

Benjamin had started laughing, and I cut off at that, glowering at him.

“Am I not supposed to feel that way?”

“No,” Benjamin said, tipping his head politely. “You can feel however you want to feel. I’m laughing because you are giving me what you think I want to hear rather than what you should be listening to. If you pay attention to farmers, you can hear anything from genuine advice on when to plant and harvest, what the weather is doing, to even local gossip. But then there are folk stories that can be beneficial to you, as well. That is what I have always found to be helpful. Farmers tend to be practical folk, so the stories they tend to share live within that practicality.”

“Which means they won’t really like the music we might play.”

I was holding onto my mandolin and waiting for him to offer more instruction, but each day had been more of the same, with me encouraged to simply work through scales and familiar songs.

“That’s not true at all. I have felt that all farmers I’ve ever encountered enjoy a diversion. Sometimes it’s story, sometimes it’s song, sometimes it’s gaming or drink or dance.” He shrugged. “Anything to take them away from the intensity of their day-to-day lives and work.”

I frowned, but I knew not to challenge him because he was probably making a certain sort of sense.

“You want me to learn all of this because it’s helpful for me when I go to the Academy.”

At some point, we had transitioned from if to when. Maybe it had always been a when, especially for Benjamin.

My mother didn’t argue about it, and I think she appreciated that Benjamin was having me work with and learn from others within the caravan when they were with us. In a way, it kept me from his influence, or so she would probably claim. But it also kept me within his influence, mostly because I was asking questions that he wanted answers to.

“You won’t have the benefit of a formal education,” he said. “Which almost everybody else who goes to the Academy will have had. It can be expensive to learn what you need to enroll.”

“The Academy is expensive?”

He shook his head. “No. If you qualify, the Academy is at no cost to you. You will have an expected level of service once you graduate, sort of repaying a debt, as it were, depending upon which school you enroll in.”

“Song,” I said.

He nodded. “I hope so.”

“Why? You don’t think that I would do well in any of the other schools?”

He shrugged slightly, almost noncommittally. “That’s not it at all. I do think that you have potential, and a good mind. You would do well in mathematics, philosophy, history, and even⁠—”

“Craftsmanship?” That was one of the schools that he rarely spoke about, but I knew he had some training in it.

“I would avoid that one,” he said.

“Why?”

“The requirements can be cumbersome.” He forced a smile. “Anyway. Why don’t we get back to you and your informal education.” He nodded, motioning for me to move ahead. “And perhaps you can go have some words with Master Yilian.”

“Why him?” I still didn’t know what he did. There were rumors amongst the caravan that he was some minor noble who had fallen upon hard times.

“Talk. Listen. And see what you can find.”

I shrugged and climbed down from the wagon before gradually making my way forward. I hadn’t gone very far before I encountered Jocelyn, the apothecary who had been traveling with us for a while. She handed me a jar.

“Make sure your mother gets this, and tell her to take it as I instructed.”

I looked at the jar. It stunk. “Does she know how to take it?”

“As I instructed,” Jocelyn said. She was probably in her late thirties and had a friendly face. From what my mother had said, she was actually quite a skilled healer and knew her medicines. Coming from my mother, that was actually fairly high praise.

“I will do that.”

“Good.”

I moved ahead and realized I couldn’t find the Yilian family. I didn’t know which wagon they were traveling in, but they often paid an extra few coppers to ride rather than walk. It wasn’t even necessary, but from what I’d heard, they did it to show their generosity, as others would work to avoid walking.

Having nothing else to do, I just kept wandering along the wagons, my mind wandering, thinking about what my next lesson needed to be, and thinking about what Benjamin was asking of me.

But I knew what he was asking. He wanted me to prove myself, the same way that I would have to prove myself when I went to the Academy.
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“I think I’m ready,” I said.

Benjamin looked over at me. I was seated on his wagon with my mandolin case resting in front of my feet and the instrument settled on my lap. I had been running through a song, practicing, basically, with a repetitiveness that bordered on a bit of obsessiveness. I knew that, but so did Benjamin, and he said nothing to make any comment about it. I could see from the way he watched me, though, that there was a bit of amusement in his eyes.

He thought my unwillingness to perform was ironic given that I was not unwilling to practice in front of him. But what I did with him was just that—it was practice. Despite him telling me that a performance was nothing more than just additional practice.

“Every performance is an opportunity to improve. Every single time you play your instrument for someone else, you learn something. What is that but practice?”

“But I should be able to have it polished before I present.”

“Do you think the acrobats that you had traveling with you when we first came together were perfect?”

I snorted. “They sure seemed like it.”

“Did you see them practicing?”

“Often,” I said. “They weren’t shy about letting others see them practicing.”

I assumed that was where he was trying to go with this, but I wasn’t entirely sure if that was it or if maybe there was another purpose behind this.

“Did you ever see one of them stumble during a performance? Not just practicing, but what you would regard as a performance.”

They had been incredible, and yet, they weren’t perfect. Not every time. When I shrugged and said as much, Benjamin smiled as if he had earned some great victory.

“It was a performance, but it was still practice. They were learning how to handle a stumble in front of an audience. It will be the same for you. When you first begin to perform in front of others, whether it is me, your mother, or the entirety of the Wayward, you can still learn. If you view it as practice, you will never fear the performance. You will make a mistake, you will learn from that mistake, and you will improve so that the next time, you will know how to handle that mistake.” He looked over at me. “Notice I did not say that you won’t make that same mistake. When it comes to music, your fingers tend to stumble over the same aspects of the song. With a singer, you tend to falter over certain notes. You can work with it and find your way through difficult passages, but that doesn’t mean you won’t have difficulty. It just means that you learn how to push through it.”

“I get what you’re saying.”

We had been traveling for a few weeks, moving away from the mountains, heading along the hilly countryside here. The air was cool, and we had passed through several towns that my mother had visited to gather warmer supplies. The composition of the Wayward had shifted, as it often did over time, so that there were not nearly as many of the same people as had first come with the wagons when Benjamin had joined us. I had improved my playing, and Benjamin had gradually started to relax, making me think that he would stay and be my teacher indefinitely. Even then, I knew that wasn’t possible.

“Ready for what?” Benjamin finally asked, shifting in his seat. He looked nervous, which was a little bit surprising. Maybe not even nervous so much as he appeared as if he were on edge in some way.

“I’m ready to put on a performance for the Wayward.”

He snorted. “Well, it’s about time you admit this. You have performed before, but this is progress.”

“Well, you judged me from the very beginning. You said when you were younger, first learning, you had to put on a performance early on.”

“My family is different than yours. I wasn’t Wayward, and I didn’t have a wagonload of strangers traveling with me the way that you do. The people that I had around me were people I had known the entirety of my life.” He shrugged. The wagons had been moving steadily, but they had slowed as we continued to top a slow hillside. “I know that the Wayward are taught to view each other as family, but you have a unique family, don’t you?”

“I suppose,” I said.

He chuckled. “You can play for whoever you want to play for.”

“What about you?”

He looked over. The frown that crossed his face was deep and dark, but it struck me as if he knew more than he was letting on, as if he understood the reason I was asking.

“How long are you staying with us?”

“I haven’t given it that much thought,” he said softly.

“Most among the Wayward are traveling someplace.”

“And you?”

“Well, traveling with my family, or my mother, at least. I don’t know how much that means we are traveling somewhere.”

“No,” he said. “It seems to me that you aren’t traveling someplace. You are traveling from someplace.”

“Aren’t we all?”

He tipped his head as he frowned at me. “I suppose we are.”

“And you?” I asked.

“I’m traveling from someplace as well,” he said softly.

“And where are you going?”

Benjamin was quiet for a moment, and I wondered if he would even ask.

“It’s complicated,” he said.

“Back to the Academy?”

“Not there, and not yet.” He was quiet again.

It was times like these that I knew not to push Benjamin. I wasn’t sure what bothered him, only that something did. Was it about where he was going? Even if it was, it didn’t matter. He was with us. He was Wayward.

But for how much longer?


Chapter
Thirteen

THE WRONG RESPONSE


The wagons were situated near a grove of trees. The trees were tall pines, and their needles made a soft bed on the ground, their fragrance drifting in a pleasing way toward the wagons, mixing with the smoke from the campfire and making everything feel comforting. It was disarming.

Most of the wagons were well cared for, as that was one thing that the Wayward took pride in. As people came and went, they often added their own touches. Sometimes it was in paint, murals having been added to the sides or insides of wagons. Sometimes it was in repair work that had been done to ensure that all wagons rolled smoothly. Other times it was other decorations, such as carvings or metalwork or even bits of fabric. It made the wagons into something quite colorful and lovely.

“I’m going to put on my performance tonight,” I said to my mother. “I hope you can attend.”

She stopped. Her hands went to her stomach, clasping it for a moment. “It’s about time.”

“There are a few songs that Benjamin has been working with me on, though he’s wanted me to perform for a while now. I’ve been a bit reticent.”

“That is a good choice of words,” she said.

“I’m trying to be brave,” I said.

“If you don’t want to perform, you don’t need to,” she said, patting me on the arm. Her brow creased briefly. “But if you do perform, then I will be there.”

“Is everything all right?”

She patted me on the arm again. I knew that she didn’t always feel well, especially over the last few months. She tried to hide it, but I’d seen her visiting with healers, both with our caravan and otherwise. “Of course it is, Leo. We’re just busy. Bastiin is a large city. And far enough north that we should be safe from the war in the east. But we haven’t been to a place like this in many months.”

The walls of the city were up ahead. It was large enough that we actually could’ve gone inside and camped, but I knew that my mother and Hadrian and Anya didn’t like leaving the caravan inside of a walled city. I had always thought that it was strange, almost a superstition, which was unnecessary, but at the same time, I think that some of the Wayward—including my mother and Hadrian, in particular—were accustomed to being out in the open. Inside, the city felt cramped, enclosed, and gave off a claustrophobic feeling.

“Do you need anything from me?”

She shook her head. “You are free to do as you need. Just be careful. This isn’t necessarily a dangerous city, but it’s a large city. And large cities can be dangerous in their own ways.”

She patted me on the shoulder again and headed away.

I made my way along the caravan. I stopped at one of the storytellers, an older woman named Edith who had joined us several weeks ago. She was thankful for the Wayward, but said she would only stay with us for a short while. I had enjoyed hearing her telling stories near the fire during the last few weeks, but I had been distracted by my decision to perform. I looked at her.

“Edith?”

She looked up at me. She was seated on a stool near my mother’s wagon. She and my mother had gotten along quite well. They had become fast friends, almost as if they had known each other before, though I didn’t remember Edith traveling with us. There were plenty of people who rejoined the Wayward when we would visit different places, though not so many that their faces were unfamiliar to me. Edith was about a head taller than me, and had deep wrinkles in the corner of her eyes. Shadows seemed to form in those wrinkles, giving her something of an ominous appearance. But the green in her eyes still twinkled, making her look quite a bit younger than I suspected she was.

She tugged on her pale yellow dress. “What is it, Leo? Did your mother need something?”

I glanced over at my mother, who was talking with Hadrian. She still held her stomach.

“No. At least, I don’t think so. I… wanted to talk to you about whether you were giving a performance tonight.”

Edith clucked her tongue. “You haven’t been listening that often. I didn’t think you enjoyed stories.”

“It’s not that,” I said, knowing that I needed to get my words out quickly, otherwise I’d lose my nerve. “I love your stories. Well, I love all stories.” I looked up, shuffling on my feet. “It’s just that I was hoping to perform tonight.”

“I see.”

“I’ve been practicing a few songs and working with Benjamin, and I thought that tonight would be a good night to perform them. That is, if you don’t mind?”

“You don’t have to ask my permission, Leo. You can perform whatever and whenever you want to perform.” She leaned forward. “Can I give you a secret?”

“A secret?”

“Why, to help you past your stage fright.”

“Do storytellers get it too?”

She laughed. When she did, she sounded almost magical. It was almost as if she were pulling on a chording the way Benjamin did, and there was something bubbly, almost joyous about it. Maybe storytellers had the same sort of magic that minstrels did, able to tap into the music of the world. But then, I was left wondering why they wouldn’t. Wasn’t a story but another type of song?

I would have to ask Benjamin about that.

“Do you think minstrels are the only ones who get a little bit nervous?” She chuckled. “All performers feel the same fears. Those who don’t feel it are the ones you should fear.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It shows you care, Leo. It shows that you want to do your best. If you didn’t care, you wouldn’t be nervous.”

“So are you telling me not to care?” I was confused.

“Of course not. Caring is how you will put on the performance you want. But there are ways of fighting nerves. When I was first learning the trade, I learned a few different techniques. Now, I’m not going to tell you that all of them are effective, but some are.”

“What’s the most effective?”

“Well, the most effective for me is probably not going to be most effective for you. And to be honest, I don’t necessarily get quite as nervous as I once did, so I don’t need to employ these strategies as I once did, either.”

“What worked for you?” I asked.

“My first master taught me to visualize everyone naked.”

I started to laugh, flushing as I did. “That’s horrible.”

“Well, maybe for a young man like yourself, who might visualize things a little differently than an old lady like me. If you visualize everyone naked, you’re putting them in an embarrassing situation that would rival the same as yourself. Then you’re all on the same footing.”

“I’m not the best at visualizing things like that,” I said.

“No? I thought all young men had wondrous imaginations.”

I didn’t like the idea of imagining my entire audience naked, regardless of how good my imagination might be. “Do you have any other strategies?”

“Tunnel vision,” she said. “Focus on the performance, on what you’re doing, and ignore everything else. Stay on your task. It is not so good for my profession, as I need to engage with my crowd, but it is useful for certain performers. I imagine acrobats, dancers, even singers, though I suspect that singers need to engage with their audience as well. I never had a beautiful singing voice, despite my rigorous attempts.” She pressed her hands together and began to sing the lyrics to “Moonstone Lullaby.” She had a warbly, thin, and raspy voice, and it was quite different than her commanding, almost authoritative voice that she used when she was telling a story. When she trailed off, she shrugged. “See? Not so pleasant to listen to.”

“I don’t know. I think that it was just fine.”

“Now I know you’re lying. But you are your mother’s son, and you’re a good boy. Tunnel vision might work for you.”

Although I appreciated her offering me suggestions, none of them seemed as if they were going to help. “Thank you,” I said.

“I will be sure to listen. Just don’t envision me naked. Neither of us wants that.” She laughed as shooed me away.

I still had some time while the rest of the camp was getting settled, and I wandered along the row of wagons. I helped make sure that firewood was stacked near the fire pit. I made sure that Jonah, one of the Custodians who had taken the first watch, had a bowl full of stew, which elicited a thankful smile. All around the caravan were the sounds of conversation, laughter, and purpose. It was familiar. Then I found my way back to Benjamin, who was preparing a small harp, working to restore one of the pegs and trying to fix the wire on it. It was an instrument that he had not wanted me to have a part of.

“Still intend to perform tonight?”

“I told you that I was,” I said.

“And how do you feel about it now?”

“I feel…”

It was strange. There was a sense of calm that had come over me. It wasn’t as if I felt like I wouldn’t feel nervous—as I knew I still would—but I had made up my mind.

“Good. Then I will announce it.”

“Are you going to⁠—”

Benjamin cut me off with a quick shake of his head. “Everybody has heard me many times on this journey. And if they haven’t, they have no one to blame but themselves. This is a new opportunity for many people. They’ll get to see something fresh, something exciting.” He grinned, as if that were all he cared about. And maybe, when it came to Benjamin, that was all he cared about. “Get yourself together, be prepared, and don’t fret about what will happen if you make a mistake. Play through it. Play around it. Add it to the fabric and the texture of what you have created.”

“Edith told me to envision nobody naked.”

He snorted. “I don’t know that I want that old woman thinking of me naked.”

“She said that she never needed to.”

“With her talent, I suppose that she did not.” That was high praise from Benjamin.

“She also suggested I have tunnel vision.”

“That would be one way to do it,” he said. “But it does take you out of the performance. Part of performing, at least as you begin the process, and as you continue to progress with it, is gauging the reaction of your audience. How will you know if they are enjoying themselves unless you look out at them? Don’t worry about people struggling with your performance. All you need to do is find that one person. Find that one reaction. That is how you will know it’s going the way you want.”

It sounded so easy.

“Maybe this time, I focus on just getting through it.”

“A wise decision.” He nodded to me.

I was tempted to eat, but the anxious pit at the center of my stomach advised against it. I could always eat after I performed. Throwing up in front of everybody would certainly be an interesting aspect of a performance. And it would be memorable.

While others ate, and the camp settled, I took time off to the side of the wagons, underneath the trees, and smelled the pine mixed with the smoke, and listened to the happy sounds of the Wayward.

Those were the sounds that were familiar to me.

“Tonight will be an opportunity for you to experience something new and exciting,” Benjamin said to the Wayward, standing before the fire, his hat tipped on his head so that his face reflected some of the firelight. He had a vibrancy to his eyes that I could see even from a distance. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, almost as if with a nervous energy. “Tonight you will be presented with a series of songs. Some are familiar to you, some will be new, but the performance will be unique.”

“Play the ‘Siren of Braenairre,’” someone shouted.

Benjamin turned, swirling as if the interruption did not affect him whatsoever. “The performance will be unique,” he went on, “and the performer will be someone new.” He turned, seemingly aware that I was standing behind the fire, approaching from the trees. “Tonight you have an opportunity to hear Leo Surinar perform for the very first time.”

A smattering of applause came. I noticed Edith was there, as was my mother, though she wasn’t clapping.

“And so I will not belabor your listening enjoyment, but know that young Leo has been working diligently over the last few months to bring you this, his debut, an opportunity for you to witness as he finds his song and his voice.”

He wanted me to find something of my voice, and I wondered if the sounds of the Wayward could be my voice.

I carried my case to where he was standing. “Should I stand or sit?”

“What’s most comfortable?”

“Sitting,” I said softly. There was some murmuring around me, but I was doing my best to ignore it. “Because that’s actually the only way I practiced. But when you play, you stand.”

“Do what’s comfortable. That’s what they will respond to.”

“I don’t have anything to sit on.”

Edith carried out a small stool and set it down next to the fire, tipping her head toward me in a bit of a nod. I took a shaky breath, took a seat, and set my case down in front of me. When I pulled out the mandolin, I strummed it a few times, getting a feel for the strings.

“You are ready,” Benjamin said. “Play your song. Don’t play mine.”

I looked down at the mandolin. My song.

The last few months had been spent trying to find any song. I was following the melody that he had taught, following the fingerings that he had taught, practicing the scales as he had taught, but my song was what he wanted to hear. My song was what I was supposed to perform. Not his. That was what he had made clear.

When I went to the Academy—not if—I was going to have to perform my song.

With a deep breath, I strummed. Then I began slowly. I found the song.

I had chosen my first melody intentionally. I wanted familiar. It was going to be how I would find the pace, but I would also find it so that I was not afraid. I plucked the steady rhythm of “The March of the Eideran,” one that the crowd quickly began to pick up on. I didn’t dare look up. Tunnel vision.

The song was easy. And when others among the Wayward began to sing along, I found myself picking the tune much more rapidly. It was easier than I had anticipated. It was exactly what he had told me it would be. Practice. I hadn’t anticipated that others would begin to sing, but I should have.

Once that song was finished, I transitioned, choosing something even livelier, “The Olian Ring,” which began with a steady clapping from everyone as they recognized what I was playing. People sang along with that, as well.

Finally, I transitioned to my final song. I was only willing to play three, though I felt far more comfortable than I had anticipated. I started to choose a different melody, slowing it down, following the song.

The Wayward fell silent.

I knew that it was never good when people fell so silent, and I tried to look up. My fingers faltered as I did, which forced me to try to push onward.

I noticed that the crowd had shifted, surrounding someone.

Not just someone.

My mother had collapsed.


Chapter
Fourteen

A DIFFERENT KIND OF HEALER


“There’s not a whole lot that I can do for her,” Jocelyn said. She was speaking to Hadrian and Anya and kept her voice low, soft, while looking around before settling her hands back down on my mother’s motionless form. Ever since she’d collapsed, I kept waiting for her to get up, kept waiting for something to change for her, but it didn’t. “I think you need to find a different healer. Somebody with real skill, perhaps.”

“That means going into town,” Hadrian said.

“Well, then she needs to go into town,” Jocelyn snapped. She leaned forward and pressed her head up against my mother’s chest before moving her hands to trace along her neck. She paused there for a moment, then moved on. “At least we’re near a town. If this had happened on the road, there might not have been anything that I could’ve done for her.”

I wanted to say that there wasn’t anything Jocelyn could do for her anyway, but I didn’t. Instead, I tried to push forward, but felt Benjamin’s hands on my shoulder.

“Let them have space,” he said.

“I want to see if there’s anything that I can do for her.”

“She needs space,” he said again.

I didn’t think that was what my mother needed at this point. She needed help. And from the way it sounded, Jocelyn, the only apothecary we had traveling with us, and so the only person who had any knowledge that might be useful, wasn’t able to do so.

Which meant we had to go into town. When I said as much, Benjamin took a deep breath, as if trying to decide what he was going to do.

“I will help,” he said, raising his voice as he stepped forward. “We can bring her into town. I’ve been through Bastiin before, so I’m familiar with it a little bit. There’s a healer here who could be helpful. I’ll need somebody to help get her into town. We can load her onto a backboard and carry her.”

“You would carry her?” Hadrian asked.

“Do we have any other choice? My wagon won’t fit in town, not where we need to go.”

“We can send Gregor with you,” he said with a sigh.

Gregor was strong. That was good.

It didn’t take long before the backboard was assembled out of two long posts and a blanket. They wrapped it quickly, set my mother onto it, and then hoisted her. She hadn’t made any sound. That was the most alarming thing of all.

I had learned the basics of healing in my time with the Wayward, as my mother had made a point of having me train with some of the apothecaries who had traveled with us. I had learned medicines, different ailments, and I had learned ways of treating them, so that I would be more worldly. I had not expected I would need to use that information to try to help my mother. Now it felt as if what I had learned was woefully inadequate.

As we marched away from the wagons, my heart sank.

“What do you think is wrong with her?” I asked.

Benjamin had the rear of the litter, while Gregor had the front of it. Neither of them looked as if they were struggling with the load. My mother wasn’t a heavy woman, so I wouldn’t have expected them to struggle with it.

“I can’t say that I know. Has she had any other health issues?”

“She’s been unwell off and on over the last year. But today, she was holding her stomach. I don’t remember her doing that before.”

His brow furrowed. “That might help narrow things down a bit.”

We reached the wall. It was a manned gate, with a pair of soldiers on either side of it, both of them dressed in heavy leathers, helms, and with swords sheathed at their sides. Neither of them gave us much of a look. There was no offer to help, no attempt to slow us, even. There was an indifference. And in many ways, that indifference was harder than anything else.

I looked over at my mother. She deserved more than indifference.

The streets of the city were crowded. The noise around me was a distraction from the concern I was feeling, and under normal circumstances, I would’ve wanted nothing more than to wander the streets. At one point, two young children came running over, but Gregor shot them a hard look and they turned, scurrying away. Benjamin muttered something under his breath about vagabonds but said nothing more.

We turned onto a narrower street. Whereas most of the streets within the city that we had taken so far had bright lights, this one was dimly lit. A little bit of light shone down from the full moon, but it didn’t illuminate much.

“It’s not much farther,” Benjamin said.

“How did you know this was here?” I asked.

“I’ve spent some time here,” he said.

We reached a narrow oak door with a single letter marked on it. It was an old marking, and the lettering was faded and of the kind I could scarcely even read. Benjamin looked at me.

“Knock.”

“Are you sure about this, minstrel?” Gregor asked. “It don’t look like any healer I’ve ever been to.”

“And how many healers have you visited?”

“None recently.”

“Of course not, and the only ones before that were probably in the war.”

He shrugged. “Occasionally.”

Gregor, like most of the Custodians, didn’t want to talk much about what brought them into the Wayward. Gregor was one who had been kind, though. And he had seemingly enjoyed his role serving as a Custodian, watching over the Wayward. Most who were Custodians seemed as if they enjoyed the responsibility.

I stepped forward and knocked. The door was heavy, and my knuckles thudded against it almost painfully, but it didn’t take long before the door came open. The older man who stood on the other side had a wrinkled brow, with a slight curl to his lips. “It’s too late. Come back in the morning.”

“Just let us in, Ezekiel.”

The man hesitated for a moment, and then he bobbed his head forward. He had ruddy cheeks, an elongated nose, and a wide forehead. “Who is it?”

“It’s Tobias.”

I looked over at Benjamin. Tobias? He went by another name?

“I don’t know anybody by that name.”

“Odan’s Tears you don’t. Now open the door and help us out.”

Ezekiel frowned for another moment before he made a soft clicking noise with his tongue, then surprised me by stepping aside and pushing the door open. Gregor glanced back at Benjamin, arching a brow, but Benjamin just nodded.

As we headed inside, I knew better than to say anything. The inside smelled of spice, though. It reminded me of the apothecaries who traveled with us from time to time, including Jocelyn’s trunk of different medicines that she kept with her. There was something else in the air, and it took me a moment to recognize what it was. Sawdust.

“What happened?” Ezekiel asked, and I noticed that he motioned to a hard tabletop, where Gregor frowned for a moment before shrugging and, with Benjamin’s help, setting my mother down.

“We don’t know,” Benjamin said. “She apparently had some stomach pain earlier in the night. She collapsed.”

“What did you do to her?”

It wasn’t an accusation. It was more of a statement. Almost as if Ezekiel wouldn’t be surprised that Benjamin—or Tobias—would do something to my mother.

“Nothing,” he said.

Ezekiel raised a brow and breathed out heavily. “Well, I will see what I can do here. No promises.”

“There never are.”

I stepped forward, but Benjamin grabbed my arm.

“Let them be,” he said softly.

“But it’s my mother. I need to be there for her.”

Ezekiel stiffened when I mentioned that.

“I know,” Benjamin said. “But let her be.” He turned to Gregor. “Thank you for your help. I will make sure she is safe here.”

“Are you sure? This doesn’t look like much.”

“Sometimes the best things don’t look like much,” Benjamin said.

Ezekiel leaned forward. “If the minstrel says she’s in good hands, then she’s in good hands.”

And with that, Gregor slipped out.

I looked around the inside of Ezekiel’s workshop, as that was what it was. Rows of cabinets on the wall. There were benches, most of them stuffed with tools. I didn’t see any medicines or herbs or oils or anything that would strike me like an apothecary, despite what it smelled like. This looked more like a workshop. Maybe a woodworking shop. The air also had that sawdust odor, though there was something that mingled within it, that of a bit of spice, the smell of herbs, and an odor that I couldn’t quite place. Something almost unpleasant, though I’m not sure why I felt that way. Just that it struck me that way.

“This isn’t a healer,” I said.

“Not the traditional kind,” he said.

“What is it?”

“You just have to trust me. Do you trust me?”

I looked over at Benjamin. “I do.”

“Good. And if anybody around this part of the world could help, it’s going to be him.”

“Who is he?”

He was quiet for a few moments. When he answered, there was a shaky note to his voice. “One of my first teachers.”
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I sat in the small room on a hard wooden chair with my back pressed up against it, trying to rest while my mother was lying motionless on the narrow cot next to me. She was breathing steadily, and there was a faint sheen of sweat worked over her brow, which suggested to me that she was at least still alive, though according to Ezekiel when he had spoken about it—in hushed tones which had forced me to try to listen in—there were no guarantees that she would continue to live.

He didn’t know what was wrong with her. According to Ezekiel, abdominal pain could take many different forms. In this case, he had needed to rule out pregnancy—which I thought was amusing; at least, it would’ve been under other circumstances—and then claimed that he needed to check for other sorts of abdominal infections.

“There are some things that we can’t see, nor can we test for, Tobias,” he had said.

They were standing next to my mother where she was resting on the tabletop. It looked incredibly uncomfortable, but Benjamin hadn’t said anything about it, and so I had not said anything about it either. I had the sense from Benjamin that he was uncomfortable even coming here. I’d only caught the tail end of that conversation, but knew that much, at least.

“I realize that, but she’s important.”

“Your woman?”

“No,” he said.

“The boy’s mother, then. What is the boy to you?”

“A student.”

“Really? You’ve taken on a student, Tobias? That surprises me. Song or⁠—”

“Song,” Benjamin said.

Ezekiel had grunted. “You abandon what made you so great.”

“I abandon what I needed to abandon.”

“The Guild would take you back.”

Benjamin frowned. He was leaning forward, his back to me, and I caught only the slightest part of his face, but enough to see the depth of that frown and the darkness that seemed to come over him. It was like a shroud descended upon him. I wanted to get closer, and I wanted to be a part of whatever they were doing to and for my mother, but I didn’t dare. If Benjamin told me I had to give them space, I was going to give them space, especially if it meant they would be able to do something to help her.

“I don’t want the Guild to take me back.”

“You can’t run from them forever.”

“I’m not running.”

Ezekiel arched a brow, then looked down. “She’s Wayward, isn’t she?”

“How did you know?”

“Certain tells. The clothing style is a bit of a mishmash,” Ezekiel said. “Her dress is from Hur, the shoes from Yivlandar, and her jewelry from⁠—”

“She could just be with a merchant.”

“Could be, but that would indicate a different merchant flow, wouldn’t it?”

“I suppose,” he said.

“You been away long enough that you have forgotten all of this?”

Benjamin squeezed his eyes shut before he opened them. “Can you help her?”

“I’m doing what I can.”

“No. You’re doing what you could for others. I’m asking.”

“Benjamin, or Tobias?”

At that point, Benjamin glanced back at me for a moment before turning his attention back to Ezekiel. “What are you getting at?”

“I’m saying this will be expensive.”

“I’ll pay what you need,” I said.

I couldn’t let Benjamin step in and take the cost, not for my mother. We didn’t have much, but we had some. We traveled with the Wayward, but we weren’t poor.

“Quiet,” Benjamin said, the harshness to his tone brooking no argument. At the same time, I wasn’t about to let him take the cost on behalf of me and my mother, not when there was something more that I might be able to do here. He had to know that, didn’t he?

“If he can do anything to help her, I would pay.”

“I know you would, but that’s not what he’s asking,” Benjamin said, turning back to Ezekiel. “Is it?”

“Not exactly.”

“Do what you can, and I’ll pay your fee.”

There was a bitter heaviness in Benjamin’s words as he said that.

But it seemed to change the dynamic. Benjamin ushered me out of the room, and I heard a strange stirring of sounds, almost a cacophony of noise, coming from the other room. Benjamin patted me on the arm and told me to sit and wait in the hall outside the workshop, where everything was dark, casting shadows, and stinking of sawdust and a bit of slick oil. There was a hint of varnish to the air, or maybe paint. It left me wondering what kind of place this was.

“Just wait here.”

“You don’t have to pay my mother’s fee.”

“You can’t, though.”

“We aren’t poor,” I said to him.

He smiled. “No. I would never have accused you of that.”

“So you don’t need to do this. Whatever he’s charging you⁠—”

“The Wayward pay what they can afford.”

“But you aren’t Wayward.”

He smiled. “I’ve always been Wayward.” He headed back into the room. That was the last I saw him until they carried my mother out, though at that point, her color was little better. They brought her to a small room, where they set her down and eventually brought in a pitcher of water, along with a glass. She hadn’t come around in that time.

Benjamin left me and I sat, resting my head, letting my eyes drift closed, trying to keep awake, thinking that if nothing else, I needed to do that on behalf of my mother, but knowing it was going to be difficult. I was exhausted. The buildup of the last few days to my performance had drained me. Maybe it shouldn’t have, as I really hadn’t done much of anything other than practice, but it still left me feeling as if I were wiped out in ways that I had not been before.

Eventually the door opened and I sat up, looking over to see Benjamin stepping inside. He had a vial of liquid in his hand which he swirled around before carrying it over to my mother and pulling down her chin, pouring some of the liquid into her mouth and stroking her throat until she swallowed.

“What is that?”

“An anti-infective,” he said. “It may help, but it may not. Ezekiel wasn’t sure.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“He thinks an infection in her stomach. There are things that can be done, but there are limits. At least here.”

“Where would there not be limits?” I asked.

He looked over. “Aranath.”

“But that would be weeks away.”

The city was enormous. Probably three times the size of Bastiin—and housed the Academy. At least I understood why that was where he suggested my mother could get the help she might need, even if I feared she wouldn’t survive the journey.

“Ezekiel is doing all that he can for her.”

“There has to be something more that can be done.”

“He did it,” he said.

“But—”

Benjamin turned. He rested his hand on my arm and smiled. “We’ve done all that we can. Now we have to give her time to recover.”

“But—”

He shook his head again. “You have to be patient. I know that is not one of your strengths, Leo. But you have to find patience here.”

I knew he was right. I didn’t necessarily have patience, but then again, that was how I had been able to push myself, trying to get better with the mandolin, and how I had gotten better with other skills I had learned during my time with the Wayward over the years. I had become a reasonable dancer. An adequate painter. I had learned aspects of healing, so that I recognized some of the medicines, though none that Ezekiel had used. I had learned, but I had still not been able to do enough.

“Isn’t there something more that could be done?”

“What you mean?”

“I just mean that there has to be something more.”

He looked around before pulling the door closed and then leaning down next to me. “There are certain things that can be done with power, and certain things that cannot. Unfortunately, what your mother has is something that cannot be restored with that kind of power. At least, not through any means that are accessible to us.”

“Then where would it be accessible?”

“Leo…”

“This is my mother. I want to do whatever I can to help her. You should want to do whatever we can to help her.”

“I already have done what I can do.” His voice was tight, and I resented the fact that it seemed as if he wasn’t nearly as concerned about her as I was. But maybe he couldn’t be. And maybe he didn’t want to be.

“Just rest. Stay with her. When she comes around, you’re going to need to be there for her. She’s going to need something familiar.”

“What about you? What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to pay the fee.”


Chapter
Fifteen

THE LUTHIER


My mother came around on the second day.

She was weak, and still covered in sweat. We had been visited during that time by many of the Wayward, including Hadrian and Anya, both of whom made a point of saying that the caravan would wait on my mother. I felt a bit of regret at that, especially since I knew my mother would not have done the same for them. The Wayward did not wait on anyone. If a person wasn’t ready, they could rejoin the Wayward when the wagons came back around. It might be days—though that was rare—or more likely months or years before the Wayward came back around.

I had been sitting with my mandolin case at my feet, and was strumming the instrument when my mother came awake. I was startled by the sudden movement, as she had been relatively immobile during the entire time she’d been here so far. When she did come around, she coughed, which caused me to strike the strings in an unfortunate pattern, making a harsh tone that echoed.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “I wanted to hear your playing.”

The last time I had performed, she had ended up like this. I knew that it wasn’t my fault, but the timing… well, the timing had made me uncomfortable.

“Mother?” I hurriedly set the mandolin down inside the case and then leaned over, grabbing her hands. “How… How do you feel?”

She coughed again. “I feel better.” She looked around the inside of the room. “Where are we?”

“Bastiin,” I said. “Outside of town where you fell ill. Benjamin knew somebody here.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “No.”

“He’s paid for whatever bill we have. You don’t have to worry about that.”

I didn’t think that she would be, as I hadn’t even been concerned about it, but she looked around, her eyes growing distant.

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know. He said he had to go pay the fee, but he hasn’t been back in the last few days.”

“Do you know where he went?”

“No. Why?”

She tried to sit up, but then she immediately started coughing again and collapsed back on the bed before closing her eyes tightly. “You should not have brought me here.”

“You were hurt.”

“You should not have brought me here.”

“Well, Benjamin knew this person. He’s a strange healer, and his apothecary is unlike anything that I have ever been around before.”

“Because it’s not an apothecary,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

“That’s true enough,” I said. “It looks and smells more like a workshop.”

She was quiet for a few moments. When she started to move, she winced, grabbing for her stomach again.

“They think you have an infection.”

“Something like that,” she said, but she remained relatively quiet as she did.

“You knew?”

“There are many things I’ve known,” she said.

Before she had an opportunity to answer, or explain more, the door came open.

It was little more than a crack, but Anya poked her face in. She saw me sitting there and smiled sadly, but when I waved her in, she pushed the door all the way open. She had a heavy gray cloak situated over her shoulders and she shifted it as she entered. When she realized that my mother was awake, she smiled, relief sweeping across her face.

“You’re up. Good.”

“Up, but not good,” my mother said. “How long?”

“How long?” Anya asked.

“How long have we been in Bastiin?”

“Two or three days,” Anya said, waving her hand and glancing over at the door before turning her attention back to my mother. “Not long.”

“Longer than usual, though,” she said.

“Perhaps, but you are one of the velar. The others understand, and no one has made a fuss about staying, Ezra. In fact, I think people will be relieved to know that you are awake. Most have been quite concerned about you.”

“The Wayward can’t⁠—”

“The Wayward can do whatever needs to be done. You don’t have to fret about it.”

I expected my mother to argue, but she didn’t. Instead, she was quiet.

She opened her eyes briefly, glanced in my direction, and then waved toward the door. “Why don’t you give us a moment, Leo?”

“I can stay here.”

“This is the business of the Wayward.”

I knew better than to argue at that point, because if it was the business of the Wayward, then it was the kind of thing that I was not to be a part of. If I were to sit around and wait, then all I would do would be to get in the way, and perhaps be underfoot. I had been warned about that plenty of times over the years.

I stepped out into the hall. It was no brighter now than it had been the very first time Benjamin had escorted me into it. The air still held the smell of sawdust, and occasionally there was a steady tapping, almost a hammering sound, that I had not heard before. I looked along the length of the hall, wondering at the source of it before deciding I would investigate. At least, I could investigate for now while giving Anya and my mother an opportunity to talk.

I hadn’t gone very far before I heard the murmuring of voices.

It came from the opposite end of the hall. Ezekiel’s workshop—and at this point, I knew that it was a workshop—was a maze of different doors and rooms and halls. For the most part, it was sparsely occupied, with only Ezekiel and any visitors that my mother had coming and going. Benjamin had shown us the easy way in and out, and that had proven useful for slipping into the workshop and into my mother’s room so that we could visit. But I hadn’t really explored the city much. There had been no purpose in it, as I was determined to stay by my mother’s side, wanting to be there the moment she awoke.

I couldn’t hear what these others were saying, other than a steady murmuring. It fell silent, and then the hammering returned.

I followed it.

There was a door here, with another letter etched on it, though not one I recognized. I paused in front of the door before knocking.

There was no answer.

I knocked again.

When the door came open, Ezekiel glanced out. His face was stained with oil on one cheek, or perhaps paint. His hair was a little wild, and the darkness that I’d seen in his eyes lingered.

“What is it, boy?”

“I…” I looked past him. “What are you doing in here?”

Rows of instruments hung from hooks over the central portion of the room. There was a table, not unlike the table that had been in the room where we had first brought my mother, along with other cabinets—only these were open, with tools inside. I didn’t think this was the same room that we had first brought my mother into, but I could be wrong.

“You don’t know what this is?”

I shook my head. “Benjamin never told me. He just brought us here for healing.”

He pressed his lips together in a tight frown at the mention of Benjamin.

“If you would prefer, I can call him Tobias.”

He sniffed. “If he’s only teaching song, then perhaps he truly is no longer Tobias.”

“Why would he have another name?”

“An interesting question. But not the real question, I suspect.”

“And what is the real question?”

He smiled, then glanced behind him, turning his attention back to the workshop. “I am a luthier, among other things,” he said, spreading his hands to either side.

“A luthier?” That surprised me. It was an odd choice for somebody to be an instrument repair person while also knowing about healing.

Benjamin obviously had some training at that, as I had seen him working, and had even helped him with a little bit of it, but this was far more formal.

“Indeed. I noticed that you had an instrument with you. I believe a mandolin, by the size and shape of the case. A unique instrument, at least in this part of the world. Most prefer the lute, or one of its more modern cousins.”

“Benjamin has been teaching me to play,” I said, standing straighter.

“Yes. He said that.”

“You fix instruments?”

“I do.”

Over the years, we’d had only a few luthiers traveling with us. Their stays had been brief, almost briefer than any minstrel or singer that we’d ever had. Every time we had one and they mentioned they were a luthier, I had them take a look at my mandolin, wanting to make sure it was as well-maintained as possible. My mother had always been a bit leery about it, and even agitated. It was mostly, I thought, because she didn’t want anything to happen to my father’s instrument. Even though she allowed me to play it, I think that she prized it nearly as much as I did.

The one before Benjamin had been a strange man, though. I remembered him as somewhat unpleasant, but mostly because it seemed as if he did not care to be spending time with the Wayward. Many people were more than happy to use the Wayward when they needed us, but that didn’t mean they loved that they had to.

“It takes a long time to learn, but there are many ways to use your skill.”

“The skill of the luthier? I would imagine that the way to use it is to repair different instruments.”

“That, among other things.”

I looked at him with a bit of amusement in my eyes, and thought that maybe he was making a joke with me, but the way that he looked back at me suggested that maybe he wasn’t.

What else did a luthier do? The entire title suggested that all they did was fix instruments. It left me wondering what sort of help he needed.

“Would you have any interest in learning?”

There was something more to the way he asked the question, and within it was layered a bit more of a question than he let on.

“I suppose it would be nice to be able to fix my mandolin if something were to break. I don’t know that I want to make a career out of it. Benjamin seems to think I have an ability to get into the Academy.”

“So he has said.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“You’ve been studying with Tobias—Benjamin,” he went on, a bit of a smile curling his lips, “and you don’t know whether you can make it to the Academy?”

“Well, I think I’m learning from him, and I’m getting better, but I do think that I have some work to do. I don’t love performing.” I glanced over, wondering what sort of reaction he might give me, but he nodded slowly. “I’m a little nervous. Benjamin and one of the storytellers that we had with the Wayward call it stage fright, and have tried to give me some options on how to get past it, and…”

And I would’ve gotten past it, or at least I was making progress toward getting past it, until my mother had collapsed and had needed to be brought to the healer. Now I wasn’t sure how I would handle stage fright. Would I always think about what had happened to my mother during that performance, and how I had been distracted and hadn’t even seen her collapse in the first place? I had been focused, using the tunnel vision technique that I had been taught, but maybe that had been a mistake.

“It can be difficult,” he said. “And some people are not natural performers. There are those like Tobias who are quite gifted, or at least once were quite gifted, and there are those who have the gift but don’t know how to show it.”

“Was that what it was like for you?”

He smiled and nodded. “Something along those lines.”

“He said that you trained him at the Academy. Were you one of his instructors in the School of Song?”

“I taught him in a different area.”

I waited for him to share something more, but he didn’t. Instead, when somebody cleared their throat behind us, I turned to see Anya stepping down the hall toward us. Her face had clouded and there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. That was unusual, and surprising as well.

She nodded to Ezekiel. “Do you have any updates on Ezra that you can provide?”

“Unfortunately, she’s going to need time, and as I was relating to Benjamin,” he went on, and seemed to choose the word carefully, as if he didn’t want to even say Benjamin and would’ve much rather said Tobias, “she may need services that I cannot offer here.”

“Is it the cost⁠—”

“The cost is not the issue.”

Not any longer, I wanted to add, not since Benjamin had gone away to pay for it.

“I see. Do you have any estimate of how long it will be?”

“She may recover in days, or she may take weeks.”

“And is it safe to move her?”

“It is possible.”

“Possible?”

“I can’t say with any certainty how she will do.”

“Is it possible she will worsen?”

“Yes.”

Anya took a deep breath, smoothing her hands on her yellow dress. “You should go back to your mother.”

“Why?”

“She wanted to talk to you. That’s all. I have some business to wrap up with the healer, and then I can walk with you back to the caravan, if you don’t mind.”

“Will my mother be coming?”

“Go and talk with her,” Anya said.

I cast a glance back at Ezekiel and wanted to continue our conversation about Benjamin, but decided that now probably wasn’t going to be the best time to do so, and I needed to see what my mother wanted, if anything. Maybe Anya just wanted to have a chance to talk with Ezekiel on her own to find more information about how my mother was doing and didn’t want to do it in front of me.

I made my way back to my mother’s room, knocked briefly, and then stepped inside. She was sleeping, or seemed to be. I took a seat at the chair, and once I settled down, pushing my mandolin case to the side, her eyes flickered open.

“Leo?”

“I’m here.”

“Good,” she said, then she coughed. “I need to talk to you.”

“Let me guess. You want me to help you get back to the wagons. Ezekiel doesn’t know how long it is going to take for you to recover, and said that it might take a little while for you to get all the way better. I don’t know that it’s safe to move you until you are well enough. The wagons can stay here. The city is big enough, and⁠—”

“The Wayward cannot stay here,” she said.

“I don’t understand. They aren’t going to leave you behind. You’re velar.”

“For now,” she said. She closed her eyes and clutched at her stomach. “But eventually, another will be chosen.”

“Of course,” I said. That was the way of the Wayward, as some would come and go and people would fill different positions. It happened in all the different roles, not just in the position of velar. The Custodians would change; the others amongst the caravan would change. Over time, everything would shift and become a little different.

“I mean it will have to change now,” she said. She coughed again. This time, she winced. “I’m not going be able to go back to the wagons for a while.”

“Why not? Ezekiel didn’t know how long he would need help, but⁠—”

“Because I can feel what’s happening,” she said. “And I know that it will not improve quickly.”

“How can you know that? You aren’t a healer, not like Ezekiel is.”

Her smile slipped, faltering briefly. “Ezekiel isn’t a healer like that, either. That’s why he can’t help me as well as he would like. I appreciate that Benjamin brought me here, even if it did cost him.”

“What did it cost him?”

“If I’m right about him, something that he did not want to have to repay.” She licked her lips. “I want you to say with the wagons.”

“What? I’m not leaving you here, Mother.”

“You need to go with them. You can’t stay.”

“I can’t leave you, Mother. If you can’t stay with the wagons right now, then I’ll stay with you. Once you’re better, we can rejoin them.”

“It’s not safe for you to stay here, Leo. It’s not safe for me, either, but it’s definitely not safe for you.”

“Why?”

It was a strange comment, and it was one that left me wondering what she was getting at and why it wouldn’t be safe for me, but she clenched her jaw, closing her eyes, and looked as if she were struggling to try to keep a measure of pain out of her features.

“Mother?”

She didn’t answer.

And so I sat there, until eventually I picked up the mandolin and began to play, wanting a distraction, nothing else, but even playing didn’t provide me with enough of a distraction this time. All it did was remind me of how my performance had distracted me from when my mother had needed me. And so my hands faltered again.


Chapter
Sixteen

WAYWARD AND ONWARD


The Wayward stayed longer than my mother wanted.

I only caught that in snippets of overheard conversation, mostly when Hadrian and Anya came to visit, only to find that my mother still hadn’t come around in full. She had not awoken anymore after that day. She would come around, murmur a little bit, eat and drink just a little, but she wasn’t able to answer any questions. She was getting thinner quickly. Her color was poor, and she had a constant sheen of sweat that covered her brow. Ezekiel came into her room often, checking on her, administering different medicines and ointments and doing other different healing techniques, but from what I had been able to tell, nothing had made much of a difference.

I kept waiting for Benjamin to return, but he did not. When I asked Anya and Hadrian about it, they said that his wagon had left with him and that he had been gone ever since the very first day we’d arrived. That surprised me. I would’ve expected that Benjamin would've said something more to me, rather than just departing. Yet I remembered what Ezekiel had told him, how they had whispered quietly to each other, and there had been this look of disappointment on Benjamin’s face. On one of the visits that Ezekiel made into the room, I waited until he was done and then asked him about that.

“I keep waiting for Tobias to return.”

I figured it was best for me to use Ezekiel’s preferred name for Benjamin, as it made it easier on him, as it seemed to me that he didn’t have as much difficulty referring to him as Tobias, not the way that he did when he mentioned Benjamin. There was something about that name that tripped him up, and in some ways, it left me thinking that perhaps he was uncomfortable calling him that.

“It depends on how long it takes, but he will return.”

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, yes. How else will I know that his task is complete?”

“What kind of a task did he have?”

He looked at me, and for a moment, a bit of darkness flickered in his eyes. It left me wondering if he was going to provide that answer before he shook his head, mostly to himself. “That is not for me to share, young man.”

And so he had slipped away.

When Hadrian and Anya had come that day, they had checked on my mother, checked on me, and then stopped outside the room. They hadn’t closed the door all the way. At the time, I thought it was a mistake, but over time, I had started to question whether or not this was their way of trying to allow me to know what they were talking about and what they were planning, so that I could make my own preparations. And perhaps that was the kindness they offered me. Or perhaps it was the kindness they offered my mother, given her service as velar. I didn’t know which one it was.

“We have been here far longer than normal,” Hadrian said. “And you know what she told you.”

“I’m well aware of what she told me, Hadrian. And I know what she would want.”

“Then why are we having this conversation? She’s nothing if not Wayward.”

“Of course she is. She’s the reason the caravan was founded, unless you have forgotten?”

“I have not forgotten.”

My mother was responsible for founding the caravan?

But then, for as long as I remembered, my mother had always taken on a position of authority within the Wayward. I didn’t have a whole lot of memories other than the Wayward. Maybe I had always been a part of it.

“The Wayward move. We travel. That is what Ezra would want,” Hadrian said.

“Were it anyone else, I would agree with you. But this is Ezra,” Anya said.

“I know. It’s why I have waited as long as I have, but there comes a time when we cannot wait any longer. She would not have wanted us to wait any longer.”

She was quiet, and I could practically feel her hesitation.

“Let’s give her another day. We can talk to the healer, see if there’s anything that he might be able to administer to her that would make her safe enough that we could transport her.”

Hadrian hesitated. “Even if we transport her, it will take time. For us to get to a place like you are referring, it may be a week. Maybe two, depending on the pace we take. And⁠—”

“I know what it will take,” she said.

The voices had grown fainter, though I poked my head out the door, wanting to try to listen in and see what else they might say and what else they might be thinking about, but they had already slipped off down the hall and disappeared from view.

The Wayward needed to leave.

I understood. And they were right. Had it been anybody else other than my mother, the Wayward would have left. They stayed as long as the caravan needed to stay. And then they moved. That had always been the intention of the Wayward, regardless of who got off the wagons. They didn’t wait for anybody. If somebody decided to make their fortune in town, then so be it. They were welcome to it.

But this…

This was my mother. This felt different. And I had a sense that they all felt that way. I wondered what would happen if—when—others learned my mother was getting left behind.

She had started shivering. The blanket was pulled up to her neck and her skin had a pasty, almost waxy sheen to it. She had wanted me to go.

I couldn’t leave her like this.

I didn’t know what was wrong with her, only what they had alluded to, and the fact that it didn’t seem as if anything that Ezekiel was doing was making a difference in helping her recover, but I couldn’t leave her.

When they returned the next day, I didn’t even need to overhear them talking to Ezekiel to know my mother wasn’t going anywhere. She had not gotten any better overnight. I hadn’t expected it, not with the persistent shivering, the beads of sweat that lingered, and not with the fact that she seemed as if she were getting sicker rather than better.

Anya touched me on the hand.

I looked up. “I know,” I said.

“Your mother told me what she wanted you to do,” she said. “And while normally I would say that you should do what your mother wants to, in this case, I don’t know that you should.” She squeezed her eyes shut. When they opened, there was a different resolve than had been there before. “She’s sick, Leo. I don’t how much time she has left. Hopefully the healer will get what he needs and be able to help her, but you should know that it might not be in time.” She smiled sadly. “I realize how callous that sounds, but you need the truth.”

“I understand,” I said.

I had lived my entire life with only my mother as family. And if she didn’t survive, I had no idea what would happen to me.

“We’re going to wait until the morning, and then we need to move on. We wouldn’t be the Wayward if we don’t. We will honor your mother’s spirit, and everything that she wanted for the Wayward. If she recovers”—I noted how she said if, not when—“we will leave word. Hadrian will plan out the journey so that we will stop in a set series of towns along the way. You can get transportation to us. Your mother has money, as you know.”

I nodded.

“Do you understand?”

I took a deep breath. “I do.”

“You could leave your wagon here, and as it is your mother’s wagon, we would not be entitled to it, but it would be useful,” she said.

I knew what she meant by that. And at this point, I also knew that she was right. The wagon would be more useful for them than it would be for me.

“The Wayward need it more than we do right now,” I said. “But if she makes it, and if we return⁠—”

“It is your wagon.”

“I’ll come out for a few items.”

“Very well.”

She leaned forward and gave me an awkward hug. It was almost as if she weren’t sure what to do, what to say, or even how to act around me.

I sat holding my mother’s hand.

At one point, Hadrian poked his head in. He looked at her, and then looked at me, but he didn’t say anything. An expression in his eyes suggested to me that he didn’t know what to say. To be honest, I didn’t know what to say to him, either. So neither of us said anything. Maybe that was for the best.

Ezekiel came in later that evening.

“Is she dying?” I asked.

He had on a gray jacket and pants, and his hair was slicked back. He dabbed at my mother’s face and then applied an ointment on the inside of her cheeks, underneath her eyes, and even smeared some along her sternum.

“She’s not well. The Wayward asked to bring her with them, but I told him that it was probably not a wise decision.”

“Anya says you’re waiting for something?”

“I am hopeful that we will receive a useful item. It isn’t a guarantee, boy.”

Boy, now, and not young man the way it had been before.

Maybe that had to do with the tears that were streaming down my face as I asked about whether my mother was dying. Or maybe it was the fact that I was losing everything that I had known, the only home that I could remember, and the people I called family.

Or maybe it was just that Benjamin had left me behind, and at a time when I needed my teacher—and mentor—more than anything else.

“But it might do something?”

“It might.”

I went out to the wagon that evening. A somber air hung over everything. I gathered some clothes, a leather satchel I stuffed full of coin, digging it out of my mother’s hiding place inside the wagon, which was beneath a false bottom in her trunk, and then looked at anything else that might be there. She had some jewelry, but there was no point in taking that right now. She had a few books, but again, what was I going to do with them? And then there was nothing else. I thought about what else I needed to do before realizing that somebody else was going to taking the wagon while we did not. Which meant that I needed to move things around.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Hadrian said from the doorway.

I looked back at him. “I’m just going to organize things a little bit. That way when we come back, I’ll know where it is.”

He looked as if he wanted to say something to me, but he didn’t. Instead, he nodded. “Your mother is a good woman. One of the best I’ve ever known.”

“I know.”

“It’s because of her that all of this was possible. I know she didn’t like to talk about it. And I don’t know how much she talked about it with you in the first place, but were it not for her, none of this…”

I started crying then. I sank to my knees, leaning on the bed, resting my forearms on it, and tears streamed down my face. I was leaving. I didn’t know if I was returning, and I didn’t know if I would be able to return. I didn’t know if I would even be able to find the Wayward again.

For that matter, I didn’t even know if I was Wayward anymore.

“I’m sorry, Leo,” Hadrian said. “We can’t stay much longer. We’ve been here longer than we should already, and we’ve got Larsal pushing us to get moving…”

“I know,” I said, though I barely heard what he was saying.

“Anya says that your mother wanted you to come with us. And of course, you know how we feel about you. You would be welcomed, as all are, among the Wayward. That is what your mother wanted all to know. A sense of welcome, and an opportunity.”

“I never knew that she was responsible for this.”

He smiled tightly. “I think that she was avoiding something, though to be honest, most who come to the Wayward, regardless of how long that is, do so because they are avoiding something.”

“She never spoke of it.”

“Well, that’s not surprising, either. I think it’s your father, though. She didn’t like to talk about it, and I don’t know that she ever would talk about it. But I think… Well, maybe now isn’t the time to talk about that, is it? Regardless, your mother was not so different than any of the others who came to the Wayward. Much like me.”

“What are you avoiding?”

“Now? Perhaps permanence. But when I joined the Wayward, I left behind a wife and a daughter.” His voice was soft, sad, almost.

I’d heard him mention a daughter before, but he had never mentioned a wife.

“They were lost during the Darkness. Nothing could be done for them, and…” He shook his head. “I remember when they were lost. I was told I was the lucky one. I think in some ways, they were the lucky ones. They didn’t have to find a way to live without them.”

The Darkness. The plague that had struck a decade ago, killing so many. My mother said that my father had not died because of the Darkness, which was one of the questions I had asked of her a long time ago, thinking that if that had been what had happened to him, I should know. I hadn’t realized that Hadrian had lost his family to it. We’d others over the years who had lost family to the Darkness. Most of them were open about it, as they had either struggled, or they had scarring from it. Those who survived often had disfigurements, sometimes rotten limbs needing amputation, other times pockmarked flesh, and other times they had a limp. Hadrian had none of that.

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, I didn’t say that to get your sympathy. I’ve let it go, at least as much as one can let it go. For a long time, I spent my days with the Wayward, looking for another purpose. I thought that I would find another place, that I had to find another place, but your mother suggested to me that the Wayward could be my place.” He smiled. “At least, she offered that to me until I decided I wanted something else. She did that for so many in those days.”

“That’s how the caravan started?”

“A part of it. She was traveling with another group. You were young. Maybe two or three at the time. And when the merchants she was traveling with veered off, she bought this wagon and joined with another caravan, and over time, it sort of evolved, I guess. I hope you have an opportunity to ask her about it. The story would be something amazing. Not only did she build a place for those who traveled, giving them safety, she also built a reputation.”

I felt another catch in my throat as tears streamed anew.

“Very few people bother us. No bandits, and given that we have the Custodians with us, we are relatively safe anyway. But we also have a reputation in the places that we visit, a reputation that has given us free travel, with little interruption.” He had continued as if not even noticing that I was crying even harder. And maybe this was Hadrian’s way of mourning my mother. “I owe your mother a debt of gratitude that I don’t know that I will ever be able to repay. So many do.” He took a quick breath, letting it out, and then shook his head. “So I am sorry, Leo. You will have a place with us whenever you choose to return.”

He left me then.

I spent the next half hour intermittently crying and organizing, moving our belongings into the trunk, and when that was full, I started piling them up at the back of the wagon. The Wayward were not supposed to be a place of permanence, and yet my mother had always treated it as if it were. For so long, I had not known why, and learning that she was on responsible for essentially creating the Wayward made it both better and worse. It was hard knowing that she was the one responsible for all of that, and yet there was also something quite remarkable about it. It was because of my mother that so many people had been given a measure of safety. She had touched lives.

Wasn’t that what everyone should aspire to?

When I was done, I sat on her bed, looking around the inside of the wagon for a long while. Everything here was home to me, or had been for so long. This was where I had grown up, where I had slept, where I had learned to read, where I had learned to listen. This was my place. And now it would not be. Eventually, I went out. I made my way over to the fire, where I sat near the back of the gathering, listening to the sound of voices, subdued and quiet compared to what was normal, until Edith got up and began to tell a story. Every so often, she looked in my direction, as she spoke of the story of the twilight gates.

“When our world was yet young and fresh, there was a fae named Eolande. As swift as the wind and as radiant as the dawn, Eolande was known for her curiosity. She was a wanderer, always seeking, always exploring, drawn by the beyond.

“One eve, as the sun kissed the sky farewell and the moon prepared her watch, Eolande came upon a twilight gate. It swirled and sang, its melody a siren’s call to the young fae. Mesmerized, she touched the shimmering surface of the gate and felt a pull, a beckoning. She was swept through and found herself in the realm of humans, the world that lay beyond her own.

“This world was different, vast and unbound, alive with strange sights and sounds.

“Days turned into nights and nights into days as she explored this new world, but as time wore on, Eolande started to miss her home. The familiar whisper of the wind, the dance of the dewdrops on petals, and the silver shine of the moon.

“With a heavy heart, she went back to the twilight gate, but it would not open for her. Her heart filled with a sadness as deep as the night sky. She began to weave her magic, but could not make the gate open. Still, she touched this world with the essence of the fae.”

She went on, but the story had more familiarity to it. It was an interesting story, and one that I had not heard told quite in that way before, though when it came to Edith, she often had interesting stories. She was perfectly content telling some of the routine stories that so many people like to hear, but she truly specialized in some of the more unique tales. Much like that one.

When she was done, she took a seat next to me and was quiet for a long time.

I ignored everything else around us, the murmuring voices, the crackling of the fire. I just sat, staring.

“So you’re staying,” she said.

“It’s my mother,” I said. “I think she’s dying.”

“And if she does?”

It was a little harsher than I expected from her, but perhaps someone her age had seen enough life and death that it wasn’t that big of a deal to her. But it was my mother that she was talking about in such casual terms.

“I don’t know. If she dies, I suppose I will return to the Wayward. Hadrian is going to leave a list of the places that you will be visiting.”

“Is that really what you want for yourself?”

I looked over at her. “What else am I supposed to do?”

“Well, I believe that you have something else that you have been learning.”

“The Academy,” I said.

She nodded. “You are close to being of age. You might be a bit young, but you could go and at least stay until your enrollment.”

“Benjamin once said I needed to be sixteen before I could test.”

“Traditionally,” she said.

I looked at her. “Did you attend the Academy?”

“Oh, I was never good enough for that, but I grew up nearby, and I have some experience with the Academy, and even had an opportunity to spend a few months studying there, though informally.” She chuckled. “There was a young man who took fancy to me.”

That elicited more of a smile than I had anticipated.

“You would do well there. You have the right mind, the right spirit, and more importantly, you have the right heart. But stay with the School of Song. Don’t let them guide you anywhere else.”

I rubbed a knuckle in my eye. I wasn’t sure if I was wiping away a tear or if I was just trying to keep myself from crying. The more I talked about my mother, her illness, and whatever was happening to her, the harder it was for me. I could tell Edith wasn’t exactly comfortable with it, either, though she looked as if she were trying to be, but not doing a great job of it.

“What would it be if it weren’t the School of Song?” I asked. “I don’t think that I would be a good fit for the School of Science, or the School of Philosophy.”

“I’m not worried about those. I’m more worried about others. Just stick with the School of Song.”

I wasn’t sure if she was keeping anything from me, or if there was something else she was trying to get at, only that it seemed to me that there was more to what she had said than what she was letting on.

Deciding I was staying or leaving the Wayward was one thing, but actually going through with it and trying to come to terms with leaving everything I could remember was another altogether. Especially now that I had come to learn more about my mother and her role with the Wayward.

“Good luck, Leo.” Edith took my hand, squeezing it for a moment.

I didn’t pull away.

When she finally released my hand, she got up, leaving me sitting where I was. I lost track of how long I sat there that night. I remember the crackling of the fire. I remember the sounds of the voices around me. I remember Edith performing another of her stories, one that called to me, even though I barely paid any attention to it.

And I remembered the walk into the city. It was a long, slow walk, where it felt as if I were leaving everything behind and facing an uncertain and unknown future.

And it was the last time I was Wayward.


Interlude 1


The shop was dimly lit. The air smelled of sawdust, mixed with a hint of varnish, and a little bit of a pungent aroma that Garridan had only recently come to appreciate. It was something that someone not familiar with the purpose behind a place like this wouldn’t ever really appreciate, though he recognized it and understood its purpose.

And it was how he knew he had the right place.

He came alone. Matthew waited outside, watching for any sign of anyone else who might be heading into the shop, mostly to provide Garridan with a little bit of a warning, though it was also to give Matthew deniability. At least for now. There would come a time when Matthew would no longer have the deniability that Garridan attempted to offer him.

There were going to be consequences. And something else.

Change.

It was his intention and his plan for that change to lead to something more, and greater, than what they had before.

“Can I help you?”

The voice from the back of the shop was a little muted, and it sounded as if the person had been shouting for hours. Either that or they were addicted to the uncar root that was so popular in this part of the world. Probably that, Garridan realized.

The man chewed on a long, reedy item, and he suspected he was right.

“I’m not sure. I was looking for Warrick’s shop,” he said.

The man came forward. He was about a hand taller than Garridan, and he was average height. It was to his advantage, most of the time. There were times, however, when Garridan wished he was little taller than he was, though he had not really stopped growing, so there was still time for him, he knew. The man had a balding head, with a few wisps of hair standing on end. Most of them were neatly trimmed, though a few long stragglers looked as if they were growing wildly all over his scalp, waving around as if overlooked during his last trimming.

“You found it. Who sent you?”

It was an unusual question that struck him as not so much a question of whether he was looking for who referred him, but was more concerned about whether someone had reported him.

“I got your name from a few sources. I’m looking for a reputable luthier. I need something built.”

“Reputable?”

He looked around the inside of the shop, and Garridan bit back the response that came to him. He refused to look around as well. He kept his gaze on Warrick. He had to be careful, as at this point, he still wasn’t entirely sure if he could be convincing.

“Well, there are different gradations of reputability,” Garridan said, and he offered a hint of a smile, trying to be as charming—and disarming—as possible. The problem he had, he knew, was that he still looked young. He was young, but he wasn’t as young as he appeared. It could be an advantage at times, but it could also be a disadvantage, from what he had seen. In this case, with what he was looking for from Warrick, he was going to need every advantage he could get, as it was going to involve him drawing answers out of the man to learn what he had been seeking for so long. “And I’m looking for someone who has some experience making particular styles of instruments.”

“What style?” Warrick asked, and it seemed as if his curiosity was piqued. That was good. “I have experience in many different styles.”

“This one is quite particular,” he said. “The instrument is unique. It’s a five-coursed stringed instrument, and⁠—”

“A modified lute,” Warrick said.

It was a simplistic description, as it wasn’t exactly a lute, but it was near enough. And at this point, it wasn’t a matter of Garridan actually wanting the instrument constructed, though Warrick would never know that.

“Exactly,” he said, tipping his head and affecting a sheepish expression. “I heard a minstrel playing it not long ago and was hopeful I could have one made. The body of it was a little smaller than is traditional, however, and I was hoping I might find someone who could make it.” Garridan breathed out heavily, now changing to a bit of annoyance. “Had someone say he could make it, but none of them sound the same. It’s taken quite a bit of inquiry on my part to find anybody who can provide me with the name of someone who has more experience than is typical with these.”

“Let me guess,” Warrick asked. “You went to Gibson?”

“Locally, yes,” he said.

Gibson was one name on the list, but when they got to his shop, he didn’t have the necessary skill and wouldn’t have had the necessary contacts, either, for what Garridan was looking into. He had potential, and down the road might be somebody useful, but right now, he was not.

“He’s no good, not for anything like that. What you’re looking for is a complicated style. And it is difficult to build out the body in a way that creates the proper intonation when matched with those courses of strings. A lute is a difficult instrument.”

“I was hoping maybe you could make it.”

“I could, but it’s probably going to sound no better than what Gibson can make.”

A wave of irritation flashed through Garridan, and he worked quickly to suppress it.

“I’m happy to take your coin, but that’s not what I’m interested in. I want my clients to have a good experience. Otherwise, you’ll blame me when the sound is terrible. Then I lose customers.”

That was a surprising response. Too many people that he’d interviewed over the last few months had been far too willing to offer to make something they were obviously not equipped to make, and had been more than happy to take his money. Or at least, they had presumed to be more than willing to take his money.

“I wouldn’t want you to lose customers, Master Warrick.”

Warrick grunted, pulling the reedy length of wood out of his mouth and chewing softly for a moment. “Master? I’m no master. I’m just a man who tries to make the best instruments that I can.” He looked around inside the shop, his gaze settling on a series of empty hooks. “It’s been a while since it had much business and I’ll be honest, I need the work, but if I do this and you complain, it’s going to take away any additional work from me.”

“I see,” Garridan said. “A shame, then. I was really hoping to have an opportunity to have someone make an instrument like what I have been looking for.”

“Only a few men I know do that,” he said.

And here Garridan had thought he was finding one who had, as he had been working down the list of names that he had uncovered, but everybody had proven to be either far too confident for their capabilities or far too busy to take on the job.

“Who?” Garridan asked.

“None here. If you’re looking to find someone local, unfortunately you’re not going to find what you want. Every town has its own styles,” he explained, as if Garridan needed that explanation. “And while I’m perfectly able to make repairs on pretty much any instrument, making it from scratch…” He shrugged. “Well, that’s a different set of challenges, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Garridan said.

Warrick regarded him for a moment. “You some sort of nobility?”

Garridan suppressed a smile. “What would give you that idea?”

“Far too many noblemen coming in here looking for instruments. They think they can get a bargain here.”

“I didn’t realize that any nobility would want to get a bargain.”

“Depends on the noble,” Warrick said, “and depends on the reason. Sometimes they’re just looking for something easy so that they can impress some young lass. Other times, they think they are going to join the bard lifestyle, traveling and playing and never realizing just how much time or effort or skill is involved in being an effective minstrel.”

“I’m no noble,” Garridan said. “Just looking for a particular style of instrument.”

“If you say so. Anyway, you’re better off looking into Willef in Taft, or perhaps Erracian in Yora. Either of them would likely be able to make what you’re looking for.”

Both cities were a distance from here, but not so far as to be insurmountable.

“Any other places you can think of?”

“Oh, I can think of quite a few different places,” Warrick said with a shrug, “and there are a few more, but none are going to be close.”

“Any name that you might offer would be helpful.”

“Willing to travel, are you?”

“Perhaps.”

Garridan smiled and tried to be as mysterious as he could, but he was worried that he might’ve pushed his luck too far here.

“Let me give you a few more names.”
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Garridan hadn’t gone very far down the street toward Matthew’s position when he noticed the reflection off the glass of someone coming his way. He hesitated a moment and continued on, reaching into his pocket as he prepared. He repeated the names that Warrick had told him, but didn’t know how long it would take to investigate the additional five names he now had.

He slipped into a nearby darkened alley and moved with a deliberate pace. As he felt the quickened footsteps moving toward him, he withdrew a blade from his pocket, spun around, and drove it up toward the attacker. The blade went into Warrick’s belly.

The man’s eyes widened and he sunk to the ground, looking down and holding a hand against his belly. He had a long, slender stick in one hand, with a needle on one end, and a thin, greenish liquid that looked as if it were ready to ooze out of it.

“Iphar oil?” Garridan asked.

Warrick blinked, looking down at his belly.

“Yes, you are not moving. There is a paralytic that is on the blade. You won’t be able to move, and unfortunately, for me, you won’t be able to speak. It works relatively quickly.” He shook his head with disappointment. “You should’ve stayed in your shop.”

He took a step back before wiping the blood on Warrick’s jacket and then carefully folding his knife back up and sliding it into his own pocket.

“Blink if the names you gave me were accurate.”

He watched Warrick. The man blinked.

“Very good. Now I am sorry about this. You don’t deserve this. And had I any other choice, I wouldn’t have, but you came after me.”

A shadow moved along the mouth of the alley and Garridan flicked his gaze up, only to relax slightly when he realized it was Matthew.

Matthew glanced down at the fallen form of Warrick, the blood pooling around him, before he stepped forward. “The shop owner, I take it?”

Garridan could see Matthew taking in everything, documenting everything, as he had been trained to do.

“Warrick. Apparently I was not as passable as a merchant as I was hoping to be.” He shrugged. “I will have to work on that.”

“There are quite a few different things you need to work on.”

“Obviously,” he said.

“What do you intend to do with him?”

“Bring him back into his shop. We can stage an accident.” He shook his head. “Unfortunate, as I do think that the names he provided me were helpful.”

“He gave you more?”

“Five more.”

“And do you trust them?” He asked, glancing over at the fallen form of Warrick before looking over at Garridan. “Considering… Well, considering what he decided to do.”

“There’s always a possibility he was giving me a list of names of targets, but I suspect that because he was trying to decide what he was going to do with me, he actually gave me accurate names.”

“Interesting. Any you recognize?”

Garridan shook his head. “Unfortunately, no.”

He crouched down, looking at Warrick. His eyes had widened and his color was starting to fade. It wasn’t the most comfortable way to go, Garridan knew. The paralytic eventually kept someone from breathing, even. And within a few moments, barely more than a minute, most of the time, a person would go unconscious. There was a certain relief in that, inasmuch as it wasn’t so terrible to pass out and have no further awareness of what was happening around them.

“Help me with him,” Garridan said.

Between him and Matthew, they propped Warrick between them and slipped down the alley. The street was relatively quiet, but even if it wasn’t, they looked as if they were escorting an intoxicated friend back to his home.

“Back alley,” Matthew said.

Garridan had assumed there was a back entrance and was thankful that Matthew had scouted to double-check. That was uncommon for his friend, as he was mostly content to observe and document.

Knowing about a back-alley entrance was good. Better than going in through the front door and running the risk of having someone notice what they had done. As they slipped through the alley, this one much wider, he had to navigate past piles of stinking refuse until they came to a narrow, damp alley along the back. More piles of refuse were strewn about until they got to the doorway of Warrick’s shop.

Garridan picked the lock, pulled open the door, and then stepped inside.

The air still hung with its pungent aroma, and back here, there were more of the smells of sawdust, along with that of oil and varnish and several different items that were only found in a luthier’s shop.

“How do you intend to stage it?” Matthew asked.

“Well, knife to the belly. I’m thinking he tripped and impaled himself.”

“Good. On what?”

“How about a sharpened length of wood?”

“Who’s going to believe that?”

“Depends upon the length of wood. You know, with the right alteration here, we could make it seem as if the neck splintered and it went into his gut.”

“I suppose that would work. You’re going to need to set it up the right way.”

They lowered Warrick to the ground and then, between the two of them, they set to work. It wasn’t a difficult task, making it look as if someone had simply stumbled and speared themselves. The hard part, however, was in making it look believable.

Somebody like Warrick would have connections. He was certain of it. And the challenge as he saw it was in making sure that any of those connections didn’t get suspicious. Yet.

“You know, you could make a message,” Matthew said. “That would be quite a compelling story.”

“Not yet. That will come soon enough.”

He hadn’t realized it, but Warrick was still awake. Surprising. He was a stronger man than Garridan had given him credit for.

As his eyes bulged at their comment, Garridan watched him intently.

“Oh, yes. That’s my plan. The whole Guild is coming down.”


Chapter
Seventeen

A NEW MENTOR


The city was unfamiliar to me. Not only that, but it was strange staying in a city where I knew I was going to be staying for longer than a day. I would need to get acquainted with the city, though, so I didn’t feel so lost in it. I didn’t even need to bring everything with me, as Ezekiel gave me a space of my own. Benjamin had likely paid for all of this, but I had no idea what it had cost him.

The only thing I kept on me was the mandolin, as I was loath to leave it behind.

It gave me an opportunity to try to explore and to get a sense for a city, something I had never done before. It was unique and I found I didn’t necessarily like it. I missed being on the road, missed seeing what the next town would bring, missed the wide-open landscape. This was almost confining.

At one point, I was drawn toward a small market situated in the center of the city, where I watched the commotion. There was something about the market that was familiar and a bit soothing, partly because when I traveled with the Wayward, I was accustomed to many of our merchants taking an opportunity to trade and find the best deals. I listened to the different things that were sold, as the merchants made a point of shouting what they were selling and trying to draw attention to them and their carts. Many of those carts were brightly colored and decorated, as if the colors would draw in buyers more so than the items themselves.

I found myself drawn to one particular cart, but not because of the bright gold and crimson that it had been painted with. Rather, it was because the pottery they were selling was incredibly well painted and ornate. Having traveled with the Wayward as long as I had, I had an eye for different goods and could recognize quality. It was unusual, though, for anybody to sell Ceranese pottery.

I paused in front of it, and the man who was working the booth looked up at me, arching a brow. “Looking to buy something for your mother, boy?”

“Just shopping,” I said.

He chuckled. “Well, I doubt that anybody would ever see anything quite as valuable as this. You rarely get this quality.”

I approached, glancing at the ceramic, and only then did I realize something.

I had seen enough Ceranese ceramic that I could recognize it, though I doubted many people would be able to do so. Most would see the traditional pale white along with the striping and patterns of the Ceranese ceramic and feel like they were seeing something unusual. But I could tell that the tracings of paint along the surface were just a bit too thick, and a bit irregular, to be genuine. Either that, whoever had made it was not a master craftsman.

“How much would you charge for this?”

The man had already turned his attention past me before he swiveled back. He was a larger man, with wide set eyes, a thick, prominent brow, and a bald head that had just a bit of stubble, making him look as if he were a little wild.

“I thought you weren’t shopping?”

“Call it curiosity.”

“For this kind of quality? I suppose I could part with a set of bowls for… let’s say six silver.”

I tried to mask my surprise, but I evidently did not do a very good job at that.

“You think that too much, boy?”

“Well, I think for what you’re selling here, I would probably not offer you anything more than a single silver for a set of bowls.” Even that would be generous, but there was enough of the traditional painting style that it would be somewhat worthwhile. Not that I was in any market for bowls, though I did find it somewhat entertaining to at least ask the question.

“A single silver? What do you take me for?”

“I take you for selling a forgery,” I said.

The man straightened. He was much taller than he had appeared, and much larger.

He leaned forward. “You’d better be careful with your accusation there, boy. Such things are liable to end up with a knife in your back.”

A hand on my shoulder caught my attention, but a familiar voice leaned forward, the steady, almost nasally tone more amused than anything else. “Don’t mind my grandson,” Ezekiel said. “He tends to get a little boisterous. He reads a story, thinks himself an expert, and then decides to come to the market and harass good merchants like yourself. Of course your ceramics are valuable.”

That softened the man’s expression a little bit, though not entirely.

“Unfortunately, we’re not really in the market for ceramics right now, are we, Arven?” he said, clasping me on the shoulder. “But if we were, the texture of these would be quite intriguing.” Ezekiel smiled and then tipped his head to the merchant before pulling me away.

I knew better than to say anything, and so I was quiet until he led us all the way free of the market.

Finally, he looked down. “Are you trying to get yourself killed, Leo?”

“I’m not trying to do anything. I was just wandering the plaza. I didn’t realize that I was going to end up angering a merchant.”

“Merchants, along with others, tend to be a little touchy when you proclaim their items to be forgeries.”

“It was a forgery.” I glanced back at the man’s booth, and though it seemed as if the man was not looking at me, every so often, he cast a glance in our direction, as if trying to decide if he wanted to be angry with me or if he would be placated by what Ezekiel had said.

“Of course it was. We don’t get much in the way of Ceranese pottery here in Bastiin. If we did, they would certainly charge more than six silvers. Anything that comes through here that even resembles it will be called Ceranese pottery, and will be sold for quite inflated prices.”

“I didn’t know.”

“But you recognized it as a fake.”

I nodded. “I’ve seen it before. When I was younger, we had a Ceranese artisan traveling with us for a little while,” I explained. “He pointed out how to identify forgeries. He said it was something that would serve me well later.” I sniffed at that. He hadn’t told me that I would be likely to offend a merchant by finding such forgeries, but maybe he also hadn’t expected me to go and accuse anybody of such things, either.

“Yes, it is impressive you were able to recall that.”

I shrugged at that comment. “I don’t know how impressive it was. It was just that he wanted to make sure that others within the Wayward were not taken advantage of. It was his payment.”

He gave me an opportunity to explain.

“When you travel with the Wayward, most feel a need to offer payment for the travel. It’s not always a monetary payment, though sometimes it is.” I shrugged. “Some people who have more than others are happy to contribute to the funds that allow the caravan to move unimpeded. Most, however, offer their skills, their knowledge, or something along those lines, to be a part of the Wayward.”

“What an interesting idea,” he said.

“We had lots of things like that.”

“And you participated?”

“I didn’t have a whole lot to offer,” I said.

I was young, and so I wasn’t really expected to do much. My mother, on the other hand, offered leadership. Though at the time when I had been younger, I had thought she did so because she didn’t have much else to offer. I hadn’t realized that my mother had been one of the founders of the Wayward.

“What else did you learn?” He glanced over at the mandolin case. “Besides the obvious.”

“Quite a few different things,” I said. “I’m not an expert in anything. There isn’t enough time to travel with people to become an expert.”

“Too many people value expertise in a single area,” Ezekiel said, squeezing my shoulder and trying to guide me away from the market square, “when in reality, having a general set of knowledge is often more desirable. Let’s say you were an expert in pottery, for example. You would have been able to identify that, but you wouldn’t be able to do much else. Or let’s say that you were an expert in singing,” he said. “What else do you think that will provide you?”

I shrugged. “It depends. Some among the Wayward have expertise and can use that. Like Benjamin,” I went on, and I made a point of watching him as I said his name, curious as to what kind of reaction he might give me. “He thought that by teaching me to play, I would be able to enroll in the Academy.”

He nodded slowly. “It is a reasonable consideration,” he said, tipping his head in a bit of a nod. “But there are other aspects to entering the Academy that must be considered.”

“Such as what?”

“We won’t talk about that here.” He looked over. “Why don’t you tell me what you know about the manufacture of rugs?”

I looked over at a nearby rug merchant. I had a little bit of knowledge of weaving techniques, along with how to identify better quality yarns, and several other ways of picking out the value in carpets, but wasn’t sure that I wanted to do that here. When I said as much to Ezekiel, he just shrugged.

“I was curious whether your personal experience and education provided you with anything more.”

“Are you shopping for anything in particular?”

“No,” he said. “Consider this more of an academic curiosity.”

He was helping my mother, and there was a part of me that felt as if maybe this was his way of getting his payment. He might not be one of the Wayward, but given that he hadn’t asked for actual money, it left me thinking that perhaps he was after something else. Perhaps it was what Benjamin was doing for him, though maybe there was still something else I could contribute.

He watched me as I made my way over to the rug merchant. I stood off to the side, looking at the stack of rugs and the people who were going through and shopping. Most of them would finger the fabrics, flip through and look through for different patterns or colors or anything that appealed to them, but I knew that it was a combination of all that was important.

As Ezekiel approached, he stood behind me. “What is your assessment?”

“Reasonable quality,” I said. “But I’m not surprised. There are pretty skilled weavers not far from here.” We had traveled through Ugvaril along our journey, and that had proven to be a place of quite a bit of quality. The weavers there were skilled, even if they didn’t have the highest quality yarns. Some of them liked to import better quality yarns, which added to the cost, and often they added to their complexity as well.

“There are. Which is why it is not uncommon to find a rug merchant here. What do you think of the price?”

I’d been listening to the rug merchants as they were haggling with various people, and I hadn’t been put off by the cost.

“I think they start a little high and can be negotiated down, though that’s not at all dissimilar to any other merchant, I suppose. My experience really isn’t in haggling.”

“But you must know what a merchant would expect, and what they would accept.”

I nodded slowly. “I suppose I do.” I looked over at Ezekiel. He was looking past me, over at the rug merchant, and flicking his gaze all around him. There was something to his expression that I couldn’t quite read, and I didn’t really try. “That was another thing that most who traveled with us were willing to provide. They were more than happy to share secrets like that. There was no harm in revealing what a typical cost to the merchant would be, and what a typical profit markup should be.”

“Of course not. There’s no harm to them if they share that, as you are unlikely to haggle with them.”

“And I suppose most merchants are similar in how they approach things.”

“Well, you might be surprised. Some people approach a negotiation wanting to get everything possible. Those are the ones you have to walk away from. They are looking for the most profit, as if to squeeze water from a stone. While it is understandable, as some may never return to a place and want to maximize their profit, it really does not do much for developing a relationship.”

“But if they aren’t going to return to a town, then there’s no need to really develop a relationship.”

“What else happens in towns?”

It was a broad and generic question.

“I don’t know what you’re getting at here.”

“What else travels, even more quickly than a merchant?”

It was a riddle, but this one was a riddle whose answer I could guess.

“Rumors,” I said.

“Exactly. A merchant does not want to get a name for being too ruthless. If they do, they find that it becomes difficult to trade. No one will go to them when they can go to an alternative. Especially around here, where rug merchants are not all that rare. More than that, the supplier may eventually stop working with them, especially if they feel like the merchant is making a bad name for themselves. Now, there are some who have rare supplies,” he went on, nodding toward the ceramic wagon, “and they can choose how they want to approach things. Work to establish a relationship, or work to behave ruthlessly.”

“I see. So you’re saying because the rug merchants have a bit more competition, they are more likely to act in good faith when they are negotiating.”

“Actually, I’m not saying that at all. I don’t know what this merchant would do, as I don’t know this merchant at all. I’m just commenting on what might motivate them.” He smiled tightly. “But then, you’re the one who has some expertise in these matters.”

“I think you’re giving me too much credit.”

He chuckled. “Perhaps I am. But it is interesting to see someone your age with such life skills. Most need to be taught to look for quality, and to look for the undercurrent of what another person is doing.”

I looked over at him. “And what is the undercurrent of what you’re doing?”

He didn’t answer that question. “Try to be safe, Leo. The market, and the city, can be dangerous at times. You’ve only been here a short while. But I would caution you to keep your eyes open and perhaps be ready.”

“Ready?”

“Protected, I suppose I could say.”

“Is it unsafe?”

“It’s a large city, Leo. It is always unsafe.”
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The next few days went slowly. I wandered the streets, visited my mother, and kept waiting for her to recover. There was no recovery. I kept thinking that maybe Benjamin would return, but he didn’t. During the night, when I was struggling to sleep, sitting up in a chair next to my mother, despite the fact that Ezekiel had offered me another place to sleep—an offer that I suspected had some other requirement attached to it—I wondered about Benjamin and what he was doing. I also wondered about the rest of the Wayward, and about where they were going. I had the list of places that Hadrian had provided, and I knew that the Wayward did not travel rapidly. They were the Wayward, and there was no urgency to their meandering pace.

And I found myself missing it.

If there was one thing I felt in my time in the city, it was the sense of urgency that hung over everything. People moved quickly in a city the size of Bastiin. Some of it came from people moving to jobs, or hurrying to the market, or hurrying home from wherever they had been, and some of it came from just a sense of the activity in the city itself. It was massive.

I had explored for the last few days but had barely managed to explore even a quarter of the city. I had stayed close to Ezekiel’s shop and had learned the layout of the streets and alleys around it, mostly so that I could avoid getting lost as I traveled to and from the workshop, but also because I just didn’t want to be gone for too long from my mother. Boredom had pushed me away from her room for longer and longer stretches. But I did keep my eyes open, and I found myself watching and listening, and simply observing.

Ezekiel was kind when he stopped in. He seemed to have softened a little since I had encountered him in the market. His comment about looking for a secondary benefit stayed with me. I was nothing if not a good student. At one point, I asked him about my mother’s progress.

“No progress,” Ezekiel said, and he frowned. “I’m not entirely sure what is wrong with her, but I have sent for some alternative treatments.”

“Is that what Benjamin’s after?”

He looked over at me. “No.”

“So what is he doing?”

“Tobias,” he said, emphasizing that name rather than Benjamin, “has something else that he has been asked to do. What I fear I need to help your mother is a little more complex. And, as I said, there is no guarantee it will be effective.”

He had made that clear time and again, enough so that I started to feel like he was trying to set me up for his failure. Either that, or he wanted to build me up so that when he eventually succeeded, I would be amazed by his skill.

“Is there anything I can do?”

“You can stop sitting here and worrying about her.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

He shook his head. “I find that it is often better to have a distraction when I am worried. Have you ever had an opportunity to study any woodcraft? Any crafting, for that matter?”

“We had a painter traveling with us for a time. I learned about different types of paint—oils, watercolors, even different types of inks that could be mixed to work on colors, but nothing different than that. Well, I did work a little bit with Benjamin.”

He nodded, as if he had expected that much. “And you enjoy your instrument.”

I resisted the urge to look for my mandolin. “I enjoy playing.” He smiled at me, and I finally realized what he was getting at. “You’re asking if I have any interest in your luthier shop.”

“I could always use an extra hand. And I believe you said you had a curious mind. Not only that, but Benjamin claimed you had a little potential, and I hate to see potential go to waste. It’s a distraction, Leo. Maybe nothing more than that, but perhaps it could be more. He obviously sees you as having potential. And if I remember what I know of Tobias, he would not say that lightly.”

“What would I do?”

“To begin with? Not much. You keep your hands busy. Gather supplies, watch the working of the shop, that sort of thing. I don’t expect you to learn what it takes to make repairs right away, though if you were to stay with me for a while,” he began, and there was a hint in his tone that suggested that wouldn’t be the worst thing to him, “you can learn on the job and eventually perhaps even learn a few new techniques.” He shrugged. “Perhaps if you enjoy it, if you ever find your way to the Academy, you could enroll in the School of Craftsmanship.”

“Not the School of Song?”

“Oh, the craftsmen are one of the oldest and most distinguished schools.” He smiled slightly. “And as you are a performer, I’m sure that Benjamin tried to guide you in that direction, but having the knowledge and skill to make repairs would be beneficial. You do have quite the unique instrument.”

It was a mandolin. Benjamin had said that there were plenty of mandolins, though most of the minstrels who came through our caravan played the lute, but not all. There had been a few who played six-string, wide-bodied instruments. The lute had always seemed a more refined instrument. The mandolin, on the other hand, could be played in different ways. I enjoyed strumming it, the same way that those six-stringed instruments could be strummed, along with finding a melody the same way Benjamin had taught me while playing his lute.

“Regardless of its uniqueness,” he said, “a man dependent upon another to make repairs for his instrument may be delayed when he wants nothing more than to be able to put on a performance. And besides,” he went on, “a minstrel can certainly earn their keep, but that is dependent upon your performance, and interest in your performance. Luthiers are always needed. There are quite a few minstrels who have never had any interest in learning how to make the necessary repairs of their own instruments.” He shrugged. “It is just a thought.”

He was right. I did have time, and though I had been wandering through the city, I was starting to question whether that was what I wanted to do with all of the time I now had. Maybe my days would be better spent doing something productive. Why not study with Ezekiel and learn whatever I could about becoming a luthier?

What else did I have to do?

The Wayward had moved on.

I could return to them—and still anticipated going back to them—but there was a part of me that wondered if I was meant to go back.

“I would love to work with you.”

He nodded. “Very well. We will begin tomorrow. Find me first thing in the morning.”


Chapter
Eighteen

THE DANGERS IN A CITY


Iwasn’t entirely sure what to expect of Ezekiel’s offer. He was offering to work with me, which might be helpful, especially as there were aspects of what he did that were far more involved than what I had seen from Benjamin while on the road. It felt like an extension of lessons that I’d already started.

My mother still came around, but not for very long. I remained worried about her, and about what it would take for her to recover, and if she would, or even could.

“All you need is to come down the hall to the workshop.”

“But what if she needs me?” I knew that was a foolish question, as Ezekiel was offering her much more than I was, but I still felt as if I needed to be there for her.

“You’re certainly free to check on her as often as you want.”

His workshop smelled of sawdust and oil. There was something almost soothing about it. Perhaps it was just the comfort of the sawdust, or maybe it was more the varnish and oils that suggested a quality of work.

He made a sweeping gesture. “My workshop. At least, one aspect of it. You should get comfortable here. Find your way around. Look at the tools, familiarize yourself with things that you have seen before, things that you have not. Learn the names of such things. Understand the purpose. Ask questions.”

“I thought I was going to be running errands and keeping my hands busy.”

“That will be a part of it, and there will be plenty of opportunities, but for now, explore like I have said. You may handle any of the tools, as they are not delicate for the most part, but be careful with them, nonetheless. I do not want you to touch any of the instruments, though.” He motioned to a few different lutes hanging from hooks in the ceiling. “These are waiting for repair work.”

He stepped out of the workshop, leaving me there.

I picked my way along the workbench. The first one had a row of clamps, and I traced my fingers along them. I could see how you could twist the end and the clamp would pinch. How many clamps were necessary for each type of build? After nearly dropping one clamp, and looking around to make sure Ezekiel wasn’t watching, I moved on. There were several different hammers, a few different saws, and dozens of other specialty tools I had no name for. Everything seemed to be put into a particular place, as if Ezekiel was very particular about how he organized everything.

“And who do we have here?”

I spun to see a dark-haired girl who was probably only a few years older than me standing in the doorway. “My name is Leo. I’m working with Ezekiel.”

“New blood? Well, if that’s the case…” She strode forward, sticking her hand out. “Isabel Rain.”

I frowned. “Rain, like the storm?”

“Well, I don’t really know my last name, so I just took one.” She shrugged. “It could’ve been anything. I like rain. It sounded soothing.”

“How much do you work with Ezekiel?”

She shrugged slightly. “Depends upon the day. I used to run errands for him around the shop. That sort of changed and became something else. Do you know when he’s going to be back?”

“I think he just stepped out for a moment. I’m supposed to get acquainted with different tools here.”

“So you are really working with him. I think he’s got some books on that bottom shelf there,” she said, walking over to one of the cabinets nearest the door and slapping her hand on it. “At least, when I last had a chance to check on things here.” She offered a hint of a smile. “Can you let him know I was here?”

“You aren’t waiting for him? Don’t you work for him?”

She scowled at me for a moment. “With, not for.”

“Isn’t that the same?”

“You really are new, aren’t you?” She grinned. “Oh, and keep your hands off of those,” she said, pointing to the instruments. “He gets a little touchy. Especially with that one.”

She pointed to one of the lutes hanging from the hook in the center of the room. Most of them looked as if they were high quality instruments, but the one that she pointed to seemed to be even more so, with ornate carving along the neck of it. Even the sound hole had been carved with intricate latticework of delicate skill. I didn’t know much about that sort of thing, but I could at least get a sense of Ezekiel’s skill.

“Why not that one?”

“He gets a little touchy.” She offered a hint of a shrug, then stepped out of the room.

I opened the cabinet that Isabel had indicated, and I found the row of books on the bottom shelf. In fact, the entire thing was full of rows of books. Some of them looked to be advanced technique, all the way up to the construction of instruments.

“You found the books. Good.”

I straightened, looking over at Ezekiel, who had come in and was holding onto a bundle of leather. He set it down on the middle of the desk, where he began to unwrap it. It had a small, four-stringed instrument inside. One of the strings had been broken, and the finish of the instrument looked as if it had been chipped, but other than that, the instrument itself looked to be in pretty good shape.

“Isabel stopped by.”

“Did she come in now?” Ezekiel said. “And I imagine she picked her way around my shop.”

I snorted but shook my head. “Not particularly. She just told me where to start to get the language down.”

Ezekiel glanced at the cabinet. “That girl. She really can be clever.”

“That’s what you value.”

He frowned as he looked at me. “I value many things, Leo. And in your case, I value your hands.”

“What do you value with Isabel?” I was curious, as I didn’t know what she did for him.

“She serves a different role for me than you do, Leo. Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to do what she does, and I won’t ask her to do what you do.”

There was a moment of silence between us, and I thought that maybe he might share something more, but he didn’t.

And in that silence, I decided that it didn’t matter.
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Ezekiel bent over the clamp attached to the workbench, and I looked over his shoulder to get a sense of what he was doing. He’d called it a jig, a tool that he’d made for a specific purpose, and it had a long, slender piece of wood clamped inside of it. He was working a plane over the surface of the wood, peeling away a little bit with each pass he made.

“This is delicate work,” he said, not looking over at me. “And it doesn’t take a strong touch. Too many people get this part of it wrong. They try to work quickly, when a bit of delicacy is in order, at least when rebuilding the bridge.”

“And the bridge is…”

“The bridge is the section that elevates the strings,” he said. “It isn’t complex, but perhaps to those who are unfamiliar with it, it can seem as if it is.” He offered a hint of a smile. “I’m simply trying to bring this down slowly. This instrument,” he said, pointing to the lute lying on the workbench, strings removed and the surface almost entirely smooth, “had a cracked bridge. A simple fix, or relatively so. Still, I like to think of it as delicate work.” He smiled to himself. “And first, you need to make the cuts,” he said, making a motion toward the saw that was resting on the workbench, “and then you begin to smooth it down. You will see.”

He had given me a list each day, and had me running errands throughout the city. That had permitted me a bit of freedom, and a bit more purpose, which had been a relief, given that my mother had not improved.

She still had a pale, waxy appearance. I wasn’t exactly sure what Ezekiel had been doing, but he checked on her often and tried many different compounds to help her.

“I’m going to be working on this for the next hour or so. While you are welcome to observe, I don’t think you’re quite ready to practice, so I’m afraid that it might be a bit tedious and boring for you. You don’t have to stay here. You can wander the city, or you can study.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“You aren’t my employee,” he said. “You aren’t even my apprentice. If you were either, I might view things differently. I don’t have any right to be upset that you would choose to do something else.” He didn’t look over at me and continued to work, gliding the plane slowly across the surface, making smooth, steady passes with each movement.

I did watch for a bit longer, but then slipped out.

The street outside was quiet. I didn’t have any errands to run, which gave me a measure of freedom. Then again, freedom could get me into trouble. I found my way to the edge of the city, where I had been when the Wayward were still here, and looked out.

A pang of sadness washed over me. Eventually, the Wayward would move on beyond the list of places Hadrian had given me. If I didn’t catch up to them by that point, it was possible I never would.

The Wayward had always traveled somewhat erratically. At least, they had when my mother had been part of guiding them. I wondered what they would do now that it was Hadrian and Anya, and whoever had taken my mother’s place.

The city was quiet, but it was still a city. I felt better coming to the edge of the city, more like myself. There was something relaxing about coming out here, where I could simply exist and look around to make sense of my place in the world. It was soothing, if something like that could be soothing.

I lost track of how long I stood there. Longer than I had anticipated. Coming out here, looking over the place the Wayward had once been, did nothing for my mood or my peace of mind. In fact, if anything, it left me thinking that staying might have been a mistake, even with my mother withering away.

After a while, I tore my gaze away.

There were other wagons coming and going from Bastiin, but that was just as troubling as seeing the emptiness. All of them looked as if they were heading toward the market, wagons similar to the man selling pottery, or to the others trading in carpets, but there were some who looked as if they were just simple day traders carrying produce or perhaps livestock into the city. Farmers, for the most part. People who lived around here.

I was heading back toward Ezekiel’s shop when I caught sight of Isabel. The only time I’d seen her was when she had surprised me in Ezekiel’s shop. I had asked Ezekiel about it, and he’d told me that she was just a runner for him, which I assumed meant that she ran errands much like I did.

Hurrying after her, I tried to catch her before she disappeared. She moved quickly and slipped down an alley.

I should’ve known better than to follow, though. Going down an alley in an unfamiliar city, taking me to an unfamiliar street, would be dangerous. Plus the alley stunk, the stench of someone having dumped waste out a window.

Isabel’s voice came from the distance, though, and I followed it.

Nearing a branch point in the alley, I paused and watched, listening, as Isabel was talking to someone else.

Then something struck me in the back of the head, and I slid down the wall, passing out.


Chapter
Nineteen

ALLEYS AND BATHS


“You shouldn’t have done that,” a voice said.

I blinked. My head throbbed and I wanted to move. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t remember where I was. Not only that, but I remembered a little bit about what had happened and where I had been before. I had been going down the alley, following Isabel, and had heard her talking, but then…

Somebody had hit me.

“Is this your new boyfriend?”

“Not my boyfriend, but he’s working with Ezekiel.”

“Shit,” another voice said. “We should just cut him and leave it at that. He don’t have to know.”

“I know,” Isabel said. “And so if you decide to cut him, you’re going to have to cut me, too. And then you’re going to have to deal with the old man.”

“Come on, Bella. You’re not going to do that to us.”

“Try me.”

“What happened?” I asked.

I tried to move, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to. And for that matter, I wasn’t sure I should. Not until I had a better sense of what Isabel was doing and who she was with.

“Back away, you dolts,” Isabel said.

I blinked open my eyes, but everything was still dark around me. I tried to squint and caught just a little sliver of light overhead, but not enough for me to make much out.

“Sorry about that, Leo,” she said. “They got a little overzealous. Thought you were coming down here to spy on us.” She looked over her shoulder, shooting someone a look, but I couldn’t tell who. And I was curious if the person that she was shooting a look was the same person who had suggested just cutting me. I didn’t like that idea, but at this point, I wasn’t sure what I should be after and what I should be liking. I wanted to get up. “I hope you’re not hurt too bad.”

“My head,” I said, starting to sit up. Everything started to swim around me, but given that it was mostly dark, I couldn’t tell what was swimming, only that my head throbbed and everything seemed a little bit off.

“Right. Let me help get you back.”

“Back?”

“To the workshop.” She looked around her before her gaze settled on someone, and I heard the scurry of movement. By the time I did manage to sit up and look around, I realized we were alone in the alley.

“Friends of yours?”

“Something like that,” she said, and she offered a bit of a smile. “We all work with Ezekiel.”

“It doesn’t sound like it,” I said.

“Oh, we have our own tasks. Not all of us get to work in the workshop like you.”

“So what exactly do you do?”

She was quiet, and then she slipped her hand under my arm and heaved. She was stronger than she looked. She pulled me straight up to my feet and leaned on the wall for a moment as I tried to get past the pain in my head and neck.

“Come on,” she said, dragging me forward.

I looked back along the alleyway that I’d come down, and was curious why she didn’t bring me that way. Maybe this was a shorter path.

When we emerged on the street, I realized why she had chosen this path. It was a little wider than the others, and the alley itself was cleaner. Why had she gone down the foul alley, then?

She stepped back, considering me for a moment, and then shook her head. “Your shirt is disgusting,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “And I’m sorry about that. But you really shouldn’t have followed me.”

“I was curious,” I said. “I haven’t seen you outside the workshop.”

“Well, like I said, you shouldn’t have followed me. Doesn’t Zeke have you doing things with him? Most the time when he gets a new apprentice, he works them hard.”

“I’m not really an apprentice,” I said. “Sort of a pseudo-apprentice. I’m with him while my mother is recovering, and he’s giving me something to do.”

“Right,” she said. “That sounds about like him, but usually he does that when he thinks you have potential so that he can use you in the future.”

The choice of words was a little bit surprising. “Use me?”

“Oh, I don’t mean it in a bad way. I just mean that once he gets you up to speed with what he does, how he does it, and some of the other intricacies of the business, I have a hard time thinking that he’s going to be altogether thrilled with letting you go.” She shrugged. “But then, maybe you’ll be different.”

“Maybe,” I said.

She grinned. “Anyway,” she went on, “he’s not going to like it if you come strolling into his shop smelling like that. Why don’t you head to the baths and get yourself cleaned up.”

“The baths?”

“Come on,” she said. “You can’t tell me you don’t know.”

“I suppose I don’t.”

“Public baths? There’s a hot spring there running through some underground caverns. I figured you would’ve gone to it. It’s quite popular. We have tourists who come to the city just to experience the baths. Those who live in Bastiin know to avoid the tourist spots, but…” She hesitated. “I suppose that because you got hurt following me, I can take you to the local spot. Don’t let anybody know I’m the one who showed it to you. At least, if they ask you.”

“Is it like the books?”

“What?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I won’t tell anybody that you were the one who shared told me about the public baths.”

“Good. Now keep up. But stay downwind.” Her nose wrinkled again. She scurried off, moving quickly.

I actually struggled to keep up with her, not because of the pace, but more because my head was throbbing with each step I took.

As I followed her, I couldn’t decide whether or not I should be angry with her for being the reason I had fallen into the muck, or if I should be thankful for her willingness to guide me to someplace where I could clean up.

“Who were they?” I finally asked as I caught up to her.

She arched a brow at me. “We aren’t going to go into this. It’s not the kind of thing that you need to worry yourself about.”

“Thieves?” I asked.

She looked back over her shoulder at me. Her brow furrowed, and a flash of irritation lingered in her gaze. “I told you⁠—”

“I realize what you’re telling me, but you telling me something doesn’t make it so. That’s just what you want, but what I want to know is why I was hit in the back of my head and knocked down into the slop of the alley.”

She rounded on me, stopping in the middle of the street for a moment, crossing her arms. “You were hit in the back of your head because you followed me into a place that you weren’t supposed to be. Is that what you want to hear?”

“I just wanted a better sense of what you were doing.”

She frowned at me. “I wasn’t doing anything.”

“You were meeting with them. Obviously you chose to meet with them in a place you didn’t want others to see, which suggests to me that you were trying to hide what you were doing.” I needed to be a little careful here, as I didn’t want to anger her. And more than that, I did want to have a better idea about what she was doing. But if I was going to be helping Ezekiel, I thought I should know a little bit about the people around him. That was how we handled things with the Wayward, as well.

“They’re friends of mine,” she said.

“Some friends,” I muttered.

“Well, you just don’t know them the way that I do.”

“Probably true enough,” I conceded.

We weaved our way through the streets. The city was bustling, with quite a bit of energy to it and a great throng of movement. I could tell different types of clothing, from all different cities, from the simple cotton of the locals to the more exotic silks of the Hilsar people out of the north. We weaved through different marketplaces, different sections with street carts, and past some street performers.

Eventually she stopped in a quiet section of the city where the homes and shops were pressed close together. She paused in front of a tall, two-story building that had a roof that stretched out over the street itself. The air smelled slightly perfumed with a floral fragrance. It was better than the stench that blanketed some parts of the city. And the quiet was almost welcome, especially in light of everything else I had been around.

“Just wait here a moment,” she said.

“Until what?”

“Until I come and get you. Can you do that much at least?”

The sharpness of her tone actually brought a smile to my face, and I laughed for just a moment. She shook her head, then slipped through the door.

I stood on the street, tapping my foot, realizing that she wasn’t wrong. I did smell terrible. The foulness had started to dry, having soaked into my clothing. I certainly couldn’t return to Ezekiel’s shop smelling like this. Nor could I go to my mother.

She motioned for me to follow and led me to another alleyway. When I stopped, she just shook her head. “You just have to trust me.”

“After what just happened, now you want me to trust you? You’re leading me down another alley⁠—”

“A dry one, I should point out,” she said.

“Regardless,” I said. “It’s another alley. And now you want me to trust you, and trust that you aren’t going to do anything to me here, and that I’m not going to just get jumped again.”

The throbbing in my head finally started to ease, and the spinning that I had been experiencing had slowed a bit, as well.

“You can do whatever you want. I’m just telling you where I’m going.”

She stepped into the alley.

There was a warning in my mind that told me it was a mistake to follow her, but I did anyway.

The alley led straight toward darkness. At one point, it took a sharp turn to the left and I nearly collided with Isabel’s back before I caught myself and stumbled forward. She kept going until the alley opened around me. Sunlight shone down and revealed a rushing pool. It looked like a waterfall cascading down from rocks on one side, which then dumped down into a hidden drain.

“Rinse off under there,” she said. “It’s going to be warm. Well, it might actually be hot. But stand there.”

“If this is the hot spring you were talking about, isn’t this just going to wash into the baths?”

“Not the bath you’re going to take,” she said with a dark grin.

When the water washed over my back, it was warm. Not hot. Certainly not unpleasant. I turned, and dark brown water washed off me, flowing down toward a drain and disappearing. Gradually, that brownish staining to the water began to clear, and then I rinsed off my hair before spinning in place until every bit of me felt as if it were at least rinsed off.

“Better?” I asked, holding my arms up. I scrubbed my clothes.

“Well, you don’t smell quite so bad. I wonder what the tourists are going to think when they start bathing in the shit runoff.”

She started to smirk.

“What?”

“Well, they don’t know it, but most of the tourists end up bathing in the bath water runoff.” She grinned. “It’s heated again. The gods forbid that any of the tourists get water that’s even a bit cool, but we keep the cleaner water for ourselves.” She smiled again.

“So I just rinsed this disgusting water down for⁠—”

“For somebody else to take a bath in. Does that bother you?”

I thought about it and decided it probably didn’t matter. With enough water, anything could be diluted, couldn’t it? Besides, if they were actually heating the water for tourists, then anything I was adding to it probably wasn’t going to make a difference, anyway.

“That’s terrible,” I said, though it was a halfhearted comment.

She started to chuckle. “I know, isn’t it? Well, if you would rather we have just left you go stinking and stumbling around the city, certainly we could have done that. I didn’t have any reason to help you.”

“Other than being responsible for this,” I said.

She shot me an irritated glare. “Again with that. You keep making it sound like I’m the one responsible for everything that happens to you.” She snorted. “You have to take ownership in what happens. Can’t go blaming everybody else for your own problems.”

“I haven’t actually been blaming anybody else for anything else.”

“No? Well, maybe that’s just my impression.”

“That’s a terrible impression,” I said.

“You are just one more little fish that comes to the city,” she said. “One more who thinks that Zeke is going to teach them what they need for them to make it.”

“I actually don’t think that,” I said.

“Really? Well, you could’ve surprised me.” She flashed a smile. “Well, little fish. You had your swim. Do you want to take a bath now?”

“I thought that this was my bath.”

“This was your chance to rinse off before you could actually get into the bath. They were not going to let you in smelling like that. At least now you just smell a little.” She grinned at me. “But you can get into the bath, and no one is going to make any comment about it the way that they would have otherwise.”

“What about you?”

“I’m not taking a bath with you,” she said.

“That’s not what I was saying,” I said, blushing. With her dimpled cheeks and the confident air she carried herself with, Isabel was cute. “I was just trying to say⁠—”

“I need a bath? You’re right. I probably do. I was standing in the same alley as you. And you know what?” She gave me a slight shove and pushed me aside, going to stand in the water. She closed her eyes, letting it run over her. There wasn’t nearly as much brownish water, but there was some.

She held her hands out, dancing in place. In that moment, I felt some weight leave my shoulders that I hadn’t even realized was there. Maybe it was just watching her dance, the happiness that seemed to linger in her eyes, or maybe it was just the idea that even in the filth we had experienced, there was something that could take away the darkness. Even if it was just for a while.

“What’s it going to look like?”

“It’s going to look like a bath. It’s perfectly safe.”

“I don’t know the etiquette.”

“I see. Well, I suppose I can help with that much. But you have to listen. I can be a difficult teacher.” She winked at me and then guided me forward.

I wasn’t sure what I was getting myself into, but I found that I enjoyed the time I was spending with Isabel.
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The bath experience was glorious. That was the only way I was able to describe it. The water was quite warm, and each person was given a bath of their own. Isabel paid for me, and from what I understood, because we were locals—at least, she was a local, and she claimed that I was one too—I only had to pay a couple of coppers for access to the bath. As soon as I dropped down into the heavily scented water, I felt a wave of warmth and relaxation wash over me, and a comforting ease as the knots began to work out of my shoulders.

I soaked for a long time.

Eventually, I got back out, toweled off with the offered towel, and then took a moment, rinsing my clothes in the bath, before squeezing out as much water as I could. They would’ve been damp either way, so at least now they were damp and perfumed. Once dressed, I headed back outside to a nearby street, though it was just as unassuming as the alleyway that Isabel had led me up in the first place. I waited, seated on the ground, until she joined me. Her hair was wet, and she smelled of lilacs, which was a different scent than the bath I had been in.

“What did I tell you?” she asked.

“It was amazing,” I said.

“Right? Well, I suppose you need to get back to Zeke.”

“Does he mind that you call him that?” I asked.

“Oh, I find if you try to keep it too serious with him, he gets all uppity.”

“I haven’t had that sense from him.”

“Probably because you don’t know him the way that I do. You’ve got to keep him in his place.”

“And what place is that?”

“His place.” She shook her head. “Honestly, Leo. It’s like you don’t even know these things.”

We wandered through the streets with her making idle talk, pointing out places that she liked to visit, including one candy store that she said was a little overpriced but had some of the best sweets in the entire city, before she deposited me back in front of Ezekiel’s building. The sun had started to set, and I was suddenly all too aware of how long I’d been gone. Far longer than I had intended.

I said my goodbyes to Isabel and headed inside the building, making my way down the hall into my mother’s room. The door was slightly ajar. My heart began to hammer, and for a moment, worry filled me.

What if something had happened to her in the time I was gone?

I had enjoyed the time I had been spending with Isabel. That was selfish, I knew, but I also didn’t want to be gone if something were to happen to my mother.

I steeled myself. If she was gone, I needed to face it. I needed to be ready for it.

The door came open. I was expecting Ezekiel.

I wasn’t ready for Benjamin.


Interlude 2


The road was empty. Garridan and Matthew had been traveling for the better part of three days, making their way toward the first name on the list. It was difficult travel, not because of the journey but because Garridan was getting tired of spending so much time out on the road. What he wouldn’t give to be back at the Academy, studying, but this was the first step in many he needed to take.

“Let’s take a break,” Matthew said, pointing off the side of the road. There was a haze in the air and a bit of energy that filled it, which caught both of them. “We need to rest our feet. I’d like to get some water, maybe eat, and make a few notes.”

“Are you sure you want to stop there?” Garridan asked.

“Why not?”

Even from here, Garridan could tell what the place was, though he wasn’t surprised that Matthew wouldn’t recognize it. Very few people were aware of certain things like that. Or maybe he was, and he wanted to draw Garridan over to it.

“It’s an Inarak ruin,” he said.

“Out here?” Matthew’s expression darkened and he turned in place, looking all around them before he stared into the distance, cupping a hand to his brow as he did. “I believe the superstition is that we’re not supposed to disturb them,” Matthew said.

There were reasons to avoid visiting places like that, even if you didn’t necessarily believe in the ancient powers that may exist within them. Garridan did, though.

“There might still be a little bit of power lingering here, but there is no reason that we can’t visit. We aren’t going to be staying for long.”

“You make it sound like the place is alive.”

“Perhaps it is, in some ways.”

They veered off the road, making their way toward the ruin. Garridan couldn’t remember the last time he had visited ruins like this. There was something strange about Inarak ruins, but most of the time, he was able to ignore it. Something about them this time, however, weighed upon him, as if the power of this place tried to call to him in a way that he could not ignore.

There was a memory to it, as if the stones still tried to hold onto the past, shaping what had once been this city and framing it for those who could still find the memory of it. It formed in the shadows created by the fading sunlight that flowed over everything. It formed in the piles of debris. It formed in the whispers of the wind.

“Do you think there were once gates here?”

“Depends upon who you ask,” Garridan said.

“But do you?”

Garridan nodded.

“Why out here?”

“The Inarak are said to have served them.” He shrugged. “You know the stories better than I do, I’m sure.”

Garridan stared off into the ruins, listening to the whistling of wind all around him. It was faint, but picking up. The wind could often get a little wild at this time of day, though he doubted that was the entire reason for the increase. Not out here, and not with what they were doing. There was a steady murmuring on the wind.

He looked over at Matthew, who didn’t seem to be at all aware of it, which shouldn’t have surprised Garridan, as he wouldn’t have expected Matthew to have heard anything here anyway. It was something Garridan could hear for very specific reasons.

“I don’t like that wind,” Matthew finally said.

“The wind isn’t going to bother us,” Garridan said.

“Still, I don’t like it,” Matthew said.

“Just get some rest. I’ll take first watch.”

“Do you really need to? Aren’t you supposed to create safe places?”

“Safe doesn’t mean that you can ignore the possibility of dangers.”

The wind stirred. Matthew settled down, almost as if the wind were soothing him.

It had the opposite effect on Garridan, as part of the wind that had begun to pick set him on edge. Once Matthew was asleep and resting quietly, Garridan got to his feet and looked around the inside of the ruins.

The stone here was only partially intact. There were sections that looked as if it had crumbled ages ago, and there were other sections that looked as if it had just fallen. In many places that he’d traveled, the stone ruins were covered by grasses or moss or vines, overgrown in ways that made it look as if the world were trying to reclaim the land. Not Inarak ruins, though. Residual power lingered in places like this.

As the wind stirred, Garridan followed it. It guided him deeper into the ruins, and once he got around the corner of the crumbling remains of one building, he paused and looked back at Matthew, who was still resting. He glanced at the sky and then looked around him before whispering softly into the wind.

“He is a visitor to this place. He should remain unharmed.”

Garridan didn’t know if that would even work, but there was a faint stirring on the wind, almost as if it answered, the murmuring beginning to build in such a way that it settled softly, and then stirred ever so subtly around Matthew’s head. He rolled over, curling up against the wall, which now seemed to take on a bit of a shimmering quality to it. Hopefully the ruins would leave him unharmed.

Garridan, however, followed the drawing of the wind.

He picked his way carefully forward, letting the wind guide him. It felt as if there was a gentle hand on his back that was slowly pushing him, ever so softly guiding him deeper into the ruins.

Then he saw it.

It was at the center of the clearing inside the ruins, and it seemed as if it took on an almost ethereal glow. The silvery stone all around was reflecting a bit of the moonlight, somehow managing to draw it down despite the clouds that were around it. That reflected light illuminated the pillars of what had once been the twilight gates. The gate itself was no longer intact; at least, it wasn’t nearly as intact as it needed to be for it to function.

Still, the wind that stirred, carrying through this place, seemed to originate from that gate. It carried a hint of a musical tone to it, one that hummed, and seemed as if it were trying to draw him toward it. He stood in front of the gate, listening.

Garridan had learned to listen through these gates a while ago. He understood what was found there, and he understood that what he was doing was just one part of a larger goal.

If he failed at this, an even greater danger would come.

That was the promise that came from the gate. That was the promise whispered on the wind. That was the promise that he knew to pay attention to and feared ignoring.

It was the promise that he had to be ready for.


Chapter
Twenty

A FRIEND RETURNS


“You’ve been gone a long time,” I said to Benjamin, seated on a bench on the outside of the city. He wanted to walk me away, partly because it seemed as if he were unwilling to talk in front of Ezekiel, or at least around Ezekiel’s workshop. I wondered at the reason behind that, and found that I was a bit curious as to his hesitation.

I had been out here not that long ago, though.

“I have,” he said.

“It is it because of what he asked of you?”

He looked back, turning toward the city. He seemed as if he had aged a little bit. The lines at the corners of his eyes were a little deeper, and there was something buried within them, almost some hidden trauma that he had experienced while he had been gone. It left me wondering what had happened to him—and if he was going to share it with me. Maybe he was disappointed that the Wayward were gone. Or perhaps he was disappointed that I had not gone with them. He didn’t say that, but then with Benjamin, my experience was that he often wouldn’t say such things.

“There are certain things I can’t talk about, Leo. I hope you understand.”

“Why not? What are you afraid of talking about?”

“It’s not fear so much, it’s just that there are certain things that you don’t need to know about.” He took a deep breath, looking back. “There was a part of me that had thought maybe you would have been gone by now.”

“I wasn’t going to leave my mother behind.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of that,” he said. “And I suppose I had been hopeful that she would’ve recovered. I know that it’s unlikely, especially given what’s going on with her.”

“What is going on with her?”

He looked over. “It’s a complicated thing.”

“Really? It’s a complicated thing? That’s what you want me to hear from you?”

“Tell me what you remember of your childhood.”

It was a strange question, and one that seemed to catch me off guard, but more than that, it was one that seemed almost as if it were intentionally designed to catch me off guard. I frowned at him.

“You know that I was with the Wayward.”

“But not always,” he said.

I shrugged and got to my feet, kicking at a rock and sending it tumbling over the hard-packed ground. There hadn’t been any rain in the time that I had been in Bastiin, and the ground was especially hard. Isabel had made one comment about the hot springs having slowed a little bit, though I didn’t have any reference for that, and so I didn’t know if that was true or not and had to take her word for it.

“Probably not always,” I said, struggling with the words and trying to come up with what he wanted to hear. “Before I left the Wayward,” I said, looking back at him before staring off into the distance, “I came out here. I talked to them. I have a list of places they will be visiting.”

“How many places?”

“Why does that matter?”

“How many?”

“Hadrian gave me ten. After that, he said it really depends upon where the road would take them.”

And even ten was probably more than Hadrian would be comfortable giving, at least under other circumstances. But I figured that ten was the sign of his measure of respect for my mother, and perhaps a measure of what they felt like she had done for the Wayward, so he would plan that far ahead.

“Ten. That is kind of him.”

“It was.”

“So two weeks?”

“Probably three,” I said. “Depending on travel time, and the pace of the wagons, I figure it’s probably at least three, and so…”

“So you have to leave here after two weeks to catch up to them.”

I nodded.

“And you have to buy a horse.”

“My mother had money.”

“I’m sure she did,” he said softly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It just means… Well, it just means what it means. What do you remember?”

“I don’t remember anything. I’ve always been Wayward. At least, everything that I remember. And when I came out here, talking to Hadrian and about you and trying to get a sense of all of that, I learned that my mother was responsible for the wagons.”

He fell quiet for a moment, and as he did, he squeezed his eyes shut, almost as if he were seeing something. Or maybe feeling something. Whatever it was, it left me with questions.

He frowned. “Could that be it?”

“Could what be it?”

“How often were you moving around?”

“You’ve been with the Wayward,” I said. “You’ve seen what we do.”

“I suppose I have. And your mother was always welcoming to strangers, wasn’t she?”

“She was. There were a few people like Hadrian and like Anya who spend longer stretches of time with the Wayward, but for the most part, people would come and go.”

“But your mother was always there.”

“What are you getting at?”

“I don’t know what I’m getting at. Your mother has an illness that I have not seen before.”

“And? You were trying to help her. Well, maybe you were, because you brought her to Ezekiel.”

“It’s a good thing that I did. Because Ezekiel is about the only person who has a chance of helping her.” He looked around, letting out a heavy sigh. “And I came out here because I wanted to make sure that we didn’t draw attention as we spoke, Leo.”

“You sound like you’re going to tell me a story.”

“Probably not one you will believe. And to a certain extent, it’s not one that I really even know what to believe. It’s just that it fits, you know?”

I looked over at him and found that the dark lines around the corners of his eyes seemed even deeper than they had even moments before. He was troubled. Bothered, even. This was not the Benjamin that I remembered.

“What happened while you were gone?”

“Nothing happened to me. Well, that’s not exactly true. When I talked with Ezekiel, we both agreed that this might be something that required a different type of touch.”

“All right,” I said, feeling a little confused but figuring that might be all we could do, anyway. “What’s the point?”

“He thought he might be able to help her, but he was going to need a specific compound. One that couldn’t be found here. There’s only one place that it could be found, and that was around the twilight gate.”

I blinked. “Twilight gate? The fae gates?”

I started to smile. It sounded ridiculous. At least I understood why he was so hesitant to share anything with me. He must’ve understood just how ridiculous it was.

The fae were said to be able to cross over near the twilight gates. They were places of power, places that very few people could tolerate, but they were also places of magic. Some believed those with magic could use the twilight gates, traveling across them. Having seen Benjamin’s chording, I wondered if he thought that his kind of magic would permit that. I suppose it wouldn’t be terribly surprising.

“That is what I mean. Your mother shows signs of fae wasting. It’s rare, and it’s not even something that I would’ve thought about, so you really owe it to Ezekiel—assuming he is right about it—to identify it, as I don’t know that many others would have picked up on it. Well, many others in this part of the world.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“No, I’m sure you don’t. Your mother has traveled extensively. And you’ve had many travelers with you over the years.”

I shrugged. “So you’re saying that she somehow was exposed to this.”

“Probably,” he said. “Maybe not intentionally, and honestly, I suspect that it was not intentional. It would be unusual, as the fae, when they cross the twilight gates, do their best to avoid drawing any attention to themselves.”

“You sound like you’re saying like the fae are still crossing over these gates and traveling these lands.”

“I am.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? You’ve heard the stories. You’ve sung the songs. You know the power that exists in the world. Why would you think the fae impossible to believe?”

“It’s just…”

I wasn’t even sure why it felt ridiculous to me, only that it did. He was talking about something tied to the fae causing my mother’s illness.

“Traditional healing didn’t make any difference to her,” Benjamin said. “I spoke with Ezekiel when I returned. He said he’s tried everything that he could think of, even went to a few others who he thought might have a more unconventional approach to healing, and none of them were able to make much of a difference for her. She is not getting better.”

My mother had tried different things over the last year to help with different ailments, but I hadn’t even considered that she might have something more serious. Had she known? If she had, was that why she had gone into some of the larger cities, visiting and searching for whatever she had been searching for while we had been traveling? At the time, I hadn’t known what she was doing.

“Does his being a luthier make any difference?”

He frowned. “Be careful saying something like that.”

I started to laugh, though there was a bit of bitterness in my tone now, and with it, I realized that Benjamin was looking at me with an arched brow and maybe even a bit of disappointment that shone in his eyes.

“He offered to teach me. You weren’t there, I was bored, and…”

“What has he been teaching?”

There was an edge of hardness to his words now.

“He’s been teaching about the tools of luthiers. There are a few books that he lent me.” At least, there had been. They had been in my mother’s room, though Benjamin must have seen them. Maybe he had been focused on my mother, or maybe he just simply had not seen them. Regardless, it didn’t matter. Did it?

“It’s dangerous, Leo.”

“Why is it dangerous?”

“Because the Guild is… Well, the Guild is the Guild,” he said. “And it’s not something that you should be a part of. You have too much talent. I don’t want you to be a part of it.”

“You don’t think that I should go into the School of Craftsmanship? According to Ezekiel, I could actually have some success there.” I paused, looking over at him. “You don’t want me to learn to repair instruments?”

“The Guild is about much more than repairing instruments.” He said it quickly and then he fell silent, resting his hands together. “We will talk about that a little more in a moment. First I want to talk to you more about your mother. I know that it’s difficult to believe that this could be the fae wasting, and to be honest, it’s not something that I would have even believed, but it fits. Everything he said fits. The challenge, however, is in trying to find a way to prove it. There are a few different items that are known that can heal a person who is suffering from fae wasting.”

“I don’t even know what fae wasting is,” I said.

Benjamin took a deep breath, and he leaned forward. “Not much is known about it. Fatigue is one of the symptoms, along with headaches.”

He watched me as he said it, and I shrugged. “Well, my mother was velar. It’s a busy job, and as you know, it is a time-consuming and difficult job.”

“And she did it well.”

Did. Past tense.

“There are other symptoms. In the past, the fae wasting was associated with disorientation, confusion, and hallucinations. Some people used to speak in riddles, but most think that those symptoms are tied to intentional exposure, and not accidental. Accidental exposure leads to something else. Abdominal pain. Cramping. Vomiting. Bleeding.” He shook his head.

All were symptoms that she’d had often over the last year.

“If this is fae wasting,” I began, and I wasn’t even sure how to even phrase what I wanted to ask, because this felt ridiculous. “What can be done?”

“Well, like I said. Different items have been tested over the years. Some believe the fae were responsible for causing it, and that the fae were also responsible for healing it. I don’t know. Once Ezekiel told me what he thought she had, I had an idea about how to help her, but I wasn’t even sure if I could find it.”

“What did you have to do?”

He was quiet.

“Benjamin?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, his voice soft.

“Obviously that’s not true. It was something. What did you have to go get?”

“Nothing I was unwilling to do.” He regarded me with a hard expression. “I don’t want you to think like that.”

I wasn’t sure what I was thinking, only that I knew he had done something for my mother. Something that bothered him. Not only that, but it was something that bothered Ezekiel too.

Neither of them had proven willing to talk about what that was, which upset me, though maybe it shouldn’t have.

“Can you make my mother better?”

Benjamin regarded me for a long moment. There was a look in his eyes I couldn’t quite read. “Make her better? I don’t know. She shouldn’t have been involved.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

Benjamin shook his head a little bit. “It probably doesn’t matter. Not any longer. I didn’t know that she was going to be affected. And she shouldn’t have been. None should have been.”

“Benjamin?”

He wasn’t making much sense here, and I didn’t know what he was going on about, or why he was even talking about these things.

“Whatever else happens, Leo, I want you to know I’m sorry. I thought I could find a different way, a different path, but sometimes your path is decided for you, you know?”

What was there for me to say to that?

“And sometimes you make choices, and those choices come back to hurt those you care about. Just… Work with Ezekiel. He will help you. Your mother. I will do all that I can to keep her from suffering any consequences for what I have done.”

He slipped away, leaving me with even more questions about what was going on here.


Chapter
Twenty-One

TRUTH OF THE WASTING


The shop was quiet and filled with a rich, earthy smell. An array of wood types was stacked nearby, each contributing their unique aroma. The deeper scent of walnut and mahogany blended with the lighter notes of maple and spruce. There was a touch of sweet pine lingering, a testament to the resin Ezekiel used to protect the instruments.

There was a single lantern resting on the table, the pale white glow reflecting off the glossy finishes of the different instruments hanging from hooks, along with some of the metallic tools that were situated around the inside of the shop, and the air smelled of varnish and sawdust. I lingered there for a moment before pulling the door closed.

I wandered down the hall, making my way back to my mother’s room, where I slowed. The door was closed. There were voices on the other side.

I listened for a moment before pushing it open.

Ezekiel was inside. He was next to Benjamin and another woman I did not know, all of them around my mother’s bed. They had a strange roll of fabric over her and were opening and closing it before waving it in the air.

“This is dangerous,” the woman said.

“Only if it calls to them,” Ezekiel said.

“That doesn’t mean that they have ignored us,” she said.

“It doesn’t, but if we can help…”

This was Benjamin.

“If we can help,” Ezekiel agreed. “And you know the terms. If we do this, then I keep it, because I have other uses for it.”

“I know the terms,” Benjamin said. “And it matters little. He has others. This was only a backup.”

“And you should not have been involved, Tobias. Not with this,” the woman said.

“You and I both know I had no choice.”

The process continued.

It seemed to me that Ezekiel was leading it.

“If they feel this, you know what will happen,” the woman said.

“I didn’t break this out to not use it,” Benjamin said. “And she may have the answers I have been looking for.”

“We should have taken better precautions. There may be more to this than you know,” the woman said.

“If you aren’t comfortable, then you can go.”

She stiffened for a moment and looked as if she was going to drop the item that she was working with, though I didn’t really have any idea what it was, nor did I have any idea what she was doing with it, only that it seemed as if her presence here obviously had some meaning.

“Good,” Ezekiel said. “We will stay. If there are any consequences, I will speak to the Maestro myself.”

“The Maestro will not listen,” she said.

They kept moving the item. I noticed a strange writing along the surface, writing that I had not seen anywhere before, but I felt something from it. More than that, it seemed to me that the air carried with it a little bit of a current of noise, something that was a hint of a song and pulled on some part deep inside of me. I could almost imagine that Benjamin was singing, or performing, as he tried to help my mother.

They finally stopped, holding the item above my mother, not moving.

“I don’t know if it worked,” Ezekiel said.

“We need her to awaken. If she is who I think she is, we need her awake.”

Ezekiel shot him a look. For a moment, I thought Ezekiel realized I was there. He seemed to turn his attention toward the door. “We can stay with her. But I need to make preparations.”

“We will leave as soon as she comes around,” Benjamin said.

He started to make his way toward the door and I hurriedly closed it, backing down the hall and hiding in the shadows around the corner. I didn’t want them to know that I had seen, or heard, whatever was happening in there. But I couldn’t help but wonder what that was about, and wonder what they were afraid of.
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It was dark when the pounding began.

I jolted up, confusion striking me, and my immediate thought was whether the caravan had come across something dangerous before I remembered where I was and what I was doing. My mother. Ezekiel.

What was the pounding, though?

My mother was still sleeping, though that was her status all the time these days. It had been a while since the Wayward had left town and I had been left behind in the city. Several days that I had prayed for my mother to come around.

Whatever I had heard in the hallway didn’t return.

I drifted again, strange dreams coming to me.

The door creaked open.

Ezekiel poked his head inside. He frowned at me, flicked his gaze at my mother, and then raised a finger to his lips. “Stay quiet.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Stay quiet.”

I stiffened, but when he closed the door, I heard a steady click of a lock from the other side.

What was going on?

I tested the door. It was unusual for Ezekiel to lock the door, as he had never locked it in the time I had been here, but perhaps something was taking place outside that he didn’t want me to be a part of. Or perhaps he was doing something that he didn’t want me to see. Either way, I knew better than to poke my head where I wasn’t wanted.

I lost track of time, skimming through some of the books I had stacked inside the room. I didn’t hear anything, but it wasn’t uncommon for me not to hear anything. The doors were pretty soundproof. When the door finally opened a crack, I sat upright.

I looked over at my mother, but my attention was drawn back to the door. Benjamin was there, eyes dark and intense in a way that I’d not seen before. He glanced inside. “Are you safe?” I nodded. “Something is happening, Leo. Something dangerous. And…” He shook his head.

“Does it have anything to do with whatever you did to try to help my mother?”

“It does,” he said. “You knew?”

“I came by after we talked to see her, but you and Ezekiel and the other woman were here.”

He regarded me for a long moment. “And what do you think we were doing?”

“Helping her, I hope. And you said something about her when you were working with her. What was it?”

“It’s complicated,” Benjamin said.

“I get that it’s complicated, but this is my mother, Benjamin. Tobias. Whatever your name is. And I have a right to know.”

“You do, but I am not the person to tell you.”

“Who is?”

“Her,” he said.

I looked over at my mother. She was breathing slowly, though if I were honest with myself, she did seem a bit more relaxed than she had been when I had been in here before. I didn’t know how much of it was linked to whatever they had done to try to heal her and how much of it had to do with the traditional medicines they had been using on her. Either way, whatever they had done for her seemed to be making a difference. That was all I cared about.

“We both know that she’s not coming around. I’ve come to terms with that. She’s dying.” It was hard to say, even knowing the truth. “So what do I need to know about her?” I asked.

“Your mother knows things,” Benjamin said. “And there are certain parts of what she knows, certain ways that she knows it, that are complex.”

“I don’t really know what you’re saying.”

“You said she’s been sick for a while.”

“I did,” I said.

“Your mother is a strong woman, Leo. And someone like herself, somebody with the gifts that she has, would have been able to mask what was happening to her.”

“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”

He shook his head. “Things that I can’t talk about.” With that, he stepped outside.

I looked over at my mother, who seemed to be breathing little bit easier than she had been before, and her color was maybe a little bit better, but not nearly enough.

I took a seat next to her, took her hands, and was surprised when she opened her eyes. She held my gaze for a moment. “Leo?”

“I’m here, Mother.”

“You… Should not be here. You were to have gone with them.”

“The Wayward are waiting for us.”

The air trembled again.

That, more than anything else, seemed to jolt my mother into more alertness. She even tried to sit up. She attempted to prop herself up and looked toward the door. The heaviness in her eyes was one of the fatigue she had been carrying, but it was also something else. It seemed to be a darkness, but it also seemed to be fear.

“They are here,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

“Who?”

“What did they do for me?”

“I don’t even know. Benjamin brought you to a luthier who is more than a repairman.” She nodded, as if that made the most complete sense in all the world. “And he’s been trying different types of medicines, but it hasn’t made a difference.”

She coughed and sagged back down onto the bed. “Nothing would work.”

“I understand,” I said. “And I don’t really understand, but Ezekiel claims that you are suffering from something called fae wasting. That you must’ve been exposed to something and it has caused you to gradually weaken.”

“Is that what he claims?”

She coughed again, and she closed her eyes for a moment. When the air thundered again, her eyes came open and she looked over at me.

“I need you to leave, Leo.”

“Not without you.”

“I am dying.”

It was one thing to confront that myself, and for me to believe that about her, but it was quite another for my mother to say it so bluntly.

“You can’t be dying,” I said.

“Oh, but I can.” She shook her head. “There is little that can be done now. It has been a long time in coming.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It doesn’t matter. But when Ilaran decides that you are to suffer, there is very little that can be done about it.”

“Somebody did this to you?”

She was quiet for a moment. “I imagine Benjamin brought something here to use on me. Or for me.”

I nodded. “He did. I don’t really know what it was, but I remember how it felt.”

“Do not remember how it felt,” she said, her voice harsh, strong, and a little bit angry, if anything. “Ignore it. Forget it. Let it go. Rejoin the Wayward.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” she said. “I do not blame him.”

“You don’t blame this on Benjamin?”

I was confused.

“No. I do not blame Benjamin.”

“He was trying to help.”

“Oh, I think in part,” she said. “But I think he was also sent with a task.” She shook her head. “And it’s one that he did all too well, only I don’t think that he knew what his task was. Not until it was too late.”

“What?”

“It doesn’t matter. He did what he thought was necessary.”

“Mother?”

She started coughing again. When she did, she grabbed at her stomach, holding it tightly. Her eyes began to water, and there was something about her that seemed as if she were failing, fading, and more than that, she seemed weak once again.

“What happened? Why does this person want you to suffer?”

“Because of what I did,” she said.

She seemed a little delirious.

“What did you do?”

“Something that one like me is not permitted to do. I left.”

“Left what?”

“Wasting,” she muttered.

“I know,” I said. “I can get Benjamin, and they have that thing that might be useful.”

“No,” she said. “Let me go. This has been too long. I want you safe, though. Whatever else happens, promise me that. Promise me that you will stay safe.”

“I promise,” I said.

I couldn’t help but feel the emotion bubbling up inside me. I was scared, sad, and more than that, I felt a little bit of anger beginning to work its way through me. Somebody was responsible for what was happening to my mother?

I didn’t have a father. I had never had a father. The Wayward had been my family, but my mother hadn’t been their mother. At least, that used to make a certain sort of sense. And now…

Now somebody intended to take her from me.

And there was nothing that I could do.

She reached over, taking my hands. She squeezed.

There was strength in her hands, and she pressed something into my palm. I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t want to open my hand; I wanted to hold onto my mother. I felt as if I had to hold onto my mother.

She squeezed my hand, her strength gradually fading.

My mother took a breath. Then another. But then no more. Tears streamed down my face.


Chapter
Twenty-Two

MOURNING


Ilost track of how long I was sitting there. My mother was gone.

Eventually, I sat back and released her hands. They had already started to go cold. She was gone.

I looked at my palm. There was a band of woven silver pressed into it. I recognized it. I had often seen my mother wearing it over the years, though she would periodically take it off and then slip it back on yet again. I had never asked her about it, and had assumed it was something important to her. Maybe it was something my father had given her.

There was so much that I didn’t know. I didn’t know why my mother had felt the need to hide her illness from me, and I didn’t know if there was more about my mother, and about what she had been through, that she should have and could have shared with me. All I knew was that she was gone.

The sadness was overwhelming.

I had never known my father. My mother had tried to protect me from that, but anytime we saw families come to the caravan with both the mother and a father, there had been a part of me that struggled with it. My mother had attempted to protect me from that struggle, as well.

Now the only family I had was gone.

And I didn’t know why.

Long moments passed as I sat, struggling, mourning. There wasn’t anything I could do, nothing I could say, to get over that. Benjamin knew something about her, though. And if he didn’t know, at least he suspected. Maybe he could tell me.

I pulled the door open. The hall was quiet. A faint haze hung over everything. That was unusual, as Ezekiel was nothing if not careful about making sure everything was clean. Even his workshop was incredibly clean.

Moving carefully down the hallway, I paused at the workshop for a moment before pushing open the door.

It was in complete disarray.

The instruments that had been hanging from hooks were all down. They had been smashed, destroyed, left in shambles. The tools had been strewn about, torn free from the wall, taken from their organized places, and left in a pile. There was a body in the back corner.

I hesitantly picked my way forward and then froze.

I crouched down, recognizing the shock of silver hair.

“Ezekiel?” When I said his name, he made a faint, quiet moan.

He tried to move, but I wasn’t sure whether it was safe for him to do so.

Who could even help him?

Without Ezekiel here, there wouldn’t be anybody. He was the healer. What did a healer do when they needed healing?

He blinked, coughing, reminding me all too much of what had happened with my mother. A bit of blood bubbled up to his lips and he rolled his head to the side, looking over at me. He coughed again, and more blood bubbled up. “Go.”

“Go?”

There was a faint creak.

“You need to go, Leo. Will hurt you.”

It seemed as if Ezekiel was trying to speak, but every word was pained.

Go?

Where would I go? What would I do? How would I go?

Go.

I looked around.

There was a shadowy form in the doorway. They were dressed in a gray cloak.

Ezekiel lay motionless, though occasionally would take a raspy sort of breath. There was a knife lying near him, and I grabbed it.

The shadowy form began to move.

For some reason, I could feel it. I didn’t know why, only that it seemed to strike me as familiar, almost as if it were carrying with it a bit of the song that Benjamin had been teaching me.

The figure stepped into the room.

They must’ve stepped on one of the fallen instruments because there was a crunch, followed by a faint harmonic sound, and then the figure moved more quickly.

Before I knew it, they were standing above me.

I saw nothing beneath the hood of their cloak. Just shadows. I imagined a great darkness, a scowl, and something else. Power, perhaps?

Ezekiel coughed. The man turned and stomped on Ezekiel’s chest. There was the sound of cracking bones, cracking ribs probably, and Ezekiel coughed again. Somehow, he still managed to take a gasping breath. How could he even do that after what had just happened? How did he have the strength?

Go.

The man turned to me.

Ezekiel coughed again. He took a gasping breath, and then no more. It reminded me of my mother.

I squeezed the knife I was holding.

As the man turned to me, I drove the blade straight up, toward his groin.

The man seemed as if he were not expecting it.

He let out a strange, piercing shriek.

I wasn’t necessarily strong, but stabbing a man in the genitals didn’t require much strength.

He staggered away.

I looked at Ezekiel. I still held the knife in my hand. The man was moaning, but quickly regained his bearing. He withdrew a strange, slender blade from beneath his cloak.

Though the man was moving slowly, a distant part of my mind warned me that I needed to strike quickly. I darted at him, bringing the knife behind my head and then down toward his chest. It was almost in time.

He had brought his blade out.

The knife I was holding glanced off that blade, saving me from having his puncture my belly. As it was, it skimmed along my shirt, cutting through it easily as if it were carving through butter.

The man stumbled back, probably from injuries from my first stab, and lingered for a moment. Dark eyes set into a scarred face stared at me.

I jammed the blade into his neck.

Blood pumped out of the wound, hot on my hand.

Shock filled me.

So much was happening all at one time. Too much. My mother was gone. Ezekiel might be dead. And I had just taken another man’s life.

Another figure appeared in the doorway.

“Leo?”

It was a familiar voice. Benjamin’s voice.

“It’s me.”

He scanned the inside of the room. “Gods,” he muttered. “You did this?”

“Not me,” I said, fearing I was going to get in trouble before realizing that he was pointing to the man that had collapsed. “He did something to Ezekiel. Ezekiel was in here before I came in here, and he was hurt. Dying, I think. He stomped on him.”

Benjamin quickly picked his way around the room, crouching next to Ezekiel. He whispered something to Ezekiel, and I couldn’t quite hear what it was.

“Can anything be done for him?”

“He’s going to need a healer, and he’s one of the best in the city. I will see what I can do, but no promises. We can talk about what happened after we secure the doors. Well, after I secure the doors. I don’t want you to go anywhere.”

“Why not?”

“Just listen to me on this.”

Benjamin slipped out of the room, and I crouched down next to Ezekiel. I traced my hands along his arms, feeling for an injury. It was one of the things that I had learned how to do while traveling with the Wayward, though I didn’t have anywhere near a true healer’s skill. He didn’t wince or cry out, or give any other indication about the nature of his injuries. His breathing had slowed a bit, and that worried me, but I continued to search for injuries.

All around me was silence.

It was strangely overwhelming. I wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it, nor was I sure whether it contained any danger to me. Eventually, Benjamin returned. He had a bruised cheek and a scratch on his neck, along with a hint of a limp, as if he’d been struck. He said nothing about any of those injuries. Instead, he came in, scooped Ezekiel off the ground, and carried him.

“What can I do?”

“You can stay with your mother.”

“What about him?”

“I will do what I can.”

[image: ]


Ezekiel had survived.

That was a blessing, as I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done had Ezekiel died so close to when my mother had. I still didn’t understand why Ezekiel had been targeted. Benjamin told me he’d take care of the body of the man I’d killed, which was gone by nightfall. Then he’d come to check on me once Ezekiel had been brought to the healer, and now found me seated next to my mother.

He took a seat across from me, quiet for a long time until he looked over and broke the silence. “What were her beliefs?”

The question had come out of the silence and caught me off guard.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Well, I mean that in some cultures, the people like to be buried. Others, they like to be burned. Still others, they prefer to be dropped into the water, returned to the sea, such as it is. Every culture has their own beliefs. I don’t claim to know what your mother believed.”

“Buried,” I said. “She follows Odan.”

He watched me for a moment, as if trying to gauge some truth, before letting out a tight sigh and nodding. “Of course. I just thought I would ask.”

“Why? Did she tell you something different?”

He patted my hand. “No, Leo. Of course she didn’t.”

It was only much later that I really understood the reason for his question.

“I can help make preparations,” Benjamin said.

“Isn’t there supposed to be a proper mourning.?”

“There is,” he said. “We can speak to one of the local priests, make arrangements, and you can have an opportunity to say your goodbyes.” He breathed out heavily. “I remember what it was like when I had to do the same with my parents. I was older, though. Quite a bit older. No boy should say goodbye to his mother. Not at your age.”

“I…” I wasn’t even sure what to say. I was a boy. There were times I didn’t necessarily feel like a boy, but he was right. I was a boy. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“The Wayward,” I began.

It was the first thought that came to me, and partly that was because it was all I had known, and all I had thought I would ever know. At least, it was all I had known for so long. But maybe it wasn’t all I needed to know. It wasn’t until Benjamin had entered my life that I had come to think that perhaps there was something else for me, something more.

And I still didn’t even know if that was something I deserved. How could I ever become a minstrel? How could I ever join the Academy? How could I do any of these things when I didn’t have my mother to guide me?

I never would again, either.

“Leo?”

I looked over at him. He handed me something. I took it, not realizing what it was. A piece of cloth. Little more than a scrap. I had been crying, and I hadn’t even realized.

I would cry quite a bit during those next few days.

They happened in a blur. I was alone for much of it. Benjamin took me away from my mother, saying that I needed to give the priests time to anoint her body for the ceremony, but in reality, I had a feeling he wanted to keep me away from her body because he was concerned about the fae wasting, and worried about what it might do to me.

The third day after my mother’s passing and the attack on Ezekiel, I found myself outside the city once again. I stood in the forest, the ring of trees around us, and listened to the mournful sound of bells all around. My heart was heavy and I was still holding onto the scrap of fabric that Benjamin had given me, clutching it tightly, even though I had not been crying that day. At least, I didn’t think that I had been crying that day. I lost track.

Benjamin stood next to me, and he was the only other mourner with me. I didn’t know anybody else in the city, really.

Had Ezekiel been well enough, maybe he would have joined me, or maybe not, as I wondered if he would’ve seen my mother’s passing as a failure, rather than the expected outcome that I saw it as. I didn’t blame him, and didn’t think that it would be fair for me to blame him. He had done nothing other than try, and at this point, I didn’t expect him to be able to do anything more.

The priest was an older man, balding, with a potbelly and shabby-appearing robes. I didn’t know him, and I didn’t have the sense that Benjamin knew him, either. He had been assigned, having learned that someone had passed, and that they followed Odan, which it seemed was somewhat less common in this part of the world, so the priest was there to help.

A hole had been dug at the base of a tall elias tree. And the priest was speaking the words of interment.

“Honored kin and spiritual companions, we gather here today beneath the eternal branches of the elias tree. This is a day of deep mourning, but also one of blessed transition. As we surrender our cherished one to the bosom of the forest, let our hearts fill not with despair, but with gratitude for the life lived and the journey yet to come.

“Today, we are not saying a final farewell but ensuring the passage of our loved one into the great cycle of existence, the circular rhythm that Odan Himself weaves in the very fabric of the world. It is a part of life, an element of the divine path each of us must tread upon. In the grand design of Odan, nothing truly ends, it merely changes, grows, and evolves. Just as the seed must surrender to the soil to be reborn as a tree, so must our loved one return to the forest to begin a new journey.

“We commit our beloved’s body to the earth, at the roots of this ancient tree, a sacred sentinel who shall guard the vessel of our departed. And as the roots consume and transform, our beloved shall become one with the tree, one with the forest, one with Odan himself.

“We honor the life they lived. We mourn the absence their passing has left in our lives, but we also celebrate. We celebrate their unending journey, we celebrate their reunion with the divine source, we celebrate the grand scheme of Odan that binds us all: the living, the dead, the forest, and the god.

“May the leaves whisper their name in every breeze. May their spirit dance in every ray of sunlight filtering through the canopy. And may every creature that seeks shelter under this tree feel their strength, their warmth, their essence.

“Breathe deep, for the forest air carries their spirit now. Listen closely, for their voice now sings in the rustle of the leaves. Look around, for they are no longer confined to a mortal form, but spread across the verdant expanse of this holy woodland, blessed by Odan himself.

“Under the watchful eyes of Odan, we stand. In the embrace of the divine, our beloved now rests. Just as the seasons change, death becomes life in Odan’s grand design, and our grief shall blossom into acceptance and peace.

“May Odan guide our beloved’s spirit through this sacred transition. May they find peace in their eternal sleep beneath the elias tree. In the journey of existence, today is but a bend in the road, a pause in the song, a moment of quiet before the grand orchestra of life begins anew.

“In the name of Odan, god of life, death, and rebirth, we commend the spirit of our departed to the endless cycle. They are gone from our sight, but never from our hearts, now forever a part of the forest, a part of Odan, a part of us.

“To the forest we return. To Odan we belong. Blessed be the journey.”

With every line, I felt my heart hammering.

She had died days ago, and I had started mourning her, but this hit differently. Maybe it was because my mother was now going to be buried and this would be my last memory of seeing her. The priests had anointed her well and swaddled her in velvet cloth, which was expensive, but I had coin for that. Someone had done her hair, and someone had even done her makeup. She looked like my mother.

She looked surprisingly peaceful.

The priest turned back to me. “You may say your farewell.”

I looked at him, and for a moment, was at a loss for words. It wasn’t until Benjamin touched me on the shoulder that I felt startled into movement and headed toward my mother’s body, lying on the platform next to the hole that had been dug for her.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I felt a little ridiculous in making that statement, a little ridiculous in that I wasn’t exactly sure that what I was saying even mattered. “I wish I could’ve done more. I wish I would’ve known when you started getting sick. Why didn’t you tell me?” She seemed so serene. Then again, I had rarely ever known my mother to be angry. “And I wish I would’ve known more about you when you were younger. Whatever had prompted you to found the Wayward. I didn’t know.”

Why did that come up now? What did that bother me now? She had been a part of something wonderful. But I had barely known her role in it.

“And I wish I would’ve known more about my father. You never wanted to talk about him. You never wanted to talk about yourself, really.” I smiled at that. I dabbed at my eyes as the tears continued to stream. “And yet, you always wanted to know about me. You wanted to know if I was happy. You wanted to know what I was thinking. You wanted to know…”

A sob wracked me.

Benjamin was there, hand on my shoulder and slowly patting it, as if to soothe me, but I didn’t feel as if I could be soothed. At this point, the only thing that I felt was sadness.

I let the tears fall.

At some point, I stepped away. The priest motioned to two acolytes I hadn’t seen, and they stepped out of the trees before slowly lowering my mother’s body into the hole in the ground near the tree. It was the last time I saw her.

Strangely, I felt a sense of peace. Not because of the priest, though I suspected his words were meant to bring me a measure of peace, but seeing my mother that way, knowing she was lowered into the ground near the tree, in the heart of the forest, and in a place that just felt right.

Even after the acolytes had covered her, refilling the earth around the base of the roots of the tree, I still didn’t move. Even after the priest left, chanting as he did, I still didn’t move. Even though Benjamin tried to prod me to get going, I still didn’t move.

I stood there.

And I cried.


Chapter
Twenty-Three

PERMITTED TO STAY


After the ceremony, I was left with the question about what I would do. While my mother was sick, the primary thought in my mind had always been to return to the Wayward. But in the days after her passing, leading up to her interment, and then in the days after, I found myself wondering if perhaps that wasn’t what I wanted to do. I still didn’t know. I thought about what I had told my mother, thought about promises I had made, and I even thought about the wagon that now had some of my belongings packed away in it, though the wagon itself was probably my belonging, as well.

But did I need any of that?

I had the money. I had spent quite a bit on the service, but there was still plenty of money left. I had my clothes, my mandolin, and now I had the band of silver my mother had given me. It was a token of her, as the mandolin was a token of my father.

Was that enough?

I kept thinking about what my mother would’ve wanted for me.

Those thoughts stayed with me. I had no idea what she would’ve asked of me, though I doubted that she would have wanted me to stay in the city. She was Wayward. And the Wayward traveled.

Only, the longer I was here, the more I started to feel a sense of ease.

Having grown up on the road, traveling from place to place, only having a wagon as my home, I found the lack of mobility to be surprisingly freeing.

It was Benjamin who came to me inside the room where my mother had tried to recover, asking me what I was going to do.

I had been sitting on the bed. With her gone, there was a part of me that felt connected to her by staying in this room. Benjamin had warned me that the fae wasting might be contagious, though I had spent quite a bit of time with my mother, and I had not developed any signs of fae wasting, so I didn’t think it was quite as dangerous as he implied. He had not objected once the room had been thoroughly cleaned.

While seated on the bed, I picked at the mandolin, strumming a few notes and trying to find the song within it, feeling a melody, but also feeling the sadness that was heavy in my heart.

“Your fingers are stiff,” Benjamin said from the door.

I looked up. I had been lost in the process. I had not played much in the last week or so, and maybe that was the reason for my finger stiffness. When I said as much to Benjamin, he started to laugh.

“I didn’t say that as an accusation,” he said, stepping into the room and looking around before settling his gaze on me. “Just an observation. It won’t last. If I take time off between performances, my fingers get a little stiff, as well. Over time, that stiffness resolves faster and faster. It’s why a musician warms up.”

“I was just trying to find a song,” I said.

“Any?”

I shrugged. “Shouldn’t I just find any song? I didn’t realize that there was one in particular that I needed.”

He smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Sometimes when we try to find a song, not any particular song, the one that comes is not the one we need to hear.”

“That sounds like a strange way to phrase things,” I said.

“Sometimes we have to find our own song. We have to push it, force it.”

I looked up, hands pausing. “Is that your way of saying that I need to let go of what happened to my mother?”

His eyes darted from side to side, but he shook his head. “No. I don’t want you to forget about what happened to your mother. She was a wonderful woman. She cared about you deeply. I don’t think she would want you to dwell on her, though.”

“No,” I agreed. “She wouldn’t want me to dwell. She always said that I had to find my own purpose.”

“Did she?”

“Well, she also believed that my purpose would involve staying with the Wayward and eventually taking her place.” I smiled as I said it. “I think in her mind, I would never leave. Eventually, I would find some young woman on the road, woo her, wed her, and join her to the Wayward.”

“Considering how brief a time many people stay with the Wayward, that would involve you being quite charming.”

I didn’t smile. I didn’t feel like it.

“What do you plan on doing?” Benjamin finally asked.

“I don’t know. You made it sound like I’m still too young for the Academy.”

“Not so young as to have no chance. I wouldn’t tell you not to try, but you will need more honing before your performance would pass the admission.”

I guess I wasn’t surprised by that.

“And if I tried for a different school?”

“I think you would be making a significant mistake if you attempted that,” Benjamin said.

“And if—and when—I get into the Academy?”

He took a deep breath and dropped down on the bed next to me. “Then you find yourself, and your song.”

“And then what?”

“Then you spend a few years in the Academy. It will change you.”

“For the better?”

He frowned, cocking his head to the side as he regarded me. His eyes carried a different intensity to them than they usually did. “What an unusual question.”

“Well, my mother always said that experiences will change you. Some for the better, some for the worse. I just figured I would ask if it will be for the better.”

“It depends on the experience. It depends on the perspective, as well. What one takes from each experience is a very personal thing. What you may find a positive experience, another might find a negative experience. And the reverse is often true. Sometimes it is a matter of perspective.”

“Some experiences are always bad.”

He said nothing. I was glad. If he would’ve tried to counter that there was some good that could be found in my mother’s passing, I wasn’t exactly sure how I would be able to take it. I didn’t think I would take it well, though.

“I’m not going to able to stay here,” he finally said.

“It’s time for you to move on, isn’t it?”

“I took longer than I expected with the Wayward,” he said.

I had known that. While traveling with the Wayward, there had always been an undercurrent of tension coming from Benjamin. I hadn’t exactly known why, or what journey he was on, only that there was a journey.

“I could come with you.”

He shook his head. “Not with this.”

“But—”

Benjamin raised a hand, cutting me off. “But it’s dangerous,” he said. “And your mother would not have wanted this for you.”

“My mother isn’t here,” I said.

It sounded harsh even as I said it.

“She’s not, but you need to honor her memory, Leo.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, and then I nodded. “Fine. And you’re right.” My mother wanted me to find my own journey. She had wanted me to stay with the Wayward, but she had been open to me going to the Academy and learning there. She had been open to me learning with Benjamin, but I wondered if what I would learn with Benjamin was the kind of thing my mother would approve of.

“When do you intend to leave?”

“Soon. I have a few things that I need to do here in Bastiin, and I’d like to make sure that Ezekiel has recovered as much as possible, but soon.”
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I spent the next day or so playing the mandolin.

Most of the time was spent in my room. Every so often, I would hear sounds in the hall, but when I would pull the door open, the hall was empty. One day, Benjamin came in carrying his lute, and he took a seat next to me. We spent an hour or two, time that I got lost in, working on different fingerings, picking styles, and different melodies. At one point, he started singing, and I found his voice so melodic that I basically stopped playing until he shot me a sharp look. There was an urgency in his tone that suggested he wanted me to continue.

When we finished with the song—one I did not recognize, though it had a strangely familiar feel to it—I asked him, “Why did you push me to keep playing? It was a lovely song and I just wanted to listen. I thought it would be nice to know the lyrics.”

“When you are in the middle of a song, you cannot let it go. Sometimes, you find that you lose the song, and I would hate for you to lose the song that you have just found.”

“But it was your song,” I said.

“It was mine then, but it could become yours.” He said it as if it was the most obvious thing in the world, and even as he said it, he seemed to realize just how ridiculous he sounded, and he started laughing. “That is the kind of thing that you will hear when you go to the Academy.”

“They’re going to chastise me for stopping playing to listen?”

“Oh, undoubtedly,” he said. “If my mentor would have found me stopping in the middle of a performance, I would have…” He chuckled, turning his head the side. “Well, let’s just say that I would have not been treated kindly.”

“Was it Ezekiel?”

“Only once,” he said.

“How long did you study with him?”

“Not long enough,” he said.

“You liked him?”

“There were times at the Academy when I didn’t like any of my instructors. There were times I felt as if I couldn’t like them. When you get there, you will probably find much the same.”

“Then why did you stay?”

“Because it was the only place to learn what I wanted to know,” he said.

“What am I supposed to want to know?”

“You have to find it for yourself. That’s why I’ve encouraged you to go to the School of Song. I think you have potential there. I can hear it when you play and I can feel it when you sing, even when you try to hide your voice.” He shot me an accusatory glance and then grinned. “Though you shouldn’t be hiding your voice. It’s quite lovely, after all. But I can hear it. There is a distinctiveness within it. It is a rare thing. Too many people try to sound like others, whereas you…” He shook his head. “There is a raw energy to the way that you play. I think it’s in the way that you feel the songs, and perhaps that comes from your experience with the Wayward, or perhaps it just comes from you being you.” He plucked at his strings, playing a quick scale before he looked over at me again. “Whatever the case may be, I don’t want you to have that crushed before you have a chance to further explore it and find yourself.”

“Why do you think that the Academy would crush it? You made it sound like the Academy was a great place to study, and that it is where I need to end up.”

“Oh, it is. And eventually, when you reach it, you will find…” He smiled slightly. “You will find that it is everything that you dreamed of, I suspect. But to get there, and to stay there, you also need to find a way to know yourself.”

“How do I do that?”

He looked around. “You know what? I don’t even know. I found myself by going to the Academy, actually.”

“And you think that I can’t find myself there?”

“I think you can, but I think you will find yourself more readily if you already know yourself. If that makes any sort of sense.” He leaned back against the wall. “I will be leaving in the morning. If you stay, Ezekiel will keep you here. I’m sure that he will work with you, and perhaps even provide some additional education.” There was a hint of a smile. “If you leave, you know where to find the Wayward.”

He was right. I did.

What surprised me, however, was that I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.
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Voices along the hall caught my attention. They were muted. Given my solemn mood, and everything that I had been through over the last few weeks, I was tempted to head away—that is, until I heard my name.

One of the voices was familiar. Benjamin. I would recognize his voice easily. Today was the day he was leaving. Occasionally I would dream of my mother, even seeming to smell her. Every so often, it seemed as if I could actually catch some bit of her fragrance. She always smelled like wildflowers, and that helped me more easily. In one dream, I felt as if I were wandering through a dark forest and a beam of sunlight drew me. As I neared, my mother was there. She held out her hand, as if to guide me through that beam of sunlight, walking me out of the darkness.

When I had awoken, I felt better.

I didn’t feel good. I suspected it was going to be a long time before I felt good, but I certainly felt better than I had in quite some time. I was at ease.

So as I wandered down the hall, listening to the voices, I found myself questioning what I might encounter. I didn’t know what it could be. I didn’t know what there might be for me, and I didn’t know what I might need to do next.

“He can stay here,” the other voice said.

I didn’t recognize it. It was weak, little more than a whisper, and sounded hoarse.

“This isn’t the right place for him. You know what might happen.”

“I know? I know what you did. I know that you are the reason…” That voice trailed off, coughing.

Ezekiel.

Was he already back from the healer?

I hadn’t seen Ezekiel since Benjamin had carried him off to the healer, and truth be told, there was a part of me that had suspected he wasn’t going to come back alive. I had seen how brutalized he had been. I remembered the crunch of his bones when the stranger stomped on him. I remembered the blood burbling to his lips. I remembered.

And yet, I had a hard time feeling like he could have survived.

“You don’t know that.”

“I know the price that I paid. Don’t let the boy pay it.”

“Why else do you think I’m trying to guide him into the School of Song?”

“You could show him the other way. He could be more.”

“And he could suffer the way we did. You know it’s true.”

I crept forward. I needed to hear more. No. I needed to know more. They were talking about my mother and what had happened to her.

“Do you really think he will take you back?”

“No,” Benjamin said. “But if I don’t try, I will remain a target. It’s why he can’t come with me.”

“Why are you going to be a target?” I asked.

I had stepped forward and into the room without even realizing what I was doing. Ezekiel was lying on a wide bed, a table resting next to him covered with different bottles and jars, along with bandages. The room smelled of the sharp, acrid odor of medicine. Candles were lit, as if to try to burn away some of the smell, but it didn’t really work. A window let only a little bit of light in, and it carried with it a soft, almost gentle breeze. It did nothing to soothe me.

“Leo,” Benjamin said, glancing briefly at Ezekiel before his gaze darted to me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“You said that you were going to be a target. I just want to know why. What’s going on?”

Ezekiel tried to sit up, and as he did, there was something about the shifting of his posture that reminded me of when my mother was sick and she had attempted to move again, attempting to get up, and then failing at it just the same way that Ezekiel was failing at it as well.

“You should tell him,” Ezekiel said when he couldn’t sit up.

“You don’t get to choose.”

“Tell me what?”

Benjamin looked at me, and it seemed as if there was a pained look in his eyes, one that he struggled to keep from me, and that seemed to carry something else to it, as well. “It’s nothing you need to be concerned about. It just has to do with me and something that I did.”

“Does it have to do with something that you did regarding my mother?”

At this point, that was my bigger concern. And if it did, would my mother end up being the reason that I lost two people I cared about?

“It has to do with something I have committed to. It has nothing to do with you.”

Even as he said it, however, I had a hard time believing he was telling the truth. I could read him well enough. Maybe if I had just met Benjamin, I would feel differently, but I had spent quite a bit of time around him while he’d been traveling with the Wayward, and in that time, I had gotten to know how to read him almost as well as I could read my mother. And right now, he had a distinct twitch to his eyes that I could see, even if I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, other than he was trying to keep something from me.

“If you really feel that way, then just go.”

“Leo,” he said.

Benjamin and Ezekiel shared a look.

Something passed between them, something I couldn’t quite understand, and something that I probably would have recognized sooner had I been paying attention.

“You’re welcome to stay here, just so long as you are willing to work,” Ezekiel said.

“I’m willing to work.”

“Leo. Please.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t want to hear it.”

I expected Benjamin to argue with me, to try to tell me that I didn’t need to stay behind, to want to convince me of something more, but he didn’t. As I closed the door behind me, I didn’t realize that would be the last time I would see Benjamin for a very long time.


Chapter
Twenty-Four

LUTHIER TECHNIQUES


The next few weeks were relatively quiet.

Ezekiel was struggling to recuperate. I was actually quite surprised that he was still alive. He had looked far more seriously injured than it turned out he was, and now made gradual, steady improvement. The only difference was that now he hobbled a little bit more than before.

We were inside the workshop several weeks after Benjamin had departed without saying another word, leaving a book of different musical techniques on my bed. Ezekiel had set me to cleaning the shop when he called me over.

I found him leaning on the edge of his workbench, his eyes closed for a moment and a pained expression in his eyes. “Can I help you with anything?” I asked, rushing over to him.

He opened his eyes, leaned on his cane for a moment, and then took a deep, slow breath. “It’s time that I begin to show you some early techniques.”

“Luthier techniques?”

Despite what Benjamin wanted for me, I started to wonder if perhaps I should be more interested in what Ezekiel had to teach. I wasn’t exactly sure what that was going to look like, nor did I know whether anything he might have for me would be anything I could easily master, but then I had felt the same way when Benjamin had started working with me.

I had spent quite a bit of time mastering the names of all the tools in the shop. Over the last few weeks, I had gotten to the point where I could name all the different clamps and jigs and saws and other implements he had hanging around the shop. But I had never actually done any constructing.

“It seems as if I’m still too unsteady on my feet. I have others I could call upon, but they are occupied with tasks of their own. This is a simple fix, and so I think you can help me with it. That is, if you feel like you are ready?”

“I am,” I said.

“Good. We’re going to work on a piece of blank wood first. You know what I mean by that?”

I nodded again.

“Gather your supplies.”

Around the edges of the heavy bench, a series of neatly arranged drawers and cubbies seemed carved directly into the oak. Each contained the meticulously organized tools essential to the traditional luthier’s craft.

On one end was a set of woodworking chisels of varying sizes. The blades, sharpened to a fine edge, were designed to cut, carve, and smooth. Adjacent to them were gut strings. The centerpiece of the collection was a classic tuning fork.

To the right of the workbench was a set of horsehair brushes, used for applying the layers of varnish that give the instruments their durable and glossy finish. There were also awls of varying diameters for precision hole-makings. A collection of high-grit sandpaper rested nearby, ranging from coarse sheets for initial shaping to ultrafine ones for the finishing touches.

“Do you feel comfortable with what I have shown you?”

There was a steady technique to it. All I had to do was work the plane over the wood. In doing so, I would peel away thin strips, to the point where it created the rounded feel of the neck. At least, that was what he was trying to tell me to do, though I had a feeling this was just a test for something greater. The technique itself wasn’t all that complicated. And I had a sense that he knew it wasn’t all that complicated, but it wasn’t the complicated nature of it that was why he had me doing it.

Rather, it was his way of trying to see what else I might be capable of doing.

Having watched him before his injury, and having been around other craftsmen, I thought I understood. He wanted to gauge the steadiness of my hand, my eye for detail, and my natural ability. At this point, I wasn’t even sure that I had any real natural ability as much as I was determined to make this work.

I set to work.

The plane was a little cumbersome in my hand, but the longer I worked with it, the more comfortable I became. It was that way with many things. Whatever it was felt uncomfortable at first, then became gradually comfortable, and over time became second nature. Perhaps that was all I needed now.

After working for an hour or so, there was a jingle of bells. Ezekiel had stiffened and straightened, turning to the door. There was an anxious look in his eyes that wasn’t normally there. These days, he often had that look in his eyes.

“I can go check,” I said.

He licked his lips nervously, then tapped his cane once. It was an ugly carved thing with symbols etched into it that looked as if it had seen better years, the paint long since faded. It reminded me a little bit of the wagons I traveled in with the Wayward. Some, like mine and my mother’s, were brightly painted. But others had not been, the paint gradually fading until there was little left to it that was even recognizable.

“No,” he said, and he forced a smile. “This is something that I must do. You keep working here and I can check on a few other things before I return.”

He left, and I continued working. It was pleasant work. It wasn’t the same kind of work as performing or practicing the mandolin. But this was working with my hands, something I truly enjoyed, and it gave me an opportunity to do something that I didn’t have to feel self-conscious about.

There was one time when I was with the Wayward when a painter had taught me how to paint, though I didn’t have as much of a creative eye as he would’ve liked.

“You know, if you were to study, you could truly become competent,” Morton had told me. He was an older man, and claimed that he had once glimpsed fame, at least for a little while. According to him, there had been a time when the king of Oahak had bought one of his paintings, which had caused a run on his services. Then the king had been murdered by his son and had been replaced on the throne, and the interest in him had waned.

According to Morton, that wasn’t uncommon. It was better to find a patron who valued your services, if only for little while. Morton said that he had earned a fair amount even in that brief period of time, and it had been enough for him to travel. Given that he was now traveling with the Wayward, I had wondered if perhaps his funding had dried up. “You don’t have a creative eye, though.”

“I don’t?” I stood before the easel, painting the scene before me.

It was a picture of my wagon, as it was something that I knew quite well, which Morton had encouraged me to try to paint. This was after several weeks of instruction on different brushstrokes, ways of mixing paint, different techniques blending the paint, and different theories of painting itself. Morton was an educated man, and it seemed as if he had been waiting for somebody just like me to come and sit with him so he could spill out his knowledge. Still, I was young at the time. No more than nine years old, and I tended to be a fidgety child. That hadn’t changed until much later.

“I’m just painting what I see. Isn’t that what you said?”

“It isn’t so much your ability to paint what you see. You’re merely copying the techniques that I showed you.”

“And why wouldn’t I?”

Morton smiled sadly. “I don’t make the rules, boy. Painters are born, not made.”

“So I can never become a painter?”

“Oh, I imagine you could become skilled enough to be a counterfeiter. There is money in that. Though”—he lowered his voice, looking around before glancing over at me—“it’s not considered the most upstanding of ways of gaining a patron. There are plenty of people who are more than happy to pay for the services of somebody who can replicate a well-known painting. In my day, I did pursue this for a little while when times were tough. That is, however, before I gained the patronage of the king.” He straightened at that point.

“So I can make forgeries?”

“Well, not yet. You don’t have the skill. If you study, and you take the time to master different techniques, you certainly could.”

“How long would it take me to study?”

At that point, I had not given a lot of thought to what I would do after I left the Wayward. Then again, that hadn’t changed until Benjamin had joined, so it wasn’t unusual.

“Many years. But it is worthwhile if you devote yourself to it.”

“Years? And I still wouldn’t even be making anything of my own?”

Morton shook his head slowly. “Only a few painters can survive on their own.”

I hadn’t learned until later why he thought I could be skilled at forgery. It was because I had replicated his technique so easily. I didn’t add any aspect of my own to it. At the time, I had simply accepted that criticism and had added painting to the list of things I enjoyed but was not skilled enough to make a career of.

That steadiness now helped me. I was able to work with the plane, gliding along the surface of the neck, and felt for a certain comfort as I did. I fell into a rhythm and lost track of time, so I didn’t even notice when Ezekiel returned to the shop. By that time, he had taken a seat at his desk in the corner and was busy working with a stack of papers.

“Ezekiel?” I asked.

“What?”

He looked up, seemingly confused by my presence. Maybe he had forgotten I was there. I certainly had been quiet. Then again, I had been lost in my process and had been trying to keep moving and to keep from doing anything too disruptive. I had a pretty good sense that the neck had been formed with enough skill, and I wanted to double-check it with Ezekiel.

“Are you…”

I saw the darkness in his eyes then. He still struggled. And at this point, I wasn’t going to interrupt him with whatever he was dealing with, and I let it drop.

“I think I need to take a break. I’m getting blisters.”

He waved a hand, turning his attention back to his papers. “It will take time, but you will develop calluses.”

It was only later that I would realize that the types of calluses I would form during my work as a luthier were much different than the ones he indicated.
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“Are you really just spending all day in the shop with him?”

Isabel had caught me on the street. I was running errands for Ezekiel. I had volunteered to do so, especially since he was still slow. It had been over a month since his attack, and while I had no idea what had happened, nor did I know why he had been targeted, I had the distinct sense that he was recuperating, however slowly. I kept waiting for him to improve, but he hadn’t. Not much.

“He needs me,” I said.

She started to laugh. “Of course he does.”

“He was attacked.”

She frowned. “What?”

I shrugged. “You didn’t hear?”

“I haven’t spent that much time around lately. I have been a little busy.”

My mind turned back to when I had been attacked by her so-called friends in that alley, and I wondered what she’d been doing since, and how much of that was tied to the same event. “What kind of things have you been doing?”

“Nothing that you need to concern yourself with.”

“Oh?”

She snorted, watching me. “You don’t need to give me that kind of a look.”

“What kind of a look am I giving you?”

“Well, you’re giving me a look.”

We were in the middle of the street. It was busy, much like so many in Bastiin were busy. I had been hurrying to one of the general stores Ezekiel frequented, thinking I would gather some simple supplies for him. He needed more lacquer and oil, but I wasn’t able to get those for him.

“You don’t know the proper mixture yet. The longer you work with me, the more likely it is that you will begin to know what I need, but for now, I am perfectly content with you not taking over that aspect of my responsibilities.”

I had argued, at least as much as I was willing to argue, but he was right. I had only been working with him a little while, and so I wasn’t exactly sure what I should be wanting to do, nor did I know what more he would teach me. I was curious, nonetheless. He had been keeping me from certain aspects of his job, and I kept hoping I could pick up on some of the different things he was doing and maybe find a way to get some answers about them, but not yet.

“I’m a little surprised that he has you running errands for him. You’ve only been there for a few weeks, right?”

“I have been working with him since I got here.” I started to try to think about how long that had been. Not that long, but longer than I had spent in any other place. It was strange to think like that.

“Not exactly as long as you’ve been here. Besides, eventually he’s going to get tired of you the same way he gets tired of everybody.”

“Like you?”

“He has me doing other tasks,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “And it’s not errands.” She said that as if I were doing something shameful.

“He’s been teaching me some of the luthier techniques. He has me planing, and—” She started laughing. “What?”

“It’s nothing,” she said.

“It seems like something.”

She shrugged. “I guess I’m a little surprised that he actually is teaching you to be a woodworker.”

“Luthier,” I said, and she snorted. “Anyway. Do you want to come with me?”

“While you fetch for Ezekiel?”

I shrugged. “I just figured if you had some free time…”

She snorted. “You just want to go and take another bath.”

“I wouldn’t be opposed to it.” The bath had been amazing. And while I felt like I had been there once before, and so should be permitted to return, I wasn’t a local

She chuckled. “I don’t have time now, but I could take you later, if that’s what you want. Otherwise, I can show you around other parts of the city.”

“You would?”

“Seems like you’re staying, so maybe I should.”

“I’m staying for little while,” I said. “I don’t know how long.”

She arched a brow at me. “You’re with Ezekiel. That means you’re here.”

She didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t push her to.
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We met up near dusk. Isabel seemed distracted, but more carefree than she had been the last time I’d seen her. Her gaze darted around constantly, but she was always like that. There were times when I felt like she was doing it because she was always looking for somebody better to spend time with, or that she was just on edge. I wasn’t sure which it was. She didn’t make me feel as if she wanted to be with somebody else, but it was just the way she constantly looked around her, always searching for something.

We were near a large fountain when we met. I had asked Ezekiel about the fountain when I had first come across it, suspecting that there was something significant to it.

“The fountain of Roert Licata. He’s rumored to have been one of the founders of the city, if you believe those who helped design the fountain, and I do not. The city itself predates any living founders, and probably predates humans.”

“Predates humans?” I asked, glancing over at Ezekiel. This was in the first week or so after I’d come to the city, and I was still waiting on my mother to recuperate. It was one of the days when Ezekiel had found me wandering the city streets and had questioned me about my bargaining ability. “You really think that this is one of the first people?”

“Bastiin?” He sniffed. “Look at the cobblestones,” he said, pointing to the ground. “What do you see when you look at them?”

At the time, I hadn’t really given it much thought. Most of the stones were irregular and uneven, and yet, there were a few stones that were made of a darker, nearly inky black. They stood out, catching some of the sunlight.

“I guess I see some different stones,” I said.

He snorted. “You guess. You definitely see different stones here. I see your gaze darting to the ones I’m indicating. What kind of rock do you think that is made from?”

I glanced at him. “Are you asking if I ever spent any time with a geologist?”

“Well, you did travel with the Wayward for quite some time, so I figure it’s a reasonable question.”

“No,” I said. “We had someone who called himself a stonisk, claiming he was a master of rocks and gems, but I never had the mind for it. Well, that’s probably not true. I didn’t have the patience to study it in books.”

“A man after my own heart,” Ezekiel said, and he chuckled softly before pointing toward a building at one end of the square we were standing in. “I tend to prefer to work with my hands, as well. I can learn from a book, but when I was learning, I never did quite as well as I did when I was having somebody walk me through it. I would see something one time, and it would stick. I could never say the same when I was reading about it. Not that I can’t pick up something new that way. In my line of work, I have to constantly challenge myself with new techniques. Instruments change all the time, and a luthier like myself needs to stay current with them so I can be up to date with new techniques.”

“Instruments change?”

In the time Benjamin had been traveling with the caravan, he hadn’t really implied that to me, but maybe they did. I knew that he played the lute, and that he had several other different stringed instruments with him, most of them smaller, and then there was my mandolin. Which was quite a bit different than many of the other stringed instruments.

“Oh, of course they do. We have luthiers experimenting with adding courses of strings to lutes, changing the body style, and all sorts of things. I never really cared much for that. I liked the kind of work I was doing, but I have to be ready. You get somebody coming through town who has one of those new and strange instruments, you have to be able to help them. New strings, fixing a bridge here or there, replacing broken suspensions.” He shrugged. “All of it takes time. And all of it takes learning. Unfortunately, rather than traveling and visiting the different places that are working on such things, I have to read about that.” He shook his head and shuddered. It was almost as if that was horrifying to him.

“How do you learn about things like that?” I asked.

“There is a Guild notification that goes around. It’s infrequent, but it’s helpful.”

That was all he had said. “And these cobblestones?” I asked, trying to get him to talk about them again.

“Oh, yes. The cobblestones are different. It looks as if someone has placed these stones around here, filling in gaps that have formed over time. But the stone is different. If you look at it, you can see it is perfectly square, though if you were to dig it up, you would also see it is a perfect cube. Unlike the other cobblestones.”

I paused at one of the black stones and then hurried over to another. Without measuring, I couldn’t be certain, but I suspected he was telling me the truth. They did look to have similar—if not the same—dimensions.

“Why would they have done that?”

“Because they could,” he said. He chuckled. “Now. Do you know the stone?”

“It looks like basak.”

His eyes widened slightly. “It is. I can’t remember the last time that somebody knew that.”

“We’ve seen old sculptures made out of it. My mother made sure I knew it.”

“Did she?”

I shrugged again.

Now that I was standing near the fountain with Isabel, I noticed a bit of the same stone around the base of it. Parts of the statue at the center of the fountain looked as if it had elements of basak stone in it, though not much. The stone itself was considered rare these days, yet I knew that there had been a time when it was not considered quite such a rarity. And I suppose that it probably didn’t make much difference.

“Did you enjoy running your errands today?” Isabel asked, a hint of a mocking smile curling her lips.

“I was just doing what I needed to do.”

“You said you wanted to see some of the city.”

“Well, I’m going to be here,” I went on, and felt a strange stirring deep in my chest at the comment. It took me a moment to realize why. I had never stayed in one place for any given time. When I had first come to Bastiin, I had remained because of my mother. Now I chose to stay. What did that mean for me? “I figure I should know my way around.”

“Well, the one thing that I’ve learned about any city is that the only way to find your way around the city is to get lost in it.”

“How many cities have you visited?”

She didn’t answer that question and instead asked me another. “Do you want to get lost in Bastiin with me, Leo?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I would love to.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five

A TASK COMPLETE


When Isabel bobbed into Ezekiel’s shop, she glanced at me. Her hair was pinned up so it stayed out of her eyes and hung back. She had something of a perpetual smirk, and an almost playful expression that lingered in her gaze. She watched me as if she were trying to decide whether she was going to say something before deciding to just step into the shop and close the door.

“Look at what he has you doing,” she said. “He’s turning you into a proper luthier.”

“Was he not supposed to?” I asked.

“Oh, I suppose that he could, and that he should,” she said. “He’s getting older, and a man like that is probably going to need some help as he ages. And besides, you have that look about you.”

I looked down at myself. I had sawdust staining my apron, and my hands were a bit dirty as well. “That look?”

“You know,” she said, waving her hand and coming to lean on the table in the center of his workshop. “That look.” She wrinkled her nose. “A proper apprentice.” She reached up and grabbed one of the instruments hanging on the hooks over the workbench. This was a smaller-bodied lute and was only in for some basic repair work. I had helped Ezekiel clean it up, repairing a crack along the neck, and then had observed him as he had refinished the surface. Once he was done, the instrument was gleaming, probably looking better than it had in years. “How do you stand it?”

“Stand what?” I asked her. I reached for the instrument and plucked it from her hands before testing the strings, tuning it briefly, and then playing a quick song on it. She regarded me as I did, the look in her eyes one of at first amusement. But then it shifted to something else, a more appraising expression. “Working? Doing something useful?”

“You really can play,” she said.

“You didn’t think that I could?”

She shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t know. Though Zeke probably wouldn’t bring just anybody into a shop the way that he has brought you in. And given that you obviously aren’t just anybody…” She started to grin again, and she nodded to the instrument. “Can you play the ‘Dance of the Sugarworms’?”

It was something of an obscure song, but it was one I knew. Not from my time with Benjamin, however. It was a song that I had heard when I was younger, and I tried to think of the tune. It was different playing a lute than playing a mandolin, as my hands were much more familiar with how to work the strings on the mandolin, but the lute was not that dissimilar. Certainly not so dissimilar that I wasn’t able to find the song. I started to carefully pluck the notes, and as I did, I felt—and found—the song that began to build. She started singing along.

In a realm where sugar trees do bloom

’Neath the alluring veil of the moon

Creep the sugarworms, in light’s sweet gloom

Where secrets swirl and mysteries loom.

They slip through shadows, a curious sight

Weaving tales in the dark of the night

In realms where truths may take flight

Begins the sugarworms’ delightfully wicked rite.

Oh, dance, dance, dance in the moon’s sly grin

In realms of dreams, where desires spin.

Oh, dance, dance, dance, till the dawn peeks in

Where shadows flee and the day does begin.

With skin of sugared velvet, soft to touch

Their dance tells tales of longing such

Under the silver moon’s gentle clutch

They trace their path, the night their crutch.

Twisting, twirling, a captivating sight

To the rhythm of whispers in the night.

In the moon’s glow, they ignite

The Dance of the Sugarworms in the star’s pale light.

Isabel had a sweet voice, and she made the song sound even more tawdry than I had remembered, though the last time I had heard the lyrics, I was quite a bit younger. Still, it remained a part of my memory.

When I was done, she looked over. “You should play.”

“Isn’t that what I just did?”

She shook her head. “That’s not what I mean. I mean you should perform. A talent like that, you shouldn’t be holding that back from the rest of the world. People need to hear it.”

I started to laugh. It reminded me of what Benjamin had wanted of me, hoping to prod me into joining the School of Song. Now that I was here, working with Ezekiel, I found a different sort of peace. It was strange. When I had traveled with Benjamin, and when I had been learning some of his luthier techniques, I had not even considered the possibility I might enjoy that more than I enjoyed performing.

Not that I didn’t like to play. It wasn’t that at all. In fact, I actually did enjoy playing quite a bit. But performing was something else altogether. Performing meant putting the song out into the world, and there was a part of me that simply did not want to do that. Maybe it was selfish of me. Or maybe it was just because I didn’t want to have what happened to my mother happen again.

“Anyway,” I said, moving around the tabletop and slipping the instrument back up on the hook, “that is what I can do.”

“It’s impressive,” she said. “But I have a feeling you don’t think it is.”

I shrugged again. “I don’t even know. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s not. And maybe it doesn’t even make a difference.”

She snorted. “You really are a strange person, Leo.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“I’m not saying that to offend you. Well, not really to offend you,” she said. “I’m just saying it because it’s a little strange to me. You have this gift, but you want to keep it bottled up inside this shop. What would happen if I kept my gift bottled up inside this shop?”

I arched a brow. “And what gift are we talking about with you?”

“Oh, you know.”

“Actually, I don’t know.”

I had a suspicion, though. She had implied what she did for Ezekiel, and I knew that it probably had something to do with stealing and having Ezekiel fence some of the stolen goods. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, and so I tended to turn a blind eye to it, not wanting to give much thought to it. It wouldn’t make much of a difference, anyway. I was here to work, to train, and maybe to find myself, as much as I could.

“Is he around?” Isabel asked.

“Not so much,” I said. “After the attack…”

Her brow furrowed. “Right,” she said. “That. You were there that day, weren’t you?”

“I was there, but I don’t really know what happened. I tried to help.”

It wasn’t just that I tried to help. I had helped. I had hurt someone.

“Tell me everything you remember from that day,” she said.

“I don’t know that I remember all that much. There was a scarred man, and he was in here,” I said, motioning toward the doorway. The memories of that day came rushing back, even though they were difficult for me. I didn’t like thinking about what I had been forced to do, nor did I like thinking about how I had been forced to do it. I had killed someone.

In the days since then, I had struggled more than I would’ve expected with what had needed to happen. I knew that had I not done what I had, something worse would’ve happened to me, and that the man might have finished Ezekiel off. I knew that, but that didn’t make it easier for me, nor did it make it better. The hardest part was thinking about what my mother would have said.

Maybe that wasn’t even true. The hardest part was not having my mother around to ask what she would have said.

Because I had buried her.

“A scarred man?” Isabel regarded me for a long moment. “Do you remember what he looked like?”

“He had dark eyes and a scar right here,” I said, touching my eye. “And I guess that’s it.”

She was quiet for a few moments, rubbing her chin. “That’s more than I had before. I should’ve asked you before, but it was too fresh.”

“What was?”

“Everything that happened to him. And he didn’t want us to do anything.”

“Us?”

“Not you, but me. My people.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what she was getting at with that, nor did I know what kind of people she was talking about, only that whatever it was implied that something was going to happen. Or more likely, that Isabel was going to do something.

“Don’t end up like him,” I said. “I know that’s what he would say.”

“Do you, now?” There was a hard edge to her words. “Do you know him so well that you would know exactly what he wanted from me? Do you know him so well to believe that you know what he needs?”

“I know that he doesn’t want anybody else to suffer.”

“Oh, we are going to suffer.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s going to be dealt with.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Going to be?”

“We take care of our own, Leo. And regardless of how I feel about Zeke,” she went on, though I had a sneaking suspicion that she felt quite fondly toward Ezekiel, “I’m not about to let somebody harm him.”

“What can you do about it?”

She scowled at me. “What can I do about it? There are some things that we can do.”

I tried to say something more, but she turned away.

“You want me to get him for you?”

“No. I need to do a few other things.”

“Just be careful.”

She just nodded and slipped away.
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I soon forgot about that conversation. Ezekiel had me working with the instruments, and I felt as if I was getting good with some of the tasks he assigned me. I was quite diligent in what he wanted from me, and more than that, I started to feel as if I had a purpose to what I was doing. I also began to feel as if I could gain a measure of confidence—and perhaps competence—in all of this. This was nothing like what I had ever thought I would be doing with my days, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I actually enjoyed it to a certain extent.

“You keep a cleaner shop than most students do,” Ezekiel said one afternoon, looking around.

“Do I?” I felt as if I were making a mess. He had me practicing sanding, working on wooden blanks, attempting to try to form the proper curvature. He was not going to have me working on an actual instrument until he felt as if I were comfortable with the blanks first. “I feel like it’s pretty messy.”

“Any work here is going to be messy by its very nature. But it is the approach that you take. You pause and clean up in between your work. That is a good sign.”

“Why?”

“If there’s one thing that I learned when I trained at the School of Craftsmanship, it was that you must clean up after yourself. If you don’t, you can often find that things will begin to compromise what you don’t want compromised. You may get sawdust in your stains. You may find your tools aren’t where you need them and have to hurriedly make an adjustment. You may find that you scratch something that you have already finished.” He shrugged. “Ensuring that you keep a tidy house is going to ensure that you can show your fullest quality.”

I looked around. I had been careful to sweep up after myself, but I thought that was just good sense. If I were to slip in sawdust, it wouldn’t take much to crack my head.

Given that the only healer I knew was Ezekiel, and that he was still working through his own injuries, I didn’t think I wanted to run that risk.

“I’m just trying to leave it the way I found it.”

“Another good lesson.”

I breathed out, and he shuffled over to the cabinet, pulling it open. Him looking inside the cabinet reminded me of Isabel and her visit.

“Isabel was here the other day,” I said.

“Was she?”

“I think she’s trying to figure out what happened to you.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “The man who attacked me is gone. There is no point in dredging through that and risking greater harm.”

“That’s what I told her,” I said.

He looked over. “Did you?”

“Well, not because I want to protect you as much as you don’t need to be protected,” I went on, hurriedly feeling like I needed to explain myself, though I realized that Ezekiel didn’t seem angry about that. “Mostly because I just didn’t want anything to happen to her.”

“No,” he said. “Neither do I. That one already gets herself into enough trouble as it is.”

“Did your attack have anything to do with that?”

Ezekiel watched me before he turned, tapping his cane as he made his way around the table. “Unfortunately, in my days, I have needed to get involved in various unsavory activities. Some of them, I should feel some remorse for. Some, I feel less remorse for.” He snorted.

“Like helping my mother?”

“I was not the one to be involved in the unsavory activities in that case.”

I wondered what Benjamin had needed to do.

“But knowing you now, I would have done it myself.” He looked up. “I understand what Tobias saw in you, Leo. You have potential.”

I flushed slightly.

“And we are going to bring that potential out of you.” He tapped the cane on the ground with a sharp crack. It was almost as if he wanted to disrupt my feelings of comfort. “And we don’t need the School of Craftsmanship to do it. That is, unless you choose to go.”

“I’m happy here,” I said.

As I was. There was a certain comfort in staying with Ezekiel, a certain familiarity, that I couldn’t shake.

In fact, I wanted to be here. The longer I was here, the more I started to feel as if I were going to be able to make a place for myself.

“Why don’t you finish up what you’re doing and then gather the list of supplies that I have left for you.”

“Of course.”

He left me, but then again these days, he often did. He might claim that he was feeling fine, but I knew better. If he were truly fine, he would not have needed to wander away the way that he did. He would’ve stayed in the workshop. He would’ve put in more time at the bench. He wouldn’t have needed the stool.

After cleaning up, I dusted myself off, removed the apron, and grabbed his list. It was a familiar list. I knew how to find each of the items on it and headed toward the back entrance to the shop and pulled it open. Out in the street, I saw a figure crawling toward me.

“Isabel?”

My heart hammered.

I raced over to her, grabbing her before my mind began to work through what I knew about treating injuries—which admittedly was not all that much. Check for anything fatal first.

I hurriedly rolled her over. She had a bloody stain on her side and another on her thigh. But she had a gleam in her eyes and a smile on her face.

“Hey, Leo. Do you think Ezekiel could help me?”

I swallowed hard and scooped her off the ground. She wasn’t very heavy. She was able to bear weight on one leg, and she sort of hopped as we made our way down the road and back to Ezekiel’s doorway. Once inside, I closed the door, locked it, and looked over at her. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

“Oh, nothing more than what I promised.”

I guided her into the hallway and found an empty room, which I pushed open, and set her down on the chair.

I didn’t have to go very far to find Ezekiel. He’d already come tottering toward me, carrying his leather satchel of supplies, leaning on his cane for support. When he stepped in and saw Isabel, he started muttering under his breath, and I heard distinctly, “Foolish girl.”

“Say, Zeke.”

“Care to tell me what happened?”

“You mean why I’m like this? Well, it’s all done.”

He frowned. “What is?”

“It. It’s all done. And they aren’t going to bother you again.”

He held her gaze for a long moment, and the concern that was there flickered from concern to irritation, and finally to a measure of fondness.

“Thank you.”

As I saw the concern between the two of them, I couldn’t help but wish I had someone who felt the same way about me.


Chapter
Twenty-Six

FINDING A VOICE


The weeks went by, and Isabel fully recovered.

I spent the first few weeks after Benjamin had left learning some of the basics about working with wood. At the time, it had been slow, a difficult time for me, partly because there was a lot to learn, mostly about the basics of woodworking. That proved to be something I had a knack for. In some ways, it was much like playing the mandolin. It seemed as if I had an ear for that, as well.

Not that I had as much time to play as I had before. The time that I was spending with Ezekiel had been useful, teaching me the basics of how to work with each tool until I had a measure of mastery. He was a patient teacher, though he did tend to get agitated if he didn’t feel I was taking things as seriously as he wanted. I found that he was quick to laugh, but never in the workshop. The workshop was a place of serious business to him.

There was one aspect of the craft that he did not permit me to work on. And yet he didn’t have any problem with me watching as he carved the rosette that covered the sound hole.

“Does one design change the sound that much?”

He didn’t look up at me. It was probably two months after Benjamin had left, and it was late in the day. I had finished my work, helping to shape another neck, and took a seat at the workbench next to him while he was working on carving the rosette. It was an intricate business.

“It depends on who you talk to,” he said softly. “There are some who claim the design makes little difference. Some prefer an open sound hole.” He pointed to one of the lutes he had hanging overhead. It was a simple design. It had a crack in the back, and from what I had learned during my time working with him, I had come to learn that though it might look like a lowbrow and cheaply made instrument because it did not have an intricately carved rosette, this one was old, and the sound that it made was quite rich. The crack could be repaired, and according to Ezekiel, the person playing it would get another few years out of it before it would have to be repaired again. “You’ve played that.”

I flushed at the comment, as I hadn’t realized he was paying attention to what I was doing inside the workshop all the time. He no longer chastised me for taking some of the instruments down, though. Not like he had at first. Now, he didn’t seem to mind if I strummed a few of them and began to test the sound. It was how I had come to get a better sense of design and craftsmanship, after all.

“I have,” I admitted.

“And do you think it sounds better than that one?”

He pointed to another lute, this one with a very intricately designed rosette. The lute itself sounded… basic. It didn’t have such rich deep notes, nor did it have quite the resonance at the higher frequencies.

“Are you saying that the rosette makes it sound like it does?”

He chuckled, not looking up. “No. I think somebody attached a much nicer rosette to that instrument to convince somebody it was worth far more than it was. An unscrupulous luthier would do that.”

“Or somebody who was just looking to make some money off of someone who doesn’t know better,” I said.

He looked up.

“I’ve seen quite a few people who are more than happy to make coin off of uneducated people,” I said. Merchants were usually the kind to say that the people they relieved of their coin had too much to begin with and were far too eager to spend what they either didn’t have or didn’t mind parting with. “If somebody can’t tell the difference between two, then they may just like the instrument that looks prettier.”

That seemed to placate Ezekiel. “You’re probably right in that. Far too many people go for beauty when they should go by ear. Sometimes a simple instrument sounds far better than a much more ornate one. Like your mandolin.” He glanced over at me. “I don’t know who crafted that instrument, but the sound is rich, and the frequencies are…” He shook his head. “They are unlike anything that I have heard before. I would love to know who crafted that instrument.”

“According to my mother, my father left it behind when he disappeared.”

I didn’t have the same difficulty talking about my father that my mother did, but I still had questions. Maybe the mandolin would be the key to finding answers. Especially as Ezekiel mentioned its tone.

It was interesting that he chose that term, as it was not at all dissimilar to the way Benjamin had always spoken about it. He had been curious about the mandolin, curious about the tone and about its musical quality. But hearing Ezekiel talk about it, I was left with a question about whether there was something else to it, and perhaps it was more intriguing, and for a different reason, than I knew.

“You don’t have to have answers,” Ezekiel said, looking at me and smiling. “But you look as if you want answers.”

“Well, I suppose I do. It was my father’s instrument. I don’t know much about him. Practically nothing, in fact.”

“There might be a way to learn if you are interested.”

I was. Very much so, in fact. “How?”

“It is a simple thing. Well, perhaps not simple, but it is a simple concept.” He set his hands down on the table. They shook for a moment as he did. It was one of the few signs of his injury that still lingered, though he was pretty good at hiding most of his other lingering weaknesses. “Every craftsman has a tell,” he began. “Techniques become personal. You can start to pick up characteristics of each individual craftsman, and you can learn from them, learn their style, but rarely can you replicate it entirely.”

“Their voice,” I said.

He nodded. “Exactly.”

“Benjamin used to speak of performing having a voice.”

“Anything with a creative element will eventually develop a voice,” he said. “Often times, a person doesn’t even realize they are doing it, though. How can I, when learning about your voice and what that means for you comes gradually? At first, you are merely trying to mimic what you have seen or heard or observed. Over time, you take in different influences, learning from others who have different skills that you want to learn. And your own experience guides that, shaping who you are as a creative.”

“I guess I never would’ve thought a luthier was all that creative.”

“No?” He held up the rosette that he was working on. It was beautiful. “What do you think about this?”

“I guess that is creative.”

He started to laugh. “You don’t have to sound as if you are disappointed in that.”

“Not disappointed. I hadn’t even considered it before.”

“Anything you make involves an element of creativity. There are structures. An artist uses certain dimensions to make something pleasing to the eye. A storyteller will use story structure in order to make a story compelling. A musician will use familiar song elements, chords and melodies, to make a person appreciate the sound of the song they’ve written. And a craftsman such as a luthier,” he said, looking around his shop for a moment before settling his gaze back on me, “will use their own familiar elements and add what they need in order to make something different.” He shrugged. “It’s not always that way. Sometimes a luthier is just a craftsman. Doing repair work is just repair work. But how is that different from when you listen to Benjamin playing a familiar song?”

There were times when the people of the Wayward had wanted simple, familiar songs, and Benjamin had been more than happy to accommodate. They were able to sing along, and though Benjamin would put his own flourish on it, he recognized that sometimes familiarity was preferable to anything more exotic.

Occasionally, however, Benjamin played a song completely straightforward, and I had even asked him about that at one point.

“Listen to the notes,” Benjamin had said. “What do you hear?”

“Well, I hear the familiar melody, which is what people want.”

“You can make the familiar more complicated, if you want. Or you can keep it simple. You can add as much layering and complexity to a performance as you want, and still keep it familiar. In some ways, that is even more of a challenge than anything else.”

“Why?”

“Because you have to maintain a framework people find appealing. It’s not always easy. Nor is it something that can be replicated very easily.”

As I looked at Ezekiel, I suspected that was what he was getting at. He could make a rosette, or other work on any of his instruments, and perform maintenance as complex as he wanted, burying some of that complexity inside a familiar structure.

It was just about how much he wanted to work at it.

“I see what you’re saying,” I said.

“Good. Because as you gain confidence and skill with whatever your chosen profession,” he went on, and it was clear from the way that he was saying it that he hoped and anticipated that I would make my chosen profession working with him, as a luthier, and that I would be able to replicate that sort of skill, “you will find that you will gain other influences.”

“How does this have to do anything with my father?”

Ezekiel squeezed the table, wobbling ever so slightly. I could tell that he was trying to hide the fact that he was wobbling, but he didn’t do a great job of it.

“That’s right. That is what we were talking about.” He rubbed a knuckle into his eyes. “Each instrument will have a tell. As you learn about different construction, you begin to find aspects that will guide you to the craftsman. If you learn enough, you can even figure out which craftsman made an instrument. And sometimes it is more than one craftsman making the instrument. Sometimes you have an entire shop working on an instrument.”

“And can you?”

“Not exactly,” he said. “I know general schools of design. That is part of my training. I have not had enough exposure to different craftsmen to be able to pick up individual makers. Well, other than some of the standard masters. Over the years, there have been a handful of master luthiers who have made instruments that are so beautifully wrought, they are impossible to replicate and impossible to forge. Not that there aren’t those who try.”

He listed off a series of names, and though I didn’t recognize any of them, I had the sense that wasn’t the point. The point was in knowing that there were different craftsmen, and that there were those who had considerable technique, and perhaps that technique was for us to follow and learn from.

“So if you do intend to try to understand your father, or at least understand the instrument your father owned, over time, you can learn about the techniques involved. I can help you. Certain joinery techniques, certain ways of placing the finish, and even certain flourishes of decoration, each have their own specific tell.”

Its own voice.

I hadn’t even considered that possibility before.

I had never even thought about the idea that I might able to learn something more about my father, and about who had made his instrument. Maybe that would help me learn more about my father, and perhaps even more about my mother, and about why she had never wanted to speak about him. The only thing she had been open with was his mandolin and making sure I had it.

Ezekiel took my quiet for something else.

“It will be many years of learning before you get to the point where you can start to investigate it.”

“What if I go to the Academy to learn?”

His brow furrowed and a frown darkened his brow. “Perhaps they would expedite the process. But there are dangers in going to the Academy. There are those of the Academy who view themselves as… Well, they view themselves as having a certain role, and responsibility, that perhaps is unnecessary.” He turned his attention back to his workbench. “I know Benjamin thought that you would be best served going to the Academy and the School of Song. And perhaps that is your destiny, but for now, I would say focus here, focus on what you can learn, and then you can decide.” He shrugged slightly. “Perhaps you will learn enough with me that you won’t want to chase the Academy. There are other ways to get what you want, Leo.”

I could tell from his tone that he didn’t believe I would.

He was probably right.

I knew that Ezekiel wanted me to consider the School of Craftsmanship. Maybe that was where I needed to go, or maybe it really was the School of Song, as Benjamin had wanted.

“Let’s get back to work. There are many techniques that I can show you.”

Perhaps that was how I would learn more about myself.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven

ROT SETS IN


The next few weeks were pleasant. I started to get much more comfortable inside the shop, learning more techniques and getting steadier, more confident with my hands. Ezekiel gave me more and more freedom. It seemed as if he felt as if I truly did have the potential he had been hoping for.

One of the things he had made a point of telling me about was that I had to notice the intricacies of each instrument. Ezekiel claimed that each instrument, like each person, was unique. He thought it was important for me to understand the instrument, to understand the characteristics of it, how each part worked together, creating something greater than each individual aspect would be on its own. He said my ability to perform allowed me to do that much better than others.

It was the early morning after I had run some errands. His hands were covered with ink, dye, and sawdust. He dusted them absently on his apron before turning his attention to me. “What do you see when you look at this?” he asked me.

I leaned over, setting some of the supplies down, before looking at what he was working on. I didn’t really have a good answer. At this point, it wasn’t necessary I have a good answer so much as I have an answer.

“You look like you’re working on the tuning.”

He chuckled. “Well, that was pretty basic.”

“I’m not trying to be basic,” I said hurriedly. I could tell that my quick, almost abrupt answer had not pleased him. “The tuning pegs,” I said. “You have them oriented on one side of the neck.”

“The person who crafted this certainly did. What do you think the benefits are?”

“I don’t even know.” The instrument was a smaller-body lute, with an oblong belly. “I don’t know,” I finally said, shaking my head. “Should I look it up in a book?”

“You certainly can,” he said. “But do you need to? What do you think?”

“I think that it probably makes little difference,” I said. “It is probably more of a design choice, nothing else. I can’t say with any certainty until I have an opportunity to play the instrument, but that would be my guess.”

Part of my opportunity for studying the different instruments involved playing them. I became far more comfortable with the lute than I had been before. Not that I came in without any skill. Transitioning from the mandolin to the lute was a fairly straightforward process. The fingering was different, but I was well enough versed in melodies, scales, and in the song in general that I was able to do it easily enough.

“Very good,” he said. “And why do you guess that?”

“Because I doubt the location of the tuning peg makes much of a difference.”

“For playability, very little,” he agreed. “It may create a certain appearance.”

“What do you mean just for playability?”

“What would be the difference in the design?”

“The strings would be longer,” I said. “At least when you go to the far end of the neck. The way that this is structured, the high string will of course be the longest.” I didn’t see any benefit to that. It just meant it would be put under quite a bit more tension, though it didn’t really make much difference, either.

“And it will depend upon the tuning, will it not?”

I nodded. The tension changed the tuning, and there were countless different tuning styles and variations I had learned about while working with Benjamin, and even more since working with Ezekiel. He had taught me far more about that than I had expected. I hadn’t anticipated that there would be so many distinct styles, nor had I anticipated that there would be a reason for those styles. Some of it came down to making it easier to play certain songs.

“Think about it. If you come up with an answer, get back to me.”

We set back to work, and I resumed gently shaping the neck, trying to work through another aspect of the lesson that Ezekiel wanted me to understand. He was glancing in my direction while I worked but stayed mostly silent.

A shout from the hall caught me off guard.

Ezekiel spun, racing into the hallway, but not before grabbing a bag off the ground I hadn’t even realized was there. I followed him out into the hallway and saw a pair of men dragging someone along with them.

It was the first time I’d seen anybody injured since Isabel, but it reminded me of when we had brought my mother here. I still didn’t know why Ezekiel was considered a healer, at least in certain respects, but he obviously had some knowledge. More so than Benjamin had, and Benjamin had not been ignorant when it came to healing.

“Bring him all the way down the hall,” Ezekiel said. “The last room on the right.”

One of the men said something, but I couldn’t hear it. Ezekiel answered him, and he looked over, seemingly noticing I was there, before nodding, mostly to himself.

“It might be best if we have another set of hands,” Ezekiel said.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Injury,” he said. “Don’t really know much more than that.”

“Can I do anything?”

“Well, you can be a steady hand and maybe provide some pressure. Oftentimes, pressure is all you need.”

I followed him into the room after the two men had dragged the other in.

The third man—the injured man—was bleeding from a wound in his belly. It had stained his shirt bright red, and he was still bleeding heavily. His color was pale and his head lolled off to the side, making me think he was already dead.

A surgeon might be better, but maybe Ezekiel knew some basic surgery.

“I want you to hold here,” Ezekiel said, not looking up at me and pointing to the man’s belly. He had balled up some linens and was pressing them on the man’s wound. The man hadn’t moved.

“Just hold?”

“Hold,” he said.

I held my hand on them, pressing them up against the man’s wound, and felt strange, sticky gore on my hand. I did not care for it.

I looked over at the other two men, but neither of them were paying much attention to me. They were standing back by the wall, talking quietly to themselves, every so often looking over at the injured man and then at Ezekiel.

“It might be best if you wait outside,” Ezekiel said.

“Get him through this, or you know the consequences.”

Ezekiel stiffened slightly, but nothing more than that. “I know.”

The men stepped out and left me alone with Ezekiel.

“What consequences?”

“Not now, Leo. Right now, I need you to continue to hold pressure. I’m going to try a few things, but it’s going to be questionable as to whether it is going to make a difference. Hopefully it won’t matter, and he will recover regardless of what I do, but it is possible he will not pull through this.” He muttered something under his breath, and I thought I heard him say something about the blasted Guild. I couldn’t be certain.

He worked quickly.

He grabbed a pair of scissors and cut the man’s clothing free. I realized why the moment he did. There were other injuries. He had a large wound in his shoulder, and it looked as if somebody had stuffed it full of cotton, gauze, or maybe linens the same way I was holding the man’s belly. They were saturated with blood.

Ezekiel clicked his tongue and moved on, checking the man’s neck, his other arm, and ultimately having me help roll the man over, all while still holding pressure on his belly. As far as I was able to tell, the bleeding seemed to have eased and the pressure on the wound was making it slow.

“Fools,” Ezekiel muttered. “They could’ve put pressure on this one, as well.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

“Probably not,” Ezekiel said. “It depends on what was hit. Lot of organs in here.”

I looked down at the man. The wound I was putting pressure on was right in the middle of his belly. I thought about what one of the Wayward had once taught me about anatomy. He was a physician, and apparently one of some renown, as my mother had been quite pleased he had come with us. I had studied with him for a little while, long enough that I had a chance to get to know some aspects of anatomy, as he and my mother thought that it would be beneficial for me to learn such things. He had talked to me about the different organs in the body and stated that anybody could learn what he knew, if they were so inclined.

As I looked over the man’s injuries, my mind worked backward to that time, to dig through anything that might be useful to remember. The liver was near the injury, but mostly it was intestines, according to Heath.

“A puncture wound to the gut can be as fatal as anything. Rot sets in quickly.”

“Why?”

“It just does. You’re filled with shit,” Heath had said, smiling as he said it and winking at me, which I had found odd, at least at the time, for him to have such gallows humor, “and if any of that gets out into the body, it doesn’t take long before can start to rot from the inside. You become septic and the body starts to shut down.” He shrugged as he said it. “It’s a terrible way to go. I’ve seen many people fall that way.”

“How many people have you seen stabbed in the gut?”

“When you serve in the war, you see many horrific things.”

He had sounded so sad when he had said that, but at the time, I hadn’t given it that much thought, not nearly as much as I probably should have.

He had served in the war?

My mother had claimed he was a famous physician, and she had welcomed him readily into the Wayward.

“Can you stitch up his gut?” I asked Ezekiel.

“It’s dangerous to do it,” Ezekiel said. “If you sew it shut, there’s always the possibility something might leak out and get trapped. The best you can do is pack the wound, hope that you can staunch any bleeding, and then let it heal closed on its own. It’s a terrible way to recover, and short of having access to accelerated healing, it is going to be all that we can do.”

Accelerated healing meant magic. There were different forms, and what Benjamin had taught me of chording was but one kind. I didn’t know if Ezekiel knew a similar magic. The comment suggested he didn’t.

He got to work, working on the shoulder to begin with, and with a practiced, steady hand, he stitched the shoulder wound closed. Apparently that wasn’t the kind of wound that you had to leave open. He worked on another, more shallow laceration, and then he focused his attention on the belly wound.

“Why did you do this one last?” I asked.

“Because it’s the one that’s going to take most time,” he said. “And because I needed to know whether the bleeding would slow. It would change how we treat him. If the bleeding doesn’t slow, then there will be very little that will help him. Since it has, I think we have a chance at saving him. It’s going to be a slow recovery, but I suspect that he will recover.” He glanced at the door. His eyes narrowed, as if he were worried about the men who had brought this injured man.

“You don’t like the fact he is going to be here for a while,” I said.

“I don’t like the threat hanging over my head for that long,” he admitted. “Unfortunately, there’s very little I’ll be able to do about that, though. So we will just be careful.” He smiled at me. “But we can do that, can’t we?”

“Of course we can,” I said.

“At this point, I think we should try to stitch off any bleeders.” He was talking mostly to himself, and as he did, it seemed as if he were nodding and trying to get ready for what he was going to have to do, but I didn’t know if there was anything else he was going to need to do. “Remove the dressings.”

I pulled them back and he dug into the wound.

He worked quickly, his hand practiced, no sign of the tremor I’d seen when he was working with instruments since the attack. It was almost as if the urgency, and the injury, had forced his hand in a way that made him more capable. Not that he wasn’t capable otherwise, it just seemed as if he were working in such a way that he was more capable now than he had been before.

“We only have one here,” he said. “Probably why they were able to bring him here in the first place.”

“One what?” I asked.

He started sewing. When he finished, he grabbed a lantern and dipped a long wick into it, drawing it out, and then used that to dab at the wound. The man moaned, but he didn’t say anything else.

“What is that?”

“Cautery,” he said. “One of the surest ways to keep something from bleeding. I’ve sewn it shut, but now I need to seal the ends, and more than that, I need to ensure that he doesn’t have anything else continuing to bleed. I’m going to need to cauterize more of the wound, anyway. He’s not going to care much for that, and I’m going to need you to hold onto him to make sure he doesn’t pull away.”

I was content working with Ezekiel, but I was less certain how I felt about the idea of helping him with healing.

“Hold his shoulders. Well, not his shoulders, as I think that his shoulder is a little sensitive. Hold his hands. That is, if he starts to kick up a fuss.”

He set to work. He had a tool that seemed to be designed for cautery, which he used to quickly close off the wound, burning aspects of it.

As he did, the man began to writhe uncomfortably.

The smell was awful. I had never smelled anything like that before, and I don’t know that I will ever forget it. The smoke that drifted up was tinged with a bit of dark soot.

When he was done, he stepped back, nodding to me. We waited for a moment and he studied the wound until it seemed as if he were pleased with the fact that the bleeding didn’t return.

“What now?”

“Now we get to work with some traditional salves. I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference. He would’ve lost a lot of blood.”

“How much can you lose?”

That was a question that I had asked Heath at one point, but he had departed the Wayward, needing to stay in the city of Rashik before I had the opportunity to get the answer. It was one that I had actually been curious about.

“Everybody is different, and it depends upon many different factors. Some of it depends upon how healthy you were otherwise, and some of it depends upon what timeframe you are talking about. If you lose a lot of blood quickly, you sense that quickly. But if you lose it slowly…” He shrugged and turned his attention down. “I have been around quite a few people who have lost quite a bit of blood. And yet, they have lost it over time and did not suffer quite as much.” He shrugged again. “So the question, while a good one, is many factors. In this case, he lost blood quickly. And unfortunately, it still might have been too quickly for him.”

“What will happen if he doesn’t make it?”

“I owe a debt, and it’s a debt I constantly repay.”

“What is it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It’s a complicated story, not one you need to hear.”

He turned his attention to the man for a moment, watching him for a long time but saying nothing. When he finally nodded, it was mostly to himself. “You can go back to the workshop and continue with what you were doing. I will deal with our guests.”

I trudged down to the workshop. When I passed the two men, my hands covered in blood, they looked at me, but neither of them said anything. I hadn’t paid much mind to them before, but this time, I did. They were hard-looking men. One of them was dirty, and both had blood staining their clothes, likely from their friend, and I realized they were both armed with swords as well.

When I stepped back into the workshop, I heard Ezekiel’s voice behind me. I hesitated, leaving the door open a crack.

“I have done all that I can for him. He will need time to rest and recover. You did well getting him here as quickly as you did. But the belly wound was bleeding heavily.”

I recognized the note of defiance in Ezekiel’s voice. He was trying to make sure they realized he should not be to blame.

“How long?”

“A few days at least, but it could be many more. Wounds like that have a tendency to be difficult to heal. I have to mix some medicines for him and make sure that infection doesn’t set in. It isn’t the initial wound then. If he dies, it’s going to be because infection has claimed him.”

“If he doesn’t make it, you know the Maestro will be displeased.”

“If he doesn’t make it, the Maestro can come share his displeasure with me himself.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight

PLAYING AT APPRENTICE


Things were unusual over the next week. I tried to stay busy in the workshop, avoiding the other two men, but every so often, I ran into them in the halls. They ignored me, and I was thankful for that. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of them, nor the anxious looks in their eyes.

For his part, Ezekiel tried to maintain a measure of normalcy for as long as he could. He continued to work with me in the workshop, talking about the different techniques he wanted me to learn, but he also seemed distracted.

At one point, he’d engaged in another heated conversation with the men. When I had attempted to go out into the hall to listen, Ezekiel had made a point of shaking his head and sent me back into the workshop.

Ezekiel had taken to sending me out on errands much more often than he ever had before. I quickly decided that it was less about me completing the errands and more about getting me out of the workshop.

On one of these errands, I ran into Isabel.

Her hair was brushed back, and her clothes were clean, making me think she had just been in the baths. She was standing not far from the entrance to the workshop, on a section of the street that was quieter today than it normally was.

She looked over at me as I stepped out of the workshop, and her expression darkened for just a moment. I made my way over to her, watching and trying to decide if I should go to her, wondering if perhaps she would have information. I wanted to know about the Maestro. I started to question if that was going to be dangerous, but it seemed as if it was something I could at least dig into and perhaps learn more about.

“What are you doing over here just watching?” I asked, stepping over to her.

“I’m not watching,” she said, running her hand through her hair and then passing over her pocket. She glowered at me for a moment before her expression softened. “I’m just looking.”

“Looking? Seems to me that you’re watching Ezekiel’s shop. Does it have anything to do with the man he’s working on?”

“How is he?” she asked.

“You knew?”

“Well, I knew that he had somebody here that he was working on. And I knew he has been trying to keep this man kicking but is having a little difficulty with it.”

I snorted. “A little? I think he’s having more than a little difficulty with it. The man is pretty significantly wounded. He lost a lot of blood, as well.”

“You were there?”

“I was there. I don’t know that he wanted me there, but he needed an extra set of hands.”

She frowned. “I could’ve helped, had I not…” She shook her head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“Had you not what?”

She shot me an irritated gaze. “I told you. It doesn’t matter.”

I held my hands up, placating her. “Fine, fine,” I said. “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, I’m just out to gather some supplies.”

“What sort of supplies?”

I started to smile, but I realized she was not returning it.

“Just a few supplies.”

“I just asked what sort of supplies?”

“Well, if you need to know, I’m supposed to get some glue, some rosin, some oils⁠—”

Isabel started to laugh. “All right. You’ve convinced me. You actually are turning into quite the little errand boy.”

“I’m just helping Ezekiel.”

Her brow darkened for a moment. “He still needs help, doesn’t he?” When I nodded, she squeezed her eyes shut. “Fine,” she said dramatically. “I suppose I can go with you.”

“You’re going to help me with my errands?”

“Yes. But I’m not helping you. I’m helping Ezekiel.”

This was a different side of Isabel than I had seen before.

I set off down the street. I didn’t say anything more, figuring that if she wanted to know more about what I was doing, the errands I was running, she would just follow me. I was right. She did follow.

She was quiet for a while as I continued to wander through the streets, though every so often, she would look down the side streets, some of the alleys, before she would turn her attention back to what we were doing and where we were going. She seemed distracted, but also a little on edge.

“Go on,” I said to her.

“With what?” She shifted, touching her pocket again, and I noticed the distinct bulge of a knife.

“You obviously want to know something. Maybe it has to do with what Ezekiel is asking of me, or maybe it has to do with the man who was hurt, but whatever it is, it seems to me that you want to know something. So go on. Get out with it.”

She sniffed. “I think you’re overanalyzing things. There isn’t some grand secret.”

“I think there is some secret.”

“And why is that?”

We had reached the edge of a small shopping square. Businesses ringed it, and there was enough space for shoppers to maneuver through it. The general store on one side of the square was where I was heading so I could obtain more bandages and a few different premixed medications that Ezekiel had wanted. It was going to help with the man, I knew.

“Because I heard who he is worried about.”

She watched me. “You didn’t hear anything.”

“Fine. If you think so. But I’m pretty sure I know what I heard.”

“And what is that?”

“I’m not going to say.”

She watched me and we continued to head into the square. She lowered her voice over the din of the others. “Do you really know?”

“Maybe.”

“Is it him?”

There was something to the way that she said it that suggested to me that she was concerned, and perhaps more so than I would’ve expected.

“Who?”

She looked over at me. “Don’t be a fool, Leo. You don’t strike me as somebody who’s a fool. To be honest, you don’t strike me as somebody all that worldly, despite what you claim, but in this case, just don’t be a fool.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to that. After my travels with the Wayward, I would’ve thought I was worldly. I had seen far more of the world than I would’ve expected Isabel had, but I had a feeling that what she was implying was not that kind of worldliness. What she was talking about was something more street-smart, and in that, I certainly was not.

There was one thing to be said about the Wayward. The people who joined our caravan were often goodhearted, only looking out to try to find a better life for themselves. Very few of them were interested in anything more, and certainly not in anything that would pose any sort of danger.

“What are you going on about?” I asked her.

“Did you hear a name mentioned?”

“Yes.”

“Is it him?”

“If you’re talking about the symphony conductor,” I said, feeling quite smug with the way that I was saying it, “then yes.”

Isabel’s brow furrowed and she frowned as she looked at me. “Symphony conductor? Oh. That’s terrible. You should be careful not to say that, especially not to anybody who knows about him.”

“Why?”

“Because they will treat you the same way that man was treated.”

“That’s not what it sounds like. It sounds like Ezekiel has to heal them. Otherwise, this person will be upset.”

As we made our way into the plaza, toward the general store, my mind continued to churn, trying to come up with an answer as to what, exactly, was going on, and whether there was anything more that I needed to know about. I resolved to ask Ezekiel.

But I was left wondering about Isabel. She knew of this person, as well.

“Why don’t you work for Ezekiel anymore?”

“Oh, Ezekiel never really wanted me to work with him the way that you work with him. I tend to handle other aspects of his business dealings.” She shrugged. “The kind that he has tried to get away from, but unfortunately, keep pulling him back.”

“What kind is that?”

Isabel looked at me. “You really don’t know? It is kind of sweet that you have remained so ignorant, but I have to admit that I’m surprised he didn’t pull you in on things a little bit more. Knowing him as I do, it seems to me that he would have wanted to bring you into a part of it.” She held up her hands. “He liked me for my nimble fingers.”

I frowned at her. Ezekiel had actually made a comment about clever hands before.

“So you are a thief.”

She snorted. “Not anymore. Though that was how I started.”

“And Ezekiel?”

“He sort of coordinates things. Or, I guess I should say coordinated things. There’s been a little disagreement on how things go these days. I don’t even know what the deal is, but I sometimes report to Ezekiel, and I sometimes report to another.”

If I had thought she would share more, I was mistaken.

“Is that what he’s going to bring me in on?”

She frowned. “I doubt it. He seems like he’s actually trying to teach you. Sort of respectable, even. It’s nice. Glad to see him doing that rather than trying to bring you into this other stuff. You don’t need to be a part of it. I have a little history with Ezekiel. I want to look out for him.” She was quiet for a while. “He saved me. He’s the one who taught me how to make my way here in Bastiin, and it’s because of him that I can take care of myself.”

I hadn’t even considered everything Ezekiel was teaching me but realized that might’ve been a mistake.

That was something my mother had taught me once. I remembered it quite well. It had come after I had been working with one of the scholars who had traveled with our caravan for a while. At least, they claimed that they were a scholar. They said that they had taught in one of the smaller universities, and my mother had been pleased by that, at least until she had an opportunity to observe their teaching. I remembered that lesson more than I remembered the lesson from the teacher. Perhaps that was the real problem.

“Any teacher should have a purpose behind their lessons,” she said. “And it doesn’t need to be obvious. In fact, it’s often not obvious. But it should be obvious to the instructor if they are worth their salt.”

“What’s your issue?”

“What did you learn from him?”

I didn’t remember what the man had been teaching me, but I did remember how I had felt. I remembered the way that he had been talking, almost as if there was something that had been little more than a cluster of information. When I had said that to my mother, she nodded.

“Exactly. He was speaking to hear himself speak. He wasn’t teaching to teach. He was just talking.” She frowned as she said, “And you didn’t learn anything. Well, you might’ve learned that he is little more than a blowhard, but you didn’t learn anything that will make you smarter, better, or more educated. You just learned what he wanted to talk about.”

She wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t see what the issue was, at least not quite as much as she seemed to think I should. When I said that to her, she shrugged.

“You will find that some instructors have a purpose. The best ones do, in fact. It may not be what you think, and it may challenge the way you think or see the world, but I will tell you that sometimes those are the instructors that you need to hear the most. If you are only hearing what you want to hear, your view of the world and what you see are not being challenged.”

I pushed those thoughts away, still struggling more often than I wanted with memories of my mother. But maybe that was for the best. Having memories was certainly better than losing them.

“Anyway,” Isabel said, “let’s get the errands done, then you can hurry back to Ezekiel, and you can play at being his apprentice.”

“Play at it?”

“You don’t think you’re playing?”

“Well, that wasn’t my intention.”

I wasn’t even sure what my intention was, but I had at least believed I was working with Ezekiel and that I was learning something. Was that all? Was I just playing at learning?

No. I didn’t think that was the case.

And as she looked at me, I realized she was also playing a prank on me. It seemed as if whatever she had in mind was to mess with me.

“I don’t like this side of you.”

“What?”

“You look like you are trying to hurt me.”

“No, Leo. I’m not trying to hurt you. Trust me. If I were trying to hurt you, you would know.”

As she slipped into the store, I found myself watching her and wondering just what I should know, and I found myself worrying. What sort of thing was she keeping from me? And worse, what else might she know?


Chapter
Twenty-Nine

THE WRONG SONG


It took me a few days to find the courage to talk to Ezekiel. I had continued running errands for him, and in the interim, I had been checking on the injured man on my own, mostly out of curiosity and less so out of any real feeling that Ezekiel wanted me to be a part of what he was doing.

The man’s dressings had to be changed regularly. That was something Ezekiel was doing on his own. He had been applying a salve that stunk and seemed to burn my nostrils every time I went into the room, but at least it didn’t smell like rotting flesh, or in some ways, what was worse, the smell of charred flesh. What I did smell, however, was a strange, dark foulness that I couldn’t quite place.

The other two men had been more distant. Since the time I’d run the errand with Isabel, they had been in and out of the workshop, but they didn’t make their presence known quite as much. I suspected it was tied to the fact that the man was recovering, but I couldn’t be certain.

It was late in the afternoon, and I was coming down the hall after having visited the man—who had still not come around, though I suspected that had more to do with some of the medicines Ezekiel had been giving him rather than the extent of his injuries—when Ezekiel looked at me as he stepped out of his workshop.

He watched me with a strange, knowing expression. “What were you doing, Leo?”

“I was just making sure that your patient doesn’t need anything,” I said.

“That is not your responsibility. That is mine.”

“I can help.”

I wanted to ask about the Maestro, but I was careful, and I knew better.

“Not in this,” he said.

“Why?”

“It’s complicated.”

I thought about a different approach. “Where did the men go?”

“They have seen I am true to my word and their presence isn’t as necessary as it was at first. Not that it was ever necessary, though it was difficult to tell them that, as they believe a person won’t do a thing unless you are scared into it.” He shook his head, rubbing his knuckle against his eyes for a moment, and then let out a heavy, weary sigh. “I truly wish that it weren’t like that.”

“Who are they, really?”

He looked along the hall before he turned his attention back to me. “They are dangerous men, Leo. I would advise you to stay away from them. If you see them, steer clear.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I suppose it’s not.”

“Who is⁠—”

I didn’t have a chance to ask him about the Maestro, as the door opened, and the two men came in. The taller, more muscular man was in the lead, as he often was, followed by another, only I realized this wasn’t the same man I had seen before.

The lead man came striding toward Ezekiel, who positioned himself in front of me. He gave me a slight shove, pushing me back toward the workshop, the message clear about what he wanted me to do, though I wasn’t as clear about why he seemed so on edge now.

“We need to take him,” the man said.

“He’s as stable as I can get him,” Ezekiel said. “And I think that he should continue to recover, though he would be better served by having additional healing, and⁠—”

“It was not a discussion.”

“Let me help you get supplies. There are some dressings, both bandages and some salves, that will be necessary for him to take.”

“Whatever you want,” he said.

“Well, that is what I want. For him to make it through the journey, I think that he’s going to need those supplies.”

“He had better make it through the journey.”

It seemed as if everything was a threat with these men.

I was backing along the hall when Ezekiel started to turn. He mouthed something at me, though I didn’t see what it was.

One of the men struck him from behind.

“Did I tell you to turn away?”

This was the new man.

I stiffened, and I was tempted to go racing down the hallway, but Ezekiel looked up at me, shaking his head. He straightened, and though there was a slight stoop to his back, I recognized that he was still injured, even if he was not showing any sign of it. He had barely finished recovering. I didn’t know how long it would take for him to get back to where he had been before, but he had been through so much.

“Did you think that he would forget?”

“I have done what was asked of me,” Ezekiel said.

“You have done the bare minimum. If you had done what was asked of you, none of this would have been necessary.”

There was a darkness in the man’s voice, and an edge that had not been there with the other man.

“You cannot blame this on me. I was given leave⁠—”

Another strike. And Ezekiel doubled over.

“You were permitted leave. But you knew there would be consequences.”

“I have paid the debt asked of me.”

“You will continue to pay,” the man said. “And if you think otherwise, you will find just how quick his temper can be.”

Another strike, and Ezekiel bent over. His eyes were pained but as he looked at me, I could see the expression in them. I could see what he wanted.

He wanted me to go.

And so I did. I ducked into his shop.

It smelled of sawdust, oil, and all of the supplies. There was something comforting about it, though less so today than normally. There had been a time when I first came here when it was an incredibly comforting place, partly because of the sense of normalcy that it gave me, but it was also a place tied to the instruments here. I took one of the lutes off the hook and began to pluck the strings. It took me a while to realize what I was doing, and why was doing it. The instrument was in good shape, and the repairs had been completed by Ezekiel several days ago, so now he was waiting on the musician to return for his instrument. I had been here during the repair, so I knew what he had done, and I knew how he had done it. I was not sure what else needed to be done with it.

So I played.

I stuck with a simple, almost mournful song, and I kept the tone as quiet as I could, working my fingers along the strings, plucking at them softly. I fell into a faint rhythm, rocking in place, listening to the sound of each individual note as it was plucked. As I did, I began to feel something deep inside of me, something that I had only felt a few other times, but I recognized it from what Benjamin had told me about music, and about the type of strange magic he had access to.

The song.

That was what he had called it, but at the time, I hadn’t even known what to make of it, nor had I known why it was called that, especially if it was magic.

“The song can carry you,” Benjamin had said. “When played correctly, the notes blend, build, and connect to something greater. Something primal. It allows you to access a part of the world that intersects something between what is and what can be. It is a magical potential.”

I remembered that night, as we had been sitting near the fire, the campsite set up and settled. It was one of those nights where my mother had left me alone, giving me an opportunity to work with him, and not challenging the fact that I had been so intrigued by what Benjamin was teaching that I had neglected much of my duties.

“That is what you can find when you play long enough. Even if you don’t play long enough, sometimes you can find the song anyway.”

“Is that what you did?”

I remembered the very first time I had met Benjamin, and how he had used some bit of magic to scare away the guards. I hadn’t known what it was at the time, and even now, I still couldn’t quite place how he had done it, only that it seemed to me that whatever he had done had been filled with power, and that power left me marveling.

“I did something simple,” he said. “I’m a simple minstrel.” Even then, as he had said it, I had known that he was no simple minstrel. I wasn’t sure what exactly he was, but I knew that it was not anything simple. Benjamin was like a complex song, layers of harmonies that worked over each other, sometimes chorded together so that they played simultaneously, and other times a harmony that worked, layering over each other. It was the notes that intersected, becoming what I thought of as Benjamin. “I don’t have access to the true Song.”

The way that he said it suggested to me that there was something different between what he had done and what he believed to be the Song. I wasn’t sure what it was, and it wouldn’t be until many years later that I would have a better idea about it, but I recognized the truth, nonetheless.

“Can I reach it?”

“Considering what I’ve seen and heard from you, I wouldn’t be surprised. It will take time, and you have to listen to your heart, but you also have to listen to the world around you, to find the truth that exists.”

“What if I can’t?”

“If you can’t, then… well, then you can’t.”

As I stood in Ezekiel’s workshop, playing, I felt the melody building.

It was a strange thing. It was the stirring that was deep inside me. And in some ways, it reminded me of what I had played at my first performance—my only performance, if I were honest with myself. It was the song I had been playing when my mother had fallen ill.

Maybe that was a mistake.

I remembered how I had felt at that time, the way the song had built, and how there had been a stirring deep inside of me that had carried some part through me, building up with an intensity that left me with additional questions. No answers, though. I didn’t know if I could have any answers.

The door opened. Ezekiel looked over at me, and there was a strange expression his eyes. “What are you doing?”

“I was just playing,” I said.

“What song is that?”

“I don’t know. I was just playing,” I said.

But I knew what the song was. I had felt it, and I could feel it even now. The song flowed through my fingertips, and it flowed through my entire being. It seemed as if it was a song that I had always known. It reminded me of the mournful quality I felt when I thought about my father, mixed with the strange notes of the experiences I’d had with the Wayward, and, though I didn’t do so intentionally, there was an aspect of it that seemed to mix with my experience with losing my mother too. It was all soothing, and it all carried, bridging and building in such a way that it came together, layers of harmonies that seemed as if they fit.

At least, it seemed that way to me.

But from Ezekiel’s expression, I could see that might not be the case. I didn’t know why, but I could tell that something wasn’t quite right.

“You should stop now. Put the instrument down, and…” He glanced over his shoulder. “Just…”

My hands gripped the lute. I clutched the instrument, silencing the strings, and I looked over at Ezekiel. “I wasn’t trying to do anything wrong, Ezekiel. I was just⁠—”

“You should not have known that song.”

“I don’t understand.”

He shook his head, looking down the length of the hall. “Could we have been wrong?”

“Wrong about what?”

He turned back to me. “Just replace it, Leo. And maybe take a break for the evening. You can go back to your room.” He forced a smile, but I could see in his eyes that it was feigned. I didn’t know what it was, or why he was so upset, but I also knew better than to challenge him.

After replacing the instrument, I headed down the hall, glancing in the room with the injured man. He was lying on the bed, still quiet, and the men were on either side of him. By the time I reached my room, Ezekiel had returned to the hall, carrying a bundle of bandages and a jar of an ointment, and he was wearing a look of concern on his face. I didn’t know why, nor did I know what reason he had for it, only that something was bothering him beyond what I knew.

Inside my room, I took a seat. I sat for a long moment before I eventually grabbed my mandolin. I started playing again. This time, it was because of my need to calm myself. I needed to do something. I didn’t have any work to do, and Ezekiel didn’t have any errands for me, and though I knew that he didn’t like the sound I’d been playing, for whatever reason, I found myself plucking the notes yet again.

The sound poured out of me.

And I was left with irritation.

Not at Ezekiel. He wasn’t the one I was irritated with. It was these men who put him on edge. I didn’t know why, and I didn’t know what they had done, only that I had heard a name and had been fearful of asking Ezekiel about him. But I knew I didn’t care much for them, much like I didn’t care much for whoever they worked for, and I let that feeling spill into my playing. That was a strange thing.

I had never done that before. At least, not like that. The song continued to build, and the more that it did, the more I began to feel the melody. I kept it quiet. I didn’t want to upset Ezekiel again, though to be honest, I didn’t think he was upset about the song so much as I thought he was upset about the fact that I was just playing in his shop. It was a mistake.

Akin to what I had first felt when I met Benjamin.

A stirring. One that was different than what I had felt before. It was a stirring that seemed as if it were there, powerful, washing away from me. It spilled outward, and I let the song flow away.


Chapter
Thirty

FALLING INTO A RHYTHM


Everything was quiet for the next few weeks. I fell into something of a rhythm working with Ezekiel, learning more about how to become a luthier and training my hand—and my eye—how to properly smooth different aspects of the instruments, and to perform basic repairs. I found I enjoyed the work more than I would’ve expected. Then again, maybe it shouldn’t surprise me that I enjoyed the work, as it allowed me to work my hands and be around instruments, and I didn’t have to perform.

When I said as much to Ezekiel at one point, he merely looked up from his workbench. He was working on another rosette, the intricate detail far more exquisite than other instruments that we worked on. It left me wondering why he wouldn’t have wanted to become more well-known. He claimed fame was never something he cared about, but the skill he demonstrated as he worked with the instrument suggested to me that he could have easily been a highly sought-after luthier.

“You will find that many luthiers like myself have some skill. You have to in order to know what makes a well-balanced instrument. Those who chase something greater,” he went on, without really explaining what chasing something greater meant, “find that they use a little bit more of their musical talent as they construct the instruments. It takes time, and it takes a familiarity with the instrument, in order to gain a measure of skill with it.” He glanced over to where I was working. “In your case, you have a quick mind, but you are training in something you don’t have much experience with.” He held his hands up, wiggling his fingers. “That isn’t to say that you can’t gain that experience. And you have proven you are a quick study, so I’m quite certain that it will not take you very long to become even more proficient, but it is still a skill that requires training.”

“Like learning to play the instrument in the first place,” I said.

“Much like that,” he said, nodding slowly. “Only, when you play for an audience and if you make a mistake, only that audience will suffer. When you learn to make instruments, or repair them, whatever the case may be, it is not only the audience, but all who hear the instrument after it who suffer your mistake.” He smiled. “At least, that is what I tell myself.”

“How long are you going to let me stay here?” I asked.

He paused for a moment, and his expression changed. It was different than it had been before, and now seemed as if he were a little bit concerned, or perhaps he was just surprised. “Have I given you any indication that I would expect you to leave?”

“I feel like I need to earn my keep. I don’t think I’m doing that with helping you here. Maybe I can in time, but right now…” I shrugged and looked around the inside of the shop. Perhaps one day I could learn enough to be able to help him, and feel as if I were useful here with him, but right now, it didn’t seem as if that were the case. “It was something my mother always said. A man has to earn his keep.”

“Are you a man?”

“Not yet,” I said, drawing myself up, “but I⁠—”

He started to laugh. “You don’t need to justify anything. You’re still young. The beauty of youth is that you have the entire world before you. I think that is what Tobias was hoping you would learn.”

I hadn’t even thought about Benjamin in quite some time, and it took me a moment to associate Tobias with my old mentor. “Do you think he’s going to return?”

“Eventually,” Ezekiel said. “But you don’t need to worry about that. Unless you decide you intend to head off to the Academy, and then you have different considerations, don’t you?”

“About which school,” I said. “I don’t even know what I would want. I never loved performing.”

“And yet you did, from what I understand.”

“Only because I think I had to.”

“Never let anyone force you to perform if you do not want to.”

“Why do you say it like that?”

“You will be asked to do many things in your life. Some will be things that you find perfectly acceptable. Others will be things that you find detestable. If I can offer you one piece of advice, Leo, it is that you do not do something that you find detestable.”

He turned his attention back to his work, and there was something about the way he said that, something about the tone he spoke with, that suggested he was referring to much more than what he had alluded to. I didn’t know what it was, but I was wise enough to recognize the implication.

And so it went.

Days went by, many of them spent in the workshop, getting more and more comfortable with different repairs, and more than that, getting to the point where I could gradually see the overall construction of an instrument. I learned how to restring instruments, and since I was skilled enough to tune everything that came in, very quickly, Ezekiel decided he didn’t need to double-check my tuning.

At times, I ran errands for Ezekiel. I didn’t even mind doing that, as most of those errands involved gathering different supplies, resins, oils, and eventually he even sent me to the market to try to bargain for strings.

“Never take the first offer,” Ezekiel counseled me the first time I went. I was to get several courses, but I suspected it was a test. “And make sure that if they are trying to drive the bargain too hard, include my name.”

“I know how to barter,” I said.

He had straightened, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. His cane rested on the counter, just out of reach. Ever since the attack, he had been a little bit slower than he had been when I had arrived. My first impression of Ezekiel had been that of a spry man, despite advanced age. Since the attack, some of that dynamic had faded, leaving him limping and slow. At least, physically so. His mind was still just as strong, from what I was able to tell. And that mind was what I figured was most useful to me.

“Yes, I suppose that you do know how to barter, something that I have not seen from someone your age before, especially as you do have experience that others do not. Keep that to yourself, as knowledge is power. At least in a negotiation.” He flashed a smile. “Well, I suppose it’s power all the time, so you must be careful with how you wield it.”

“Don’t let them know I realize when they are trying to pull one over on me.”

“Exactly. Do you think you can manage?”

I nodded. “I’m sure I can.”

So I went out, and I had managed to get what I considered a good price for the courses of strings, and brought them back to Ezekiel. When I told them what I had paid—a single silver for three courses—he had sat there quietly for a moment.

“And how many shops did you visit?”

“Just the one… Oh. I see.”

He tipped his head. “Yes. Always remember that there may be alternatives.”

“Did I do poorly?”

“Depends upon which shop.”

“Mistress Gasel,” I said.

He smiled. “Did you mention my name?”

“I didn’t. I thought I was getting a good price.”

He was quiet for a moment, and once again, I started to think that I had made a mistake. I didn’t want to upset him, nor did I want to offend him, but I had wanted to prove myself.

“You did well. Better than most when they barter with her.”

Over the next few weeks, he sent me on more and more errands. Occasionally, Isabel would come with me. She would have probing questions about the kind of things Ezekiel was working on and whether or not he was training me up, as she liked to call it. I assumed she meant training me in different aspects of the luthier shop and figured that she would’ve known what he was doing, and what he was teaching me, so I told her as much.

There was one day when I was out running errands when she came by, grabbed my arm, and dragged me along the street without saying a word.

“What is this about?”

“Something I thought you would want to see,” she said. “But don’t pester me.”

We headed out to the edge of the city. I came out here often, though I didn’t think she knew that. In fact, I tried to keep that as much of a secret as I could, as I didn’t need other people to know why I went to the edge of the city, nor what I was looking for. It was peaceful, and if anybody asked, that was the explanation I would give. They didn’t need to know that the reason I came out to the edge of the city was because it reminded me of my mother and the Wayward.

When I left the city, I stared in the direction I knew the Wayward had gone and found myself thinking about what they were doing now. I had no idea who was even with the wagons any longer. Perhaps the entire composition of the Wayward had shifted in the time that my mother and I had been gone. Without her there, I didn’t know who would hold them together in the same manner. I suspected Hadrian and Anya had their same roles, but what of the others? The Custodians? Any of the others who we had traveled with for longer stretches of time, like the Hilek family and the Bresentar sisters. There were so many others who had been with us for a little while before heading off to find their own fate and fortune.

I thought about some of the people who had spent time with us, but not significant time. I wondered what that might be like, as well. How would I feel about seeing them again?

I wouldn’t see them again.

I knew it would be unlikely, as I knew there probably was not going to be any opportunity to see any of them again. At least until they came to Bastiin again, though I had no idea when—or if—such a thing would even happen.

“What is this about?”

“It’s about something for you,” she said, jabbing me in the chest. “Just look.”

I stood at the edge of the city, my eyes fixed on the horizon. The air was hot and dry, and a light breeze carried the scent of dust and leaves from the nearby forest. It had been weeks since the last rain, and the ground was parched and cracked underfoot.

As I watched, a caravan appeared on the road leading toward the city, a long line of wagons and animals making their slow way toward the gates. The merchants were dressed in colorful robes and tunics, and the guards wore leather armor and carried swords at their sides. As they drew closer, I could hear the sound of the wheels creaking and the animals’ hooves clopping on the dry ground. The merchants chattered excitedly amongst themselves, no doubt eager to reach the safety and comfort of the city after their long journey. Finally, the caravan reached the outskirts of the city.

“This?”

She nodded. “Isn’t this what your people did?”

I hadn’t shared all that much with her, so I didn’t know how much she knew about my people. I suppose I shouldn’t have been terribly surprised that she would have learned something. Maybe Ezekiel had shared some of my past with her. And, of course, the Wayward were reasonably well-known, so that when I came to the city in the first place, my appearance, and my time there, would not have been altogether surprising, either.

“It’s not my caravan,” I said.

“What? Are they all the same? I thought the Wayward were the Wayward.”

I glanced at her. “I suppose there are probably others who want to take on that name,” I said. “But there aren’t many who have the same mindset as our caravan. We took on anybody who wanted to travel with us, and we gave them a home and a measure of safety. Most of the time, people who traveled with us did so because they were just looking to go from one place to the next.”

“I know. We get caravans through here every couple of months.”

I frowned. “Caravans of Wayward?”

She nodded. “And I heard there was another one coming in, so I thought I would show you. I figured maybe somebody with them knows you.”

I hadn’t realized there were others who called themselves the Wayward. As I considered that possibility, I found myself wondering why they wouldn’t. There would be a measure of safety in calling oneself Wayward, partly because the Wayward were well-known to be peaceful traders, and to have different artisans and craftsmen with them. Why not take advantage of that?

I followed her as the wagons made their way into the city, with Isabel keeping a bit of distance. She seemed excited by this and by the sudden appearance of the wagons, so far be it for me to be the one to take away that excitement. Besides, there wasn’t any real reason for me to do it, as it didn’t harm me in any manner.

The wagons slowly maneuvered through the city, heading toward the northern plaza, I suspected.

“Why don’t they stay outside the city?” I asked.

“Easier trade,” she said with a shrug. “At least, that’s what they will tell you. So…” She shrugged again. “Just wait. Once they get set up, you won’t believe the types of things they have.”

“I thought that you brought me out here because you figured I would know something about them.”

“Fine,” she snapped. “Maybe you will know something about them, but…” She shrugged again and looked around. “Still. Easier trade.”

We stood back as the wagons got into position. And while they did, the crowd began to build, a throng of people starting to swell, as if drawn by the presence of the wagons. I found myself marveling at how quickly, and efficiently, the wagons positioned themselves.

“What do you say?” she asked.

“You want to go in?”

“Of course I do. Besides, there are a few different things I need to do here.”

She didn’t elaborate and I didn’t push.

At one point, Isabel seemed to notice something and glanced at me briefly. “I need to do something. I will be right back. Go blend into the crowd for a little while. I can find you.”

Before I had the chance to object, she was gone. She disappeared into the crowd, blending in rapidly, almost too rapidly. But I said nothing, as I was drawn by everything that I saw and heard around me. It did remind me a little bit of the experience I’d had when the Wayward would come into a city. My mother, along with Hadrian, often preferred to stay outside of the city. Sometimes it was safer, but it was always easier to depart. It also lent the caravan an air of mystique, I suspected. Some of it came from the fact that because we stayed out of the city, people had to come to us, so we knew they were eager shoppers. Here, it was simple enough for people to come in, claim that they were just browsing, and disperse easily.

I waited until the caravan had gotten fully settled. My curiosity carried me deeper into the market, as the sights and sounds of chaos overwhelmed me. Eventually, I was drawn toward the colorful wagons that had set up in the center of the plaza. They were like a magnet, their vibrant colors and intricate designs standing out against the more mundane stalls that surrounded them.

As I approached the first wagon, I noticed the merchant inside was a stout, jovial man with a rosy-cheeked smile. He welcomed me warmly, gesturing toward the array of goods he had on offer.

There were loaves of bread still warm from the oven, stuffed with savory meats and vegetables, and sweet pastries dusted with cinnamon and sugar. There were cheeses of every variety, some soft and gooey, others sharp and pungent. And there were fruits and vegetables of every hue and shape, their vibrant colors contrasting against the dull browns and grays of the surrounding buildings.

“I’m sure we can make a bargain,” the man said.

“I’m just looking at what you have,” I said, and though I was hungry, I also thought about what Ezekiel had told me about acting too knowledgeable within the market. He hadn’t wanted me to draw attention. And so I wasn’t going to do that now.

From there, I moved on to a wagon selling exotic spices and herbs, its walls lined with jars and bottles filled with fragrant powders and pungent leaves.

I approached the wagon, drawn by the tantalizing scent of the various powders and leaves that filled the air. The merchant was a tall, lean man with piercing green eyes and a serious demeanor. His face was lined with age, and his hair was the color of salt and pepper.

He welcomed me with a nod, his eyes fixed on me with a piercing gaze. “Welcome, traveler,” he said in a deep, resonant voice.

“You have a nice collection of spices,” I said.

He smiled faintly, as if he had been expecting this. I could tell that this man was skilled. He’d probably done this dance a hundred times, perhaps more. Always with an intent to draw in someone curious about what he had to offer.

“Ah, yes,” he said. “Spices are my specialty. The rarest and most sought-after, from lands far beyond the horizon.” With a graceful flourish, he gestured toward the jars and bottles that lined the walls of his wagon. “Saffron,” he said, holding up a small vial filled with golden strands. “The most expensive spice in the world, worth its weight in gold. Used in cooking, medicine, and even as a dye for cloth.” He moved on to the next jar, unscrewing the lid and holding it up to my nose. “Cinnamon,” he said. “A sweet and spicy bark, prized for its fragrance and flavor. Used in everything from cakes to curries.”

He went on to show me cloves, tiny, dried flower buds with a pungent, warming flavor, and cardamom, a fragrant seed that added a hint of sweetness to dishes. As he spoke, his serious demeanor softened, and his voice took on a note of excitement and passion.

“I’m familiar with cinnamon,” I said.

“There are some who trade with me who claim that my spices are like a glimpse of the gods.”

I did my best not to react too strongly to that.

I had learned quite a bit about different spices and how to identify fresh versus stale spices. It was a lesson that Omar Hfarndash taught me, an older, short man who had been traveling with the Wayward for little while, as he had planned to meet with the rest of his family. He had claimed that they had gone ahead of him, setting up and getting established, while he made arrangements to finish the transition of their familial shop to new owners. I remembered that he had a hard demeanor, something that had taken me a little while to get accustomed to, but he had a good heart, and he had been determined to make sure that I knew just how to smell something that had been bottled for too long.

“If it’s stale, your food will taste terrible. You won’t know why. Some merchants will keep stale items for sale. They have to unload it somehow. But a good spice merchant will know what they can sell, and will know how quickly they can sell it, so that they can ensure its freshness.” He had tapped his nose when he had said it, and then leaned forward, as if he were going to deliver a special whisper. “I will show. As long as I can.”

And so for the next few weeks, anytime we stopped someplace that was selling different spices, whether it was common salt or pepper or cinnamon, to something much more exotic, Omar had made a point of forcing me to smell, then taste, everything. I wouldn’t say that I became an expert, but I did appreciate the truth of the matter being that stale was something a person could identify.

“When did you first pick up your spice?”

The merchant smiled at me. “I can assure you of its authenticity,” he said, pulling out a box with a stamp from Ixant on it. I suspect he thought it was exotic, and while it was to a certain extent, I also was not overly impressed by him having a stamp. Anybody could keep a box, and that didn’t answer my question. “Very few can claim they have these spices. Are you looking for something for your mother?”

The comment took me aback more than I would’ve expected. I had been so busy with everything with Ezekiel, with everything that he had been asking of me, that I hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to my mother, or to what had happened. But now I found myself immediately choked up, at a loss for words.

And I wasn’t sure what to do, or say, or how to even react.

“I’m sorry, boy. Maybe it’s your master.” He frowned. “Either way, you can assure them that Shevic has the best quality that you will find for leagues.”

“Thank you,” I said, finally finding my voice and wishing that there was something more I could do or say. This wagon caravan had been coming from the east, making its way west. They might have encountered the Wayward. “I may be interested in your spices, but I am also interested in knowledge.”

He leaned back and his frown deepened. “Knowledge? Well, that comes with a price, as well.”

“It’s a simple thing,” I said. “Have you seen another caravan traveling recently? They call themselves the Wayward.”

He frowned. “I know of the Wayward,” he said. “My caravan is Wayward.”

I looked around and I didn’t have that sense. They all seemed like merchants. Well-trained. And more than that, they seemed as if they were a bit more ruthless with their negotiations. They didn’t care about what sort of reputation they garnered. That was different than the Wayward.

“I just had a friend that had traveled with them, is all,” I said.

He regarded me for a moment. “Can’t say that I saw them. We’ve been through Silver Cove, Murash, Herak, and Goldafs, but not seen any others.” He smiled. “So. Are we going to make a transaction for your master?”

I wasn’t exactly sure what to say here, and I was saved from saying anything at all when Isabel came racing through the market, grabbed my arm, flashed a broad grin at the merchant, and then dragged me away.

“Where are we going?”

“Just come with me.”

We raced through the streets and I noticed that she was carrying a satchel that I hadn’t seen before, but she also had a bundle of fabrics that I hadn’t noticed. When we got to a quieter section of the city, we sat down on the street and she unfolded the fabric, revealing a steaming pastry inside. She split it in half and offered me part of it.

“There. Enjoy.”

“You bought this? Why?”

There was a flicker across her features as I asked, and then she shrugged. “Can’t somebody do something nice for somebody else?”

“They can. I just⁠—”

“Consider it my way of telling you that you deserve a little sweetness in your life.”

I took the pastry and took a bite. It was delicious.

Maybe I did deserve some sweetness. After everything that I’d been through, perhaps it was time for me to have that.


Chapter
Thirty-One

FROZEN


Any sort of sweetness was short-lived.

And I suppose I should’ve expected that would be the case, though a part of me had thought that maybe I would fall into a longer pattern of something familiar and comforting. I had been enjoying my time working with Ezekiel, enjoying my time working with my hands and learning more about becoming a luthier, and getting an opportunity to test different instruments. That day with the caravan, and the pastry, had been a pleasant one.

Only, it didn’t take long for things to become less pleasant.

The days were much the same with Ezekiel seeming distracted. I ran into Isabel a few times, but she didn’t have the same willingness to wander the streets as she’d had.

On one of those visits, I passed a pair of men in the street who were watching the far side of the street but gave me a strange feeling. I wasn’t sure why, only that they reminded me somewhat of the Custodians who had traveled with the caravan. I looked back at them as I neared Ezekiel’s shop entrance, but they weren’t paying any attention to me. I supposed that was a good thing.

At least, it would’ve been a good thing, under different circumstances.

Inside Ezekiel’s shop, it was quiet. I had taken to entering through the back entrance, slipping along the alleyway, as that was closest to my room and gave me a little bit of privacy in my coming and going so that I didn’t have to explain to anyone what I was doing and where I was going. Not that I really worried about Ezekiel asking about that, nor about upsetting him in any sort of way. Ezekiel didn’t seem to care all that much about where I went, only that if I was going to be working with him—essentially apprenticed—that I would do so with the full extent of my focus.

Something was different, though.

There was a light at the end of the hall. It was late enough that I would’ve expected that Ezekiel wouldn’t have been active in the shop at this point. Usually by now, he was done with his luthier work, gone to other aspects of what he considered his day-to-day responsibilities. Often that included doing a little bit of healing. I still wasn’t sure about the connection and why a luthier would also be considered a skilled healer, but there was no doubting Ezekiel’s knowledge of different healing medicines and concoctions. I had seen him mixing different herbs and oils together and had seen people coming through his shop at different times of the day, people who had all been looking for something they claimed he would be able to offer them. It was not anything he ever spoke of, and because of that, it was not something I pushed him about, figuring that if he wanted to talk about it, he would do so. And since he had not wanted to so far, I had not made much of an issue about it.

I wandered down to the end of the hall and looked inside his workshop.

Instruments normally hung from hooks overhead, but now they had been dragged off their hooks and dropped onto the workbench. It was almost as if the bolts that held the bracket into the ceiling had cracked.

I looked around the room. Something else was wrong, though I couldn’t quite place it. The walls were lined with shelves of gleaming wood, each piece carefully selected for its unique grain and color. The tables were covered in scraps of fabric and half-finished instruments, their elegant curves and intricate details a testament to the skill and passion of the luthier who had crafted them. The aroma of the wood and varnish still hung heavily in the air.

The only thing that was different was that the instruments had fallen onto the table.

Given what I knew of Ezekiel’s protective nature of these instruments, seeing one having fallen was surprising. Seeing many was overwhelming.

Many were damaged beyond repair. Some had been shattered. Others were missing strings, and still others had bridges askew.

I saw Ezekiel’s cane on the counter as well.

“Ezekiel?”

I looked around, but I didn’t see him.

I stepped farther into the workshop, wondering what was going on. The sweet scent of wood mingled with the sharp tang of rosin that had been spilled all over. I found a man wearing a long, dark cloak with the hood pulled up over his head inside the workshop. He was leaning over something on the far side of the room.

“Are you here for Ezekiel?”

The man didn’t look over. Instead, I realized that he was holding onto something. My mandolin.

My mouth immediately went dry. Something was wrong here.

“And who do we have here?” He had a rich, deep voice with a hint of an accent. There was something quite distinct about it.

“I work with Ezekiel,” I said.

An uneasy sense began to work through me.

“You do? And do you play?”

Something inside me warned me against answering, but I wasn’t sure what I could do or say.

My gaze lingered on the mandolin.

The hooded man turned to me. I couldn’t see his face. Just his eyes.

“I see. You do play. Do you recognize this?”

He strummed my mandolin. The sound of it was almost discordant, and it reminded me somewhat of a song that Benjamin had played. And I understood why. It was a chording.

I tried to move, but I was frozen.

Not with fear. I was actually frozen in place and could not move.

He continued playing. There was something in the song that was familiar to me, but it was also unfamiliar, as well. It was awful, and overwhelming.

“It is unfortunate that Ezekiel wouldn’t talk. He’s wasted all of my hard work, but then I did fail with my earlier task, so perhaps it’s my fault.” There was an almost bitter, dark sort of laugh at that.

What did he mean by that? Wasted?

Could this man be responsible?

I struggled, straining to try to move, to get free, but the power of the chording was too potent and it held me locked in place. I had known that chordings were powerful, but I had not anticipated anything quite like this.

The man moved around the workshop, pausing and opening one of Ezekiel’s private drawers on the workbench. He sorted through things before pulling out what looked like a rosette. He held it up, glancing from the rosette over to me. At my angle, it was difficult to see what he was doing, or to even see anything else in the room.

I did, however, feel something, and someone, moving behind me.

“I think you will bring him with you. He may be useful, especially now that Ezekiel has decided not to answer. Perhaps he will know how to release what Ezekiel did.”

I tried to turn to see who he was talking to but could not. I heard a whistling in the air, then something struck the back of my head, crumpling me. The last thing I remembered was pain blooming in my mind. And then I knew no more.


Interlude 3


The days after the ruins had been slow. Garridan had been trying to take his time, trying to get his thoughts together, as he had not been able to shake the sound of the voices that had been whispering to him from the other side of the gate. He had not slept well after that and had struggled with what the gate had asked of him, trying to come up with an answer but not having any good sense of it.

Matthew was relatively quiet, though these days, he was generally quiet, as he was still not entirely certain about what they were doing, nor was he certain how he felt about it. Garridan understood. Garridan probably would’ve felt the same way in his place.

“We’ve got to be getting close, aren’t we?” Matthew asked.

“We are,” Garridan said. “I know it’s hard on you.”

“The least we could do would have been to take horses.”

“I don’t have money for horses. Besides, it gives us—and you—an opportunity to see more of the world. Think of all that will add to what you’re creating.”

Matthew regarded Garridan with a strange look in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. It was late in the day when Garridan noticed the faint howling that started to echo nearby.

“I think we’re going to need to move a little faster,” Garridan said.

“What is it now?”

“Did you hear that?”

“Wolves?”

“Not exactly.”

“Well, what is it?”

“They’re known as caserra. They are dangerous, though I am surprised to hear them here.”

“Why?”

“They don’t usually range this far to the west. I’m not exactly sure why they did now.”

The last time Garridan had come across anything like them had been several years ago, and the experience had very nearly killed him. But it was probably a good thing that they were on the road, and that they were together, and more so, that they were armed.

He slipped his hand into his pocket, holding his knife. He didn’t intend to stab one of these creatures but might need to scare them.

He let out a heavy, frustrated sigh.

“Anyway,” he went on, “why don’t we just keep moving? If we see anything, I’ll deal with it.”

He didn’t want that to be the case, but there were a few different tricks when dealing with caserra.

As the day went on and it grew a little darker, he started to realize that they were going to have to rest, and he didn’t like the possibility of needing to camp with the caserra prowling nearby. Thankfully, he had a few items that might be helpful.

“There’s a grove of trees up here. We can use that to make sure the caserra don’t get too close to us while we are resting.”

Matthew glanced in his direction but nodded.

They reached the grove of trees. They were strange, spindly-looking things, with long, soft needles, and had a regular, rough bark. A few berries hung on some of the higher branches but had been stripped clear of the lower ones.

The air held a strange fragrance to it, not quite that of pine, though these trees were descended from pine trees. It was a bit different, and one that struck him as pleasing. He hoped that was a good thing.

As Matthew headed into the center of the grove of trees, Garridan started to pick his way around the perimeter and set a single small stone down around each of the trees, placing them until he could feel the surge of the connection that he knew formed around them.

When finished, he joined Matthew.

“Will it work?”

“These are fabricated,” he said. “They will hold.”

“Your own, or someone else’s?”

Garridan smiled without answering, knowing what Matthew was trying to do. There were times when he needed to keep him from prying too much. “These should at least mask us.”

“That’s it? There’s no sort of defense worked into them?”

“We’re just trying to keep the caserra from paying attention to us, not harm them.”

“And I don’t see that as a problem.”

“You might not, but I do.”

Garridan checked his items, testing them for a moment, and once he was comfortable and confident that he had everything he needed, he took a seat and reached into his pocket, unfolding the knife. He rested it on his lap, which elicited a strange reaction from Matthew, who just breathed out heavily.

“So not quite as safe as you were saying.”

“It’s safe, but there’s a difference between being safe and being stupid.”

A faint, soft howl split the quiet around them. It sounded muted, and Garridan breathed a sigh of relief. There was only one reason it would be muted like that, and that was if they were limited by the defenses he’d placed. It seemed as if they were holding. For now.

“You don’t seem like you’re all that bothered by any of this,” Matthew said.

“Just rest.”

Matthew watched him, looking as if he wanted to say something more, but he rolled off to the side and rested.

As Matthew drifted off, Garridan sat, listening to the sounds of the night around him. Everything was quiet, but there was almost a faint whisper, carrying with it a hint of energy, something that struck him as slightly dangerous. Within that, there was a sense of familiarity, a sense of a memory.

A soft, faint howl echoed, almost as if it wanted to remind him of a promise he had made long ago.

He would finish this task. He would get his vengeance.


Chapter
Thirty-Two

DREAMS AND AWAKENINGS


Iawoke with a start, my eyes fluttering open to the dim, flickering light of a lantern. As my vision cleared, I realized with a sinking feeling that I was lying on my side in the back of a rough wooden wagon, surrounded by crates and sacks that had been piled high around me. My head was pounding, my throat felt raw and parched.

As I tried to shift my position, I felt a sharp pain in my wrists and ankles. Looking down, I saw that they had been bound tightly with thick ropes that cut painfully into my flesh. Panic surged through me as I struggled against my restraints, but the ropes held me fast.

The wagon jolted along the uneven road, sending painful shocks through my body with each bump and jolt. The sound of creaking wood and clattering hooves filled the air, drowning out my attempts to call for help. The rough, uneven terrain made it impossible to get any rest, and I struggled to find a comfortable position as the wagon rattled on.

The night was dark and silent, and the only sounds were the hooves and the wagon. Every bump in the road sent fresh waves of pain through my body, making it impossible to think of anything else.

A wave of fear and confusion washed over me as I tried to make sense of my situation. What had happened to me? How had I ended up here? My mind was a jumbled mess of half-remembered images and sounds, and I couldn’t make sense of anything.

As I struggled against my bonds, I could feel the ropes chafing against my skin, making me wince in pain. The ropes were tied so tightly that they cut into my flesh, leaving red marks and bruises on my wrists and ankles.

The air was thick with the smell of damp wood and sweat, a pungent combination that made my stomach churn. The scent was overwhelming, like a thick fog that enveloped me, making it hard to breathe. It was clear that the wagon had been used for transporting goods before, as there were still crates and sacks stacked high around me.

My mouth felt dry and parched, as if I hadn’t had water in days. I licked my lips, but it only made the dryness worse. The fear and confusion that had been building up inside me were now joined by a growing sense of desperation. How long had I been in the wagon? And when would I get water or food?

The journey felt endless, with no sign of the wagon slowing down or stopping. I tried again to shout out for help, but my voice was weak and hoarse, still barely audible over the hooves and the wagon.

All I could think about was what I’d seen—and felt—before I’d passed out.

Now there was nothing.

I wanted to fight. I felt as if I needed to fight.

Only, what was I supposed to fight?

Those thoughts lingered with me, though I didn’t have a good answer, only more questions about what I might be able to do—if anything.

The pain persisted, my head throbbing, until eventually the darkness claimed me again.
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When I came around again, it was to the sound of crackling flames and the sweet smell of woodsmoke filling my senses. For a moment, I was disoriented, my mind struggling to make sense of my surroundings. But as I blinked furiously and tried to focus, I realized with a sinking feeling that I was no longer in the back of the wagon.

I was lying on the ground, my body aching and my wrists and ankles still tightly bound with rough ropes. Looking around, I saw that I was in a small clearing in the midst of the forest, the trees towering overhead like silent sentinels. The flickering light of the campfire cast eerie shadows on the trees all around, and the sound of the flames was like a lullaby, soothing and yet unsettling at the same time.

As I tried to move, I felt the rough ropes digging into my flesh, making me wince in pain. They had not been loosened, and I was still unable to move more than a few inches in any direction.

The clearing was empty, except for me and the fire. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the sound of the flames and the occasional rustle of leaves in the breeze. The scent of burning wood filled my nostrils, making me cough and choke.

The night was dark and silent, with only the flickering light of the fire to provide any comfort. The shadows danced and swayed, making it hard to distinguish reality from imagination. Fear and confusion were my constant companions as I struggled to come to terms with my captivity.

I tried to shift my position, but the ropes held me fast. Every movement sent fresh waves of pain shooting through my limbs, making it hard to focus on anything else.

Closing my eyes, I focused all of my energy on my wrists, trying to work my hands free. The memories flooded my mind of the old soldier who had taught me the technique to break free from bindings. His name was Redish, a grizzled veteran with a face that was weathered and lined from years of hard living.

He’d taught me many things during his time with the Wayward. Wrestling holds. Sword techniques. And how to escape if captured. My mother had not been pleased that he had felt the need to share all of that with me, but I remembered what he’d said to her.

“A man never knows when he’ll find himself in a bind. Better to know how and not use it than not know and need it. It’s like that with all things in life, m’lady.”

My mother had not objected after that. I figured it was more the title that he’d bestowed upon my mother than anything else, though she’d never admit to being swayed by anything like that.

I remembered the way he had shown me how to twist and turn my hands in a certain way to loosen the ropes. The memory was crystal clear in my mind, and I knew that if I could just remember the technique, I would be able to break free from my captivity.

It was difficult, my hands already sore from being bound for so long, but I persisted, determined to escape. I followed Redish’s instructions as closely as I could, twisting and turning my hands in a specific pattern, trying to loosen the ropes that bound me. They were rough and stiff, cutting into my flesh and making my hands ache, but with each passing moment, I felt them starting to give way. My wrists began to move more freely, and I knew I was making progress.

As I worked, the sound of the forest all around me seemed to grow louder, as if the trees were cheering me on. The night was dark and silent, with only the flickering light of the fire to guide me. I knew I didn’t have much time. I didn’t have any idea about how long I actually had, only that whoever had captured me would be back. I doubted that it would be long before somebody returned.

I continued to work at my wrists, trying to find some way to carve through the bindings, but I could not get free. For a moment, I knew panic.

And then I had to figure out how to settle my mind.

I didn’t know what had happened. I didn’t know what was going on. All I knew was that I had been captured.

Words of advice my mother had given me ages ago seem to drift into my mind at that point:

“When you feel yourself starting to get ahead of yourself, I want you to stop and recount what you do know. Sometimes we panic when we don’t need to. Either count to ten, which many people find works quite well, or just stop and list off everything that you do know.”

She had said that when I had lost a book that I was supposed to be taking care of and had begun to panic because I had to worry about upsetting Lorash the Bookmaster, who had lent it to me. Now I found myself thinking about that advice again. Counting to ten had never really been that effective for me. I was still worried, but when I settled myself, starting to list what I knew, it was much easier to get a calm sensibility inside my mind.

What did I know?

Something had happened to Ezekiel. I knew that much.

And then something about my mandolin.

I continued to jerk on my wrists, trying to work my way free, panic rising once again within me. If somebody had taken my mandolin, then what was I going to do? It was the only thing I had of my father.

“Look at this,” a voice said from behind me. “What do you think he’s trying to do? Does he think he’s going to be able to get out of this?”

“It seems to be,” another said. Another man. “Might even work. Look. The ropes are starting to get loose.”

“Well, we can fix that,” the first one said. “Just like this.”

A hand jerked suddenly on the bindings that were holding me in place. I tensed, and yet, there wasn’t anything I could do, as the ropes suddenly pulled tight so I couldn’t move. At least I no longer thought I was alone, but at this point, I had no idea who I was with, nor did I have any idea yet about why they’d captured me. I hadn’t done anything, and I had no reason to think I should be here, held captive by unknown entities who were wanting to harm me.

“Please let me go,” I said.

“P-p-please,” the first man said, mimicking me.

I didn’t feel like I had said anything quite like that, but they were mocking me, nonetheless. And at this point, there wasn’t anything I was going to do to stop them from mocking me. I couldn’t fight them, so I just had to wait, and hope.

Hope for what?

I had no idea how far from Bastiin I was, how far from Ezekiel and what he had been training me to do, and I had no idea how far I was from Benjamin and what he was doing. That said nothing about the Wayward, and whether there would ever be any hope of my returning to them.

“Don’t torment him like that,” the other man said. “Just…”

I felt it as he got close to me, and then I felt the wind swirling around his foot right before he kicked me in the skull, and I blacked out once again.
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My head pounded. I didn’t want to open my eyes, as it took me a moment to work my way past what had happened to me and the pain that was coursing through me. All I could think about was the pain, about what I was experiencing and the overwhelming sense of agony that I’d experienced. Everything inside of me screamed to open my eyes, to look around, but I didn’t dare. Instead, I just focused on what I could feel around me.

I could still hear the crackling of a fire nearby, and I could even feel the warmth radiating from it, though that was distant, and I suspected that it was not something I was meant to feel. I didn’t think I was particularly close to the fire.

The murmuring of voices came from nearby, but I couldn’t make out much of what they were saying, only that I could hear something within them, something that suggested a familiarity, but I wasn’t exactly sure why.

Beyond that, however, I felt something else.

Maybe it was just the fear that coursed through me, or perhaps it was just the uncertainty that I felt, but it seemed to me that I could hear the stirring sound of music. It came from the way the wind gusted, likely whistling through some trees. It added to the voices, the crackling of the flame, even my own breathing and pounding heart. All of that blended together, creating a sense that seemed to contribute something, as if it were familiar.

I remembered it. How could I not? The song was there in my mind, but more importantly, that song was within my heart. I remembered the way I had played it when the strange thugs had come for our patient, and how they had treated Ezekiel. I thought about how I had remembered that song when my mother had fallen sick, and how some part of it had lingered in my mind as if it had been designed to try to help me, but until recently, I hadn’t been able to find the song well enough to be able to use it.

So I focused. I focused, and I tried to make sense of what I felt and the way I felt it.

After a while, when I could feel nothing more, I just listened.

What other choice did I have? The song continued to drift, and continued to slowly pulse through my mind, giving me a certain sense of its power.

“You pretend to sleep, but I see it. Or you may be pretending. But you felt it. I saw that you did.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

There was a hint of soft laughter, only it was laced with a bit of darkness, and I wasn’t exactly sure if he was laughing at me or laughing at something that someone else nearby had said. It was just that I wasn’t exactly sure what he was doing or saying, only that I felt energy, and darkness, in his tone.

Hands grasped my face. They were cold, and my cheeks tingled where they touched. My eyelids were forced open, and I was made to look at him. He was close, almost impossibly so, and his breath smelled strange, almost as if it was a mixture of some floral fragrance combined with a bit of spice, all of which seemed as if it were trying to cover another stench. What was it?

“You know. I saw the way you moved. It was you, wasn’t it? I thought it was him, that he found the song, and…” He started to laugh, something that was unsettling, and it seemed to me as if he were just a little bit mad. “But it wasn’t him. I tried to coax him to show me what he knew of the song, but he did not. Perhaps he didn’t.” He pushed me back, and I realized that I was sitting. I started to tip until hands grabbed me again, pressing down upon my thighs and keeping me from rocking backward. “A shame he didn’t tell me who had taught him the song.”

“Who had taught him what?”

When he laughed, there was a strange lilt to his voice. “He should have shared with them what he knew. It would have gone differently.”

Shared with them. Shared with who?

“Were you the reason something happened to him?”

He tilted his head. “Do I look like I am?”

I didn’t have a good answer for that.

“But you were his apprentice, and you have his clever hands, so I can understand why they thought to use you.”

It was such a strange statement, and everything within me trembled, going cold again. I remembered the question about clever hands, but more than that, I remembered a little bit about Ezekiel asking me something along those lines, as well. Why would he have spoken about clever hands, and why would this man be talking to me about it now?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve only been in the city for a little while.”

“A shame, then. Where were you before?”

“I was…”

Something inside me cried out, almost as if it were trying to warn me about revealing too much—or anything, for that matter—to this man. It was as if everything inside me told me this was not somebody to trust, and that because of it, I needed to ensure he did not harm me. But how could I ensure that?

I didn’t have an answer. “I wasn’t anywhere,” I finally said.

The man gave me a shove and then turned away from me. “You will meet me where we discussed. The plan doesn’t change,” he said, and he must have been speaking to others.

“But there’s⁠—”

The man cut the others off. “It doesn’t matter. I will take care of it. You go on ahead. Meet me.”

Something struck me, and I blacked out again.
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There was a strange energy all around. I didn’t like the way that it felt. We had stopped again, and I saw the figures nearby. I was sitting in the back of the wagon this time, and the other people were doing something, though I couldn’t tell what it was.

I needed to get free.

I had to test the ropes, and I managed to work some slack into them, scooting back until my hand struck something. The familiarity of whatever it was struck my fingertips, and I realized it was my mandolin case. I pulled it toward me.

One of the men looked at me. There was something in his gaze that spoke of violence.

I couldn’t stay here. I didn’t know what I could do to escape, but I couldn’t stay here.

The only thought that came to me was to attempt a chording.

I had no idea if it would work. I fumbled with the clasps of the case, pulling the mandolin out and hurriedly beginning to finger along the neck of the instrument. I strummed, clumsily, and hurriedly worked through the notes until I played something I remembered Benjamin having taught me. It was a similar chording, but it didn’t work.

I shifted my hands, and then I remembered.

The strange man had played something.

Those notes had stayed with me.

I might not have remembered the lessons that Benjamin had taught me, but I could hear things.

And I struck it.

As the man was getting close, he froze.

I struck another series of notes.

The other was frozen, as well.

I strained to get fully out of the ropes.

The chording had worked. I didn’t know how it had worked, and I didn’t know if it would work for long, but it had worked. Now I needed to try something else. I shifted my hands again, attempting to break free. My attempt, however, did not work. I was bound, trapped, and could not get away.

I needed to do something different.

I shifted to the end of the wagon. If nothing else, I could get out and run. It couldn’t be that far to Bastiin. I had no idea how far they had led me outside the city, but I could make my way there. I could take the horses, even. I could use one of them to get back.

As I neared the end of the wagon, however, I saw another figure in the darkness.

At first, I thought it was the man who had attacked Ezekiel’s shop.

I attempted to strum, playing the chording, but the man kept coming.

It wasn’t him, though. This was somebody else. This was somebody dressed in a black cloak, with impossibly black hair. The cut of the cloak was unfamiliar to me.

And as they approached, I saw that it was a woman, but a woman unlike any I’d ever seen before.

She regarded me for a long moment, listening, as if hearing some notes on the mandolin.

Then she strode over to the first of the men, withdrew an impossibly slender silver blade, and drove it into the man’s chest before practically sliding to the next, and repeating the process. Both men crumpled at almost the same time. The speed with which she had moved was impossible. I had never seen anything like it before.

She looked at me, looked at the mandolin, and continued to regard me.

She brought her blade up, and everything within me went cold. This was it. This would be my death.

Instead, she took the mandolin from my hands, slipped it into the case, and then pulled that over her shoulder. She grabbed the ropes binding me.

She marched me away.
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As we walked, I felt pressure, and strangely, it seemed to remind me of the chording I had felt before.

“I don’t have what you want,” I said.

I had no idea what she wanted, but she hadn’t killed me.

“Are you with them?”

Her voice was strangely accented and had a lilting quality to it.

“No. They captured me. They brought me here.”

“And where were you?”

“Bastiin,” I said hurriedly, thinking that it didn’t make any sense for me to argue with her.

“And before?”

There seemed to be something in the question that was important, but I had no idea what it was.

“I traveled.”

“Oh,” she sang, “a wanderer. I have visited with many wanderers. Too many search but do not find. Did you find?”

It was a riddle, or at least it seemed to be.

“I don’t know what you are saying.”

“You don’t know, or you do know and you don’t want to know. Either way, you are here, and you will show me what you know of the song.”

“What song?” I asked.

But even as I asked, there was a part of me that thought I knew what song she was talking about. It had to be the song I had been playing that had caught Ezekiel off guard, the song he had watched me playing and had warned me about continuing. It was almost as if he had known there was something dangerous to it despite the fact that it was not a song I had ever heard before and only came from some place deep inside of me, a place that I felt.

“What song,” she repeated, and then her hands moved, grabbing my face. It happened so fast that I could scarcely even react. She squeezed, pressing her hands together, and it felt as if lightning shot through my skull. Everything crackled, aching for just a moment as she did that, leaving me feeling as if I wanted nothing more than to get away. But in that moment, I felt surges of something, almost like there was a bit of familiarity that came to me, as if I should know more, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to know. “You will show me.”

“Show you?” My mouth didn’t seem as if it worked the way it needed to. “Show you what?”

“You will show me.”

I tried to look around, but even as I did, it didn’t feel as if anything was working the way it should. “Just let me go. I don’t know why you have done this, but you can let me go. I don’t need to be here. I don’t know what you’re doing, or why you’re doing it, but⁠—”

“You will show me.”

The strange pressure continued to build inside my head, to the point where it was building and building and I could not let it go, as I did not know how to. I wanted nothing more than for that pain to disappear, but it did not.

The woman continued to stare at me, and there was a strangeness to the way she was doing it, but there wasn’t anything I could even do to respond. I wanted nothing more than to get free, but at this point, I had no idea how that was going to be possible and whether there was anything I would be able to do to get away from her. I felt a malevolence that came from her, though I suspected that was little more than my imagination playing tricks on me. I had never known such danger before.

My entire life had been spent on the road with the Wayward. There had been some dangers during the time we had traveled, and it was not all pleasant, but this was something else, something different, and terrifying to me.

“You think you can keep it from me?”

Once again, I wished I knew exactly what she wanted from me, as at this point, I wanted nothing more than to give her whatever she wanted so that I could get away from her. I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know whether there was going to be anything that I could even do, but I had to try something.

“What am I keeping from you?” My words were pained, and everything inside of me ached, though I wasn’t sure if that was tied to something she had done, or if it was tied to the injury I had sustained during my capture.

“You will show me,” she said again.

And then she surprised me. She started to sing.

At this point, I wanted nothing more than to tell her whatever I needed to in order to escape from this. I would say whatever I needed to get free.

But as I looked at her, and as I saw the strange gleam in her eyes, I began to question if I would ever be able to get free from this.


Chapter
Thirty-Three

A TWILIGHT GATE


My world was a cacophony of sound and a flurry of uncomfortable sensations. The ropes chafed against my wrists and ankles, their relentless hold a reminder of what had happened. She had continued to march me along the road, though I had no idea which direction we were heading.

The woman herself was still a mystery to me.

A cloak the color of ashes and moonlight framed her raven hair that glowed in the waning light. Her eyes, when they occasionally met mine, were hard and unreadable. Yet the most unsettling part was her voice.

She whistled a strange, haunting melody that wove itself into the cool evening air. The notes were familiar, eerie in their beauty, resonating with an odd rhythm that seemed to sync with the world around us. The song. Intermittently, she would break into a lilting verse in a language I didn’t recognize, her voice smooth yet laced with a resonance that sent a shiver down my spine. The song, foreign as it was, felt like an echo of something ancient, something vital. Her eyes would dance with the rhythm of her tune, a dark smile playing on her lips as she glanced back at me.

The road jarred beneath every footstep. She held my mandolin, the only thing she carried. Other than her sword, but I didn’t see that beneath her flowing cloak.

Despite the discomfort, the uncertainty, I found myself drawn to the sound, as if it were filling me with something that I should remember. My mind, searching for a semblance of sense in the chaos that was happening to me, began to listen more intently, to decipher the hidden meaning in the song, and perhaps to understand the woman who held me. As the cold seeped into my bones and the night began its reign, the melody continued, an eerie lullaby carrying us farther into the heart of the unknown.

It spoke to me about the song, and I had come to realize that was what she was after.

Everything within me still ached. I tried to ignore it, trying to focus only on what I could do to withstand the discomfort in my body, the chafing of my wrists and ankles, and the continual throbbing in my head. Yet I could not.

I kept waiting for the woman to say something, perhaps to demand I provide her with the song or where I’d heard it, or anything that would help me at least get out of this, but there had not been any such request. At this point, I no longer even knew what I was going to need to do, or how I was going to need to react if she did ask. She wanted something, but I didn’t know what that something was going to be. The only thing I knew with any certainty was that I was terrified.

I thought about what I knew, where we were, and I thought about whether there would be any way for me to escape. Some childish part of me wished that maybe we would come across the Wayward and one of the Custodians would find me and free me, though I knew that to be ridiculous and impossible. There would be no rescue. I was alone.

My mind wandered, remembering and wishing for an easier time, happier memories, anything that would help me fight my way through this, but those were just difficult, and childish, thoughts.

If I was going to escape, it was going to have to be on my own.

I tried again to work through the bindings, thinking about the lessons I had learned, but she had done a better job tying them this time, and every time I attempted to try to work my hands together, to loosen the bindings, I found that they instead pulled tighter somehow. I had no idea how that was even possible, but I could feel the ropes cutting deeper and deeper into my wrists, the pain beginning to build with every passing attempt. I knew it was just a matter of time before she brought me wherever she intended to bring me, and then…

And then I had no idea.

I kept trying to look around to get a sense of where we were and where she was guiding me. I did not know.

The woman marched alongside me, occasionally behind, rarely in front, but mostly next to me. She had a strange pressure that radiated out from her.

It seemed as if the moonlight were drawn to her, leaving her bathed in shafts of silvery light. It was almost ethereal, something mystical, but once again, I felt as if that was little more than my fears. There was nothing mystical here at all. Just run-of-the-mill captivity, and through it all, I was stuck, unable to move, unable to come up with what I was even going to be able to do here, and unable to fathom what she wanted of me.

“Have I told you about the time that the Sheval roamed free?” It had been late, and Edith had been sitting near my mother’s wagon. She loved telling stories, whether she told them to a large group or she told them in smaller groups. I had always been drawn to them.

My mother cast a glance in her direction, shaking her head. “I don’t think we need any story like that tonight.”

Edith had looked out into the forest, and it was black much like the night now was. “I find that these are exactly the kinds of times when we need stories like this. It is this type of place, and this type of experience, that lets us know where we are and what we have experienced.” Edith chuckled. “Can’t you feel it?”

I remembered sitting near the fire, my mandolin case resting in front of my feet. This was before I had begun to play with any real skill. At that time, I was mostly plucking the strings, trying to find a melody and generally failing. My mother always praised me, anyway, though I knew I wasn’t playing with any real skill. “I’d like to hear about the Sheval.”

“Dangerous stories,” my mother muttered, but she didn’t say anything else.

Edith chuckled. “Of course they are dangerous. We don’t talk about them in proper company, which is why I don’t tell those stories anywhere else.” She lowered her voice, leaning forward. Firelight caught her eyes, reflecting a little bit and dancing there. “They say they were corrupted by the fae, but others say they once served them and escaped. Who is to know? All stories speak of the same. They claim children out of the night. They wander through the forest, from village to village, taking sacrifices that they will use to entice the fae.”

“Edith,” my mother challenged.

“I’m not saying these are true stories,” Edith said, and yet she looked at me, a knowing expression in her eyes, and she winked. This was Edith, and the wink was more amused than anything else. “But it’s possible that there is some truth to them.”

“I haven’t heard many stories about the Sheval,” I had said.

I’d heard a few over the years. Not many, much like I had told Edith. Anything that I heard was usually trapped in myth, though everything that had to do with them was trapped in myth. Just as anything that had to do with the fae was likewise shrouded in the same way. It was the kind of thing very few people wanted to talk about, because it was the kind of thing that very few people wanted to hear about. Stories of darkness, dark crimes, sacrifice. I shivered as I thought about it.

“Look at him,” my mother had said. “He has no interest in hearing your tales.”

“Perhaps not. Perhaps not. I only offered him a few different stories because I thought he had some potential. If he were a storyteller…”

“He doesn’t want to be a storyteller,” my mother said.

“No? With as much as the Wayward travel, one would think he would be a skilled storyteller.” She leaned close to me and breathed out slowly, her breath smelling of mint that matched the tea she was often drinking. “What do you say, Leo? Would you want to be a storyteller?”

I hadn’t even given it any thought, as it wasn’t the sort of thing that I paid much mind to.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I like music.”

“See?” she said, looking over at my mother. “The boy likes music. And if you hear a strange, brooding sort of chanting, then I would caution you. It is likely the Sheval.” She cackled, which elicited a sharp glare from my mother, and only furthered Edith’s amusement. It went like that for much of the night, with Edith trying to tell me more stories and my mother getting irritated until she finally shooed Edith away.

Then my mother sent to bed.

I wondered if Edith would’ve had more stories for me. What would I have been able to learn about the strange creatures? Would anything she would have told me prepared me for this? At this point, I wasn’t even sure if I knew what this was, nor if I understood why I was here, or whether there was anything in my captivity that was mystical at all, or if this was simply tied to opportunity.

I didn’t know why I was here. I didn’t know what they wanted from me.

All I knew was that there was something about the song, and something about what she had heard.

And I knew pain and fear.
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The ropes around my wrists and ankles were still chafing. The woman had been quiet as the journey had drawn us deeper into the forest. It was darker than other forests I had traveled through, with trees that were tall and twisted and branches that seemed as if they were stretching high into the sky. There was an occasional patchwork of moss and lichen stretching across the undergrowth, but for the most part it was difficult to make much out.

The woman had paused in front of me, her figure now silhouetted against the copse of trees. These were different than the others we’d been passing through, seemingly taller, the bark of them different, reflecting something silver within the moonlight. Their leaves shimmered, and I had a strange sensation about all of this.

The woman stood with her back to me, her raven hair hanging down around her shoulders. She seemed relaxed but dangerous at the same time.

She raised an arm, her fingers tracing an intricate pattern. A soft hum filled the air, resonating with the same haunting notes as her earlier song. The forest seemed to answer, the wind carried a low, echoing whisper through the rustling leaves.

I watched, my heart pounding. My mind whirled, trying to piece together this woman and her song, her connection with the strange forest, and the part I was to play in this. As the night deepened and the forest hummed, I could only watch and wait, bound and hobbled.

My mind drifted back to the stories that Edith had told, stories of the Sheval—and worse. They were just that, stories.

The woman, her figure radiating with the soft, otherworldly light, approached. She reached me, her eyes shimmered with the reflection of the trees. Without a word, she grabbed my wrists and loosened the bindings, then bent and did the same at my ankles. The sudden freedom sent a rush of blood into my numbed wrists and feet.

She gestured for me to move, her expression unreadable. I complied, my legs wobbly and unsteady after the prolonged confinement and the tiny steps the bindings had forced me to take.

With a firm grip on my wrists, she started walking toward the copse of strange trees. I was dragged along, my boots scraping against the undergrowth, my breath echoing in the stillness. The forest seemed to close in on us as we ventured deeper into its heart, the trees leaning in as if watching our procession.

Then, through the dense foliage, I saw it. A gate.

It was unlike anything I’d seen before, a structure that shone with a metallic sheen under the glow of the luminescent leaves. It towered over us, its structure a bizarre mix of sharp angles and smooth curves, etched with symbols that were as beautiful as they were enigmatic.

“What is this place?” I asked, barely able to speak.

I thought I knew what it was but wanted confirmation. If I was right, then this was something impossible—almost mythical.

A twilight gate.

Twilight gates were said to be impossibly rare. Ancient tales spoke of these gates, mysterious constructs that were as enigmatic and unpredictable as the fae themselves.

The gate stood proud and solitary amidst the surrounding trees, its metallic structure pulsing with an energy that seemed to breathe life into the inanimate. The twilight gates, according to legend, were the only constructs capable of breaching the veil between the mundane and the magical, the realm of the fae and my own world. They were doorways, locked and guarded, used by the fae to travel between realms.

As we neared the gate, the woman released her grip on my wrists and moved ahead. She stood before the towering structure, her figure bathed in its soft, metallic glow. Her fingers traced the complex patterns etched onto the gate’s surface, following a labyrinth of lines and symbols that seemed to stir under her touch.

All of the thoughts that I had about the strangeness that was there, and about what we had encountered, and the stories that Edith had shared with me, came rushing back, lingering in my mind, but without any real understanding as to what we were about to encounter, nor what I could do here. At this point, I didn’t know if there was anything that I could do, only that I felt terrified.

“What are you doing? What happened to the others? Why⁠—”

“You will finish the song.”

“I don’t know it.”

“I heard it. You know the song.”

“I don’t know it.”

“Only those who have heard it can find it. And now you will help me complete it so that I might cross.”

I stared at her and thought she was saying something ridiculous, but then she surprised me. She began to sing.

Her voice broke the silence, a whisper that echoed the haunting melody she had sung during our journey. The notes hung in the air, intertwining with the energy emanating from the gate. The symbols on the gate began to resonate, their soft glow intensifying with each note.

Suddenly, the air around us seemed to shimmer, rippling like the surface of a disturbed pond. A strange wind blew, carrying with it the scent of unknown flowers and the whisper of unseen streams. The gate seemed to respond to her song, the metallic structure humming with a strange energy.

Whatever she was doing, and however she was doing it, seemed to be working, only I still didn’t have any real idea about what it was, nor did I have any understanding as to how it was functional, only that I could feel what she was doing. I could feel the way the energy in the air began to crackle, leaving me with a feeling of power. It seemed as if the power was summoned from the forest around us, drawn in by whatever she was doing now, and drawn by her voice, and…

She wanted me to sing.

She was looking at me, waiting.

The song.

Could she be right? Could I have heard it before?

I remembered playing a song, and maybe a fragment of this song, but I didn’t remember anything else. I thought about what she said, thought about how I had felt then, and I thought about all of it.

And something Ezekiel had said came back to me. He had mentioned my experience, and had mentioned what had happened, and had mentioned that I should not have known the song.

Which meant that he had known part of it.

Could he have known the danger?

I suspected he did. Which meant others might have as well.

Maybe this was his fear. Maybe he had known what was going to come. And if he had, why wouldn’t he have said something to me?

Had Benjamin known?

Maybe he had, as well.

Through it all, I was left without any answers. I had no idea why I would have known any song, fae or otherwise, other than the fact that I had traveled extensively as one of the Wayward. Perhaps I had heard something, and perhaps that had shown me some secret that I was not meant to have known. Or perhaps my mother had heard it at some point during her journeys. Whatever the reason, I didn’t have any good answer. All I knew was that this woman demanded I provide her something I did not know how to give.

Then I began to feel the draw of the song.

It seemed to resonate within me, as if it were calling to some part buried deep inside of myself. I couldn’t help but feel it, only I wasn’t exactly sure what I was feeling, only that as I detected that energy, and the coursing power of the song, I could do nothing but react. My entire being responded without my intention.

I started to sway. Then I started to sing.

Only, something about it felt wrong.

It was as if a part of me rebelled. I tried to ignore it, straining to try to find that energy, and wondered if perhaps there was something there I was not meant to find, but through it, I began to feel…

Pressure.

It was almost as if there was a warning, some innate, intrinsic part of me that rebelled.

And though I sang, I knew it did not fit the song. It was discordant. The power that was rippling along the twilight gate began to shift, shimmering, and then something changed.

An explosion thundered from the gate.

And I, along with the woman, was knocked off my feet.


Chapter
Thirty-Four

A RELENTLESS MARCH


The woman suddenly collapsed, her body crumpling to the ground like a marionette with its strings cut. The eerie glow around her flickered and died, leaving her lying still and silent against the backdrop of the strange trees. I stood, frozen in shock for a heartbeat, and then my survival instincts kicked in.

I had no idea what had happened, but the gate explosion had thundered outward, pushing her back and throwing me off my feet. There was a part of me that was tempted to linger, wanting to try to make sense of what this was and why I was here, but another part of me cried out a warning, telling me that staying here, doing anything here, would be a mistake.

She didn’t move.

I kept waiting for her to get up. I kept waiting for her to use some power on me. I kept waiting for her to find the song again and activate the twilight gate.

Maybe a part of me wished that she would.

I was curious about it. I couldn’t deny that. Who wouldn’t be curious about the twilight gate and the hidden, almost impossible power that was supposedly trapped behind it. Who wouldn’t be curious to see if there were fae behind the gate?

The fact that the gate was real suggested that there were.

Which meant that so many other things I’d heard about might be real, as well.

I tried not to think about it.

The fae wasting. The disease that had taken my mother. Everything that had happened ever since we had left the Wayward.

I pushed all of those thoughts aside, as they were harmful and would not do any good to me, or for me. The only thing I could do was move.

Run.

I hurriedly released the loosened ropes around my ankles. The undergrowth whipped against my legs and the branches scratched my face as I started to run, but I didn’t care. Fear fueled my steps, pushing me onward, away from the unconscious woman and the looming twilight gate.

My breath came in ragged gasps and my heart hammered in my chest like a frantic drummer. Every shadow seemed to leap out at me, every rustle of leaves sounded like a pursuer. But I ran, my body fueled by raw terror and the primal need to escape.

As I neared the wagon, a glint caught my eye. It was my mandolin case, its familiar shape a stark contrast against the strange surroundings.

I skidded to a halt, my hands shaking as I grabbed the case. The familiar feel of the worn leather, the weight of the instrument inside—it grounded me, gave me something to hold onto amidst the terror I felt. Clutching the case to my chest, I spared a quick glance back at the unconscious woman and the now shuttered twilight gate.

Then I turned and ran again. The sound of my frantic footfalls echoed through the night, the forest a blur of shadows and moonlight as I fled deeper into its heart. My breaths turned to ragged gasps and my heart kept pounding in my ears, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. With the case clutched tightly and terror nipping at my heels, I ran, fleeing from the nightmare that had become my reality.

I continued my desperate sprint through the forest, the mandolin case a steady anchor in my trembling hands. The forest seemed to close in around me, the towering trees appearing as grotesque figures in the sparse moonlight. Their gnarled branches reached out like fingers, their shadows dancing and swaying in an ethereal glow.

The undergrowth was thick, the bushes and thorns clawing at my clothes, my face, leaving thin trails of stinging pain in their wake. Every rustle, every snap of a twig echoed ominously in the stillness, amplifying my fear.

Every breath I drew was laced with the scent of damp earth and strange, unfamiliar flora. The air was thick and cold, each gulp filling my lungs with a chill that seemed to seep into my very bones. It seemed as if a fog hung over everything, casting a layer of energy that muted everything.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of running, the trees started to thin. The oppressive darkness gave way to a softer gloom and I could see the end of the forest ahead. My lungs screamed for air and my legs felt heavy as lead, but the sight of the road, illuminated by the gentle glow of the moon, gave me a final surge of adrenaline.

With one last burst of energy, I stumbled out of the forest and onto the road. The gravel crunched under my boots, the open sky a stark contrast to the claustrophobic canopy of the forest. I collapsed onto the side of the road, my chest heaving, the coolness of the night air a balm against my sweat-soaked skin.

I clung to the mandolin case, its familiar form a reminder of home, of safety. The forest loomed behind me, its shadows merging with the night, its sounds a haunting symphony that echoed in the stillness. I had no idea where I was, but I set off east, into the night, unwilling to rest until I found safety.
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My feet dragged along the lonely road, each step a testament to my exhaustion. The adrenaline that had fueled my frantic flight had long since drained away, leaving me empty and trembling. My muscles ached with a dull throb, my breaths were shallow and ragged, each one a struggle against the fatigue that threatened to smother me.

The road ahead stretched into the distance, the moon casting long, haunting shadows across its gravelly surface. The silence was deafening, the absence of human life chilling. There were no other travelers, no passing wagons, just the sporadic hoots of an owl and the rustle of the wind through the tall grass lining the road.

Sometime during the night, I found a small stream, its water glistening in the moonlight like a silver ribbon against the dark earth. I sank to my knees at its bank, my parched throat begging for relief. Leaning over, I cupped my hands and scooped up the cold water, its taste crisp and refreshing.

The water invigorated me, but it was a fleeting respite. My body demanded rest but my mind rebelled, the image of the unconscious woman and the twilight gate a potent reminder of the danger that lurked in the shadows. I staggered back onto the road, my grip tightening around the mandolin case.

Through the night, I trudged along the road, the moon my only companion in the sprawling wilderness. The whispering wind carried the scent of the forest, a mixture of dew-kissed foliage and unseen blossoms, a lingering echo of the realm I had narrowly escaped.

By the time the first rays of dawn began to paint the sky with hues of pink and gold, I was a ghost of my former self. My body moved mechanically, each step a testament to my willpower. The road seemed endless, an unwavering path that led toward the unknown. My mother had told me that the unknown should be exciting, that the journey was more interesting than the destination. That was why we were Wayward.

But in this case, I couldn’t help but feel as if the journey was too hard to do alone.

I missed being Wayward.
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I continued my relentless march. The gravel beneath my boots turned from a ghostly gray to a warm gold as the sun ascended, its rays gradually breathing life into the world.

The landscape began to change. The wild grass gave way to neat hedgerows, the dense trees thinned into sporadic clusters, and the forest transformed into a serene countryside. The transition was subtle, but to my tired eyes, it was a sign that I might find something that would offer safety.

The road curved gently, winding its way around a small hill. As I reached the crest, hope pushed away my fatigue. Nestled in the valley below was a town, its roofed houses dotting the landscape like a patchwork quilt. A thin stream of smoke snaked up from a few chimneys, dancing in the crisp morning air, the promise of warmth and company.

My pace quickened. The town was still a distance away, a blur of colors against the emerald backdrop of the countryside. But it was a goal, safety and respite from the harrowing journey I had undertaken.

The sun climbed higher, casting long shadows behind the houses. Its warmth seeped into my weary bones, easing the chill of the night. The mandolin case felt heavy in my grip, a reminder of my fatigue. I walked on, my steps echoing the steady beat of my heart, a rhythm that sang of survival. It was the kind of song Benjamin would have appreciated.

When I finally reached the outskirts of the town, I took a moment. The town was a bustling, vibrant settlement, built around a swift and sparkling river that cut through its heart. The houses were a mix of stone and timber, their roofs covered in soft moss that nearly glowed under the morning sun.

To my left, the steady thrum of activity led to the town’s sawmill. It was made of darkened wood, and I could hear the rhythmic grinding of the saw. The scent of fresh-cut timber filled the air, mingling with the damp earthiness of the river, creating a heady aroma that was comforting and pushed away the last vestiges of fear that I’d been feeling.

The water of the river itself was clear and vibrant, reflecting the morning sun in a million shimmering sparkles. It flowed with a gentle grace, winding its way through the town like a serpentine ribbon of crystal. Stone bridges arched over the river at intervals, connecting the two halves of the town. Their cobblestone paths were worn smooth by the passage of countless feet, their railings adorned with blooming flower baskets that added a dash of color to the gray stone.

I took a deep breath as I headed deeper into town, steeling myself.

Only then did a realization dawn on me. I had no money.

My mother had left me with plenty of coin, but that would have been back at Ezekiel’s shop.

Something terrible had happened to Ezekiel, and yet, I wasn’t sure who was responsible. Was it the woman, or was it someone else? The strange others.

The truth was implied. Ezekiel was gone.

Which meant I had to find my own way. I had to figure out what I needed to do.

I kept moving. The town opened before me and my eyes darted from cobblestone streets to the people moving, including children wandering freely. Shopkeepers were working. The town was full of the sense of activity, of life.

All of it felt odd given what I had just been through.

My stomach rumbled, but I didn’t have any money.

I passed a baker, loaves of bread on display in the window. I moved past a butcher, smelling the smoked meats, seeing cheeses, jars of honey, bundles of herbs. I didn’t have any money for any of that. I kept moving through town, ignoring the occasional glance from the local townsfolk. For each person who glanced at me, I clutched my mandolin closer to my chest.

My time with the Wayward had given me a comfort in strange situations like this, though normally I had others with me so that I didn’t feel quite so alone. I would have to lean on everything I’d learned.

And maybe the Wayward had come through here.

That thought gave me a renewed sense of hope.

I meandered through the town, following the ebb and flow of the crowd until I found what I was looking for: an inn. It was a two-storied building, its timbered facade worn by time, its windows adorned with brightly colored shutters. A sign swung gently in the morning breeze, an image of a golden deer painted on it.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, I crossed the threshold into the inn. The worn wooden door creaked softly behind me, closing off the outside world and its prying eyes. The air inside was warm, carrying the comforting scent of aged wood, the faint tang of ale, and the mouthwatering aroma of roasting meat.

The inn’s interior was a dance of shadows and warm light. The walls were lined with dark, age-polished timber, the stone floor worn smooth by countless footsteps. In the center of the room, a hearth crackled cheerfully, casting a welcoming glow that flickered across the faces of the patrons.

The murmur of conversation washed over me. The words were muffled, blending into a comforting hum that felt strangely familiar, an echo of a life I once knew. Around me, patrons filled the room. Their faces were a mosaic of the town’s life—the furrowed brow of a farmer, the laugh lines of a baker, the thoughtful eyes of a scholar. Their eyes flicked toward me, curiosity briefly flaring before they returned to their drinks and conversations.

I moved to the counter, my steps heavy. The counter was a solid block of wood, its surface scarred by the passage of time, etched with marks and stains that spoke of countless exchanges and myriad stories. My fingers traced the worn wood, feeling the grooves and indentations, each a silent testament to the lives that had passed through here.

Behind the counter, the innkeeper was a sturdy woman with a face marked by wrinkles. Her eyes met mine, taking in my disheveled appearance, glancing at my wrists and then the mandolin case in my hand. Her eyes softened slightly, a flicker of understanding passing across her weathered features. She was a woman who had seen many pass through her doors, and I suspected she knew the look of one who hadn’t eaten a good meal in days.

“What are you having?”

“I…” I wasn’t sure how to answer. I wanted compassion, but that wasn’t a given in my experience. This wasn’t the Wayward.

“Tell you what, boy,” she said, her voice carrying a gruff warmth that seemed characteristic of her. “I’ll trade you a meal for a tune. You look like you could use some food in your belly. I’m Melissa, by the way.”

She reached under the counter and brought out a ceramic plate, on which a hearty stew bubbled, the scent of slow-cooked meat and spices wafting up. A hunk of freshly baked bread sat next to it, its crust golden brown.

I blinked in surprise, the rumble of my stomach underscoring her offer. She gestured to my mandolin case with a nod, her eyes twinkling under the warm light of the tavern.

“What if I’m not good?”

She laughed. “Are you that bad?”

I didn’t know how to answer. Benjamin had said what it was like to perform for food and shelter. “It’s the marker of a true minstrel when you earn your keep with song,” he had said.

I had never thought I would need to earn my keep.

Now…

Find my way back to Bastiin. Then I could return to Ezekiel’s shop. If I couldn’t return as his apprentice again, then I could at least collect my coins.

“I can play,” I said.

She sniffed. “Either way, you’ll entertain. But if you’re any good,” she continued, leaning against the counter with her arms folded across her chest, “I have a spare room at the back. A bed for the night for a good performance.”


Chapter
Thirty-Five

BECOMING A MINSTREL


As the sun climbed higher into the sky, I found myself wandering through the town, a newfound curiosity guiding my steps. The town was alive with activity, its streets bustling with townsfolk going about their daily routines. The clamor of voices, the rhythmic thud of hammers from the blacksmith’s shop, the hum of the sawmill in the distance—they all wove together into a lively symphony of everyday life.

I had time to spend before my performance as the innkeeper wanted me to wait until evening, though I wasn’t sure what I intended to perform. Benjamin had given me guidance on how to play, instructed me on the simplicity of the songs, and had taught me different familiar tunes I could perform. All would be easy enough, as I had seen and heard much during my travels as Wayward.

Would I know enough of the songs that the people here wanted to listen to? Would my fingers perform them as well as I wanted? When I had been with Ezekiel, I had played daily, but not even as regularly as I had when I had been traveling with the Wayward. Perhaps I should practice first, if only to calm my mind.

And I wasn’t going to be able to do that staying inside the town, regardless of how comforting Bastiin had been when I had been there, and how much I had grown used to spending time inside the city. I was Wayward, so I needed to move.

Exploring further, I made my way past the sawmill and down to the river. Its banks were well-trodden, the grass flattened by the passage of numerous feet and the wheels of wagons. As I studied the marks, a realization dawned upon me: a caravan had recently passed through here. The grooves were deep, indicative of laden wagons, and the churned mud by the water’s edge suggested that animals had been watered here not long ago.

It could’ve been any wagons, but hope swelled in me. Maybe this was the Wayward. Maybe this had been my wagons.

And if so, how long ago had it been?

It depended upon where I was.

I knew my geography, but the problem I had was that I had no idea where they had brought me outside of Bastiin. It had to be close enough that the wagons would’ve carried me, and the distance depended upon how long I had been unconscious.

My head still throbbed, and I was exhausted. Unless I was able to perform well for the innkeeper, I doubted I was going to have a place to stay. I could sleep outside the town. It wouldn’t be the first time I had slept along the road, though it would be the first time in quite some time that I would do so without the protection of the wagons. And without the protection of others with me.

Ultimately, I ended up standing along the river. I don’t know why, but it did give me a sense of peace, and there was something comforting about standing there, listening to the way the water rushed past me, the steady, slithering sounds of the occasional swell as it splashed onto the rocks. I found myself slipping into something of a trance, but also gradually feeling much more comfortable with everything I had encountered since my abduction.

I took that time to think.

I wasn’t sure what I was going to need to do. As far as I knew, Ezekiel was gone. I could return to Bastiin and his workshop, but if he was dead, what would I even be able to do? He was gone. The only reason I wanted to go back to his workshop would be to gather the coins that were there, along with the other items I had from my mother.

Now all I had of my family was my mandolin.

I thought of Ezekiel, and what he had told me about how to detect where someone had built an instrument. Maybe if I could learn enough, I could discover the secrets of my family mandolin.

And think about what it had to do with the twilight gate.

I had no answers. Only more questions.

Unfortunately, with my mother having passed, there was no way I was going to get any answers.

Not without finding the Wayward and my mother wagon.

And perhaps that was what I needed to do. Not return to Bastiin, but head east, following the Wayward, and find my way back to my people.
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I had spent the day along the bank of the river, my mind racing, but eventually settled into a sense of resolve about what I should do and when I would do it. Get through the night, fill my belly again and get a bed for the night, and then set out on the road. That was what I would do, but I had other details I needed to deal with before I could do that. I needed supplies, and that was not something I could do without any money.

Perhaps I would stay here long enough to earn enough to purchase supplies to carry me to the rest of the Wayward. Assuming that I performed well enough to do so.

I would have to perform, though.

Benjamin would have wanted me to do that.

Not only Benjamin, but my mother would’ve wanted me to do that.

The murmurs of the inn quieted as I made my way toward the small stage nestled in a corner. It was a humble platform, scarcely raised above the level of the floor, its wooden planks worn smooth by the passage of countless performers. The spotlight of the room’s modest lantern light fell upon it, casting a warm, inviting glow that beckoned me forward.

I took a seat on the solitary stool that occupied the stage, its wooden legs creaking slightly under my weight. My heart pounded, a staccato rhythm that echoed the anticipatory silence filling the room. My fingers traced the familiar curves of the mandolin case, drawing comfort from its well-known texture.

The last time I’d played for others, my mother had collapsed.

A coincidence, I knew, but what would happen this time?

With a soft sigh, I unlatched the case, the sound echoed sharply in the hush of the tavern. A collective breath seemed to be held as I lifted the mandolin from its velvet lining. It gleamed under the soft light, its polished wood reflecting the warm hues of the room. The strings, when I brushed them with my fingertips, hummed softly.

The inn’s patrons watched me with what I assumed to be a mixture of curiosity and doubt, their conversations dwindling to hushed whispers. Their eyes were keen, appraising, perhaps skeptical of my age. The innkeeper paused in her work, her gaze fixed on me. She offered a nod, though it carried the weight of uncertainty rather than encouragement.

As I sat on the stage, the faces of the audience staring back at me, a piece of wisdom from Benjamin echoed in my mind. “Winning an audience,” he had once said, his eyes twinkling with a blend of mischief and wisdom, “is not about impressing them with complex chords or high notes. It’s about reaching into their hearts, plucking the strings of their emotions, and playing a melody that resonates with their own stories.”

He tapped his chest then, right above his heart. “It begins here, in the soul of the minstrel. You must feel each note, each word, live in each moment of the song. Only then can you hope to touch their hearts.

“The first note,” he had said, his fingers dancing lightly over his own instrument, “is your greeting, your introduction. It must captivate them, draw them in, make them want to hear more. And then, with each subsequent note, you tell them a story, you take them on a journey. But remember, it is not just any journey—it is their journey, seen through your eyes, heard through your voice.”

Looking out at the skeptical faces in the audience, I took a deep breath. I remembered Benjamin’s words, the wisdom imparted to me, and with it, I found a sense of calm. My fingers found their place on the mandolin’s strings, the instrument humming with potential under my touch. With the echo of Benjamin’s lesson in my mind, I prepared to play, to greet them with my music, to share a story. Their story.

I took a moment, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, feeling the familiar weight of the instrument in my hands. I could feel the vibrations of the strings under my fingers, the sturdy body of the mandolin against my chest. With one last breath, I opened my eyes and looked out over the sea of expectant faces. I forced a smile, thinking about what Benjamin had taught me about performing, and then my fingers began to dance across the strings. The sound filled the room, the music weaving itself into the fabric of the inn, telling a story, my story, to every listening ear.

I thought about what others had told me about performing, primarily Edith and Benjamin, and ultimately just focused straight ahead, as my fingers danced along the neck of my mandolin. There was a welcome familiarity and comfort when striking the strings, almost as if they were meant for me.

And they were. I knew they were. The mandolin, gifted to me by my father, or at least left to me by him. The only thing that I had remaining of him. I had no memories of him, but perhaps I didn’t need memories. I needed the song that I could find.

Benjamin would have wanted me to sing, but I wasn’t comfortable with that. And so I didn’t. Instead, I just played. I let my fingers carry the words, dancing with different harmonies, tapping out one set of notes with my left hand while pumping a rhythm with the thumb of my right and plucking with my fingers. It carried the melody, a song, and I found myself playing. It was comforting, and it was familiar.

And I just kept playing.

After a while, I looked up. There were some people near the front of the tavern who were watching me, but not as many as I had feared. Some were still trapped in their quiet conversation, and others just sat talking. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. I had played, and I didn’t think I had made a fool of myself, nor that the notes had been played poorly, but as I wrapped up my last song, the “March of the Yestag,” I let the last note trail.

As soon as I finished, the audience surprised me. There was a round of applause.

I blinked. Gradually, I lifted myself from the stool and headed through the tavern, reaching the innkeeper. She was standing behind the counter and watching me, lips pressed in a tight frown. My heart hammered in anticipation, as I wasn’t sure what she was going to say or how she would even react.

Finally, she smiled slightly and gestured toward a narrow hallway that led off from the main room, her voice rising above the renewed hum of conversation. “Better than I expected for your age. Better than most we get in here, actually. You get what I promised. A room. It’s at the end of the hall. Get some rest.”

With a weary nod of gratitude, I made my way toward the door. The hallway was dim, lit only by the faint flicker of a single lantern, casting long, dancing shadows on the worn stone floor. At the end of the hall, a sturdy wooden door awaited me.

Pushing it open, I stepped into a room that was modest but cozy. A small window nestled in the corner allowed the pale moonlight to seep in, painting the room with its glow and reminding me of the woman from the night before. The centerpiece was a bed, its frame made of dark, sturdy oak. The mattress looked invitingly soft, though at this point, a bed of straw would look soft, and was covered with a patchwork quilt that bore the loving stitches of countless hours of work.

The room was scented with the earthy aroma of the wooden walls and a faint, comforting hint of dried lavender. A simple wooden table stood by the bed, its surface worn smooth by time, with a solitary lantern flickering atop it. Against one wall, a small wardrobe stood sentinel, its doors slightly ajar to reveal neatly folded linens.

As I closed the door behind me, the sounds of the tavern muffled to a distant murmur and a wave of relief washed over me. My body ached from the events of the day, from the adrenaline and fear, from the performance and the emotional toll it had taken on me.

I let the mandolin case slide from my grasp. I moved to the bed, my fingers lingering on the quilt, its fabric soft and warm under my touch. Exhaustion tugged at my eyelids, a gentle but insistent pull toward sleep.

Collapsing onto the bed, I let out a long, slow breath, the tension of the day unwinding from my muscles. I stared up at the wooden ceiling, the flickering candlelight casting a warm, comforting glow around the room. This was safety, at least for now. This was comfort. This was my respite.

With a final sigh, I closed my eyes, my thoughts a quiet hum in the back of my mind. As sleep began to claim me, I clung to the final thought that drifted through my mind—I had earned food and board with song.

I was a minstrel.

[image: ]


The dreams that claimed me were filled with strange visions.

I saw my mother. The caravan. Other Wayward. The world around us was cloaked in the dusky hues of twilight, the setting sun painting the sky in a myriad of warm colors that bled into the horizon.

We were in the midst of a caravan, a scattered procession of wagons surrounded by the wild beauty of the forest. The wagons bore the marks of long journeys, their wooden bodies weathered by the elements, their wheels caked with the mud of countless roads. The people around bustled with activity, their voices a symphony of laughter, hushed conversations, and the occasional argument.

But my mother stood apart from it all. She was at the edge of the camp, her silhouette outlined by the dying embers of the sun. Her long hair, the same shade as my own, was caught in a gentle breeze, flowing around her like a living shadow. Her eyes, so like mine, were fixed on the forest that stretched out before her, its depths shrouded in gathering shadows.

With a strange sense of inevitability, I watched as she stepped away from the caravan, her form growing smaller as she ventured into the forest. Her footsteps were measured and purposeful, her back straight, her gaze unwavering. She did not look back, not even once, her entire being focused on the darkened path that lay ahead.

The forest closed around her, its towering trees and dense undergrowth swallowing her whole. She moved with a grace that was almost ethereal, her steps barely rustling the undergrowth, her passage marked only by the faint fluttering of leaves in her wake. The forest seemed to hold its breath as she passed, the usual cacophony of wildlife hushed into silence.

Her figure grew smaller and smaller, the shadows of the forest gradually erasing her from my sight. The last I saw of her was a flash of her hair, gleaming in the waning sunlight before it too was swallowed by the dark.

A sense of foreboding filled me, a chilling dread that curled around my heart. I wanted to call out, to reach out to her, to pull her back from the encroaching darkness. But I could only watch in silence as she disappeared into the forest, the dream holding me captive in its cruel grip.

And then the scene shifted. The forest, the caravan, the setting sun, all faded into a nebulous blur. But the image of my mother, venturing alone into the shadowy depths of the forest, remained etched into my mind, a haunting memory carved into the canvas of my dreams.

Another dream came, different than any I’d had before. It was formless, void, an expanse of endless haze that stretched in every direction. The usual vivid landscapes, the specters of familiar places and people were absent. Instead, I was enveloped in an ethereal fog, my surroundings swallowed by a dense veil of gray.

The silence here was palpable, the kind that swallows sound whole, leaving a void in its wake. There was no rustle of leaves, no call of distant birds, not even the comforting hum of my own breath. It was an emptiness that, while unsettling, was not entirely unwelcome.

Then, from the depths of this emptiness, a melody began to unfurl. It was faint at first, a mere whisper of notes that danced on the edge of my perception. But slowly, it began to rise, its rhythm seeping into the silence, its cadence weaving through the haze.

It was a song like none I had ever heard, steeped in a melancholy that seemed to resonate with the core of my being. Its rhythm pulsed like a heartbeat, its melody a cascade of notes that flowed like a river of sorrow. There was an ancient quality to it, as if it was a song that had been sung for ages, its words forgotten but its essence forever etched into the fabric of existence.

I could feel the song more than I could hear it. It seemed to resonate within me, its melody echoing through the hollow chambers of my soul. Each note was a wave that washed over me, bringing with it a sense of profound longing, a yearning for something lost, something just out of reach.

As the song swelled, the haze around me began to pulse in time with its rhythm. It was as if the world around me was breathing with the song, its existence bound to the melancholy notes that filled the air. The song became my world, its sorrowful melody the only anchor in the formless expanse.

And then, just as the song had begun, it faded. Its notes grew fainter, its rhythm slowing until it was but a mere echo in the emptiness. But its resonance lingered, the echo of its melody a haunting reminder of the strange, melancholy song that had filled the dream. And even as the dream itself began to fade, the song stayed with me, its echoes a melody forever imprinted on my soul.

As the dream changed again, I found myself standing before the twilight gate once more, its tall, metallic structure gleaming under a sky swirling with the purples, blues, and blacks of a constant twilight.

Unlike our previous encounter, the gate was alive, pulsing with an ethereal energy that cast a breathtaking glow across the surrounding forest. The intertwining symbols on its surface glowed brighter, each one a star against the backdrop of the gate. The air around it hummed with a palpable energy that vibrated through the very marrow of my bones, the gate’s ancient song a soft whisper on the edge of my consciousness.

Slowly, the gate began to open, a creaking metallic song filling the air. And then, with a shimmering ripple, the space within the gate transformed. It was no longer an empty passage but a window to another world, a glimpse into a realm beyond my own.

Through the portal, an entirely different world unfurled before my eyes. Instead of the familiar greens and browns of the forest I’d been navigating, a vast expanse of shadowy woodland stretched as far as the eye could see. The trees here were taller and stranger, their gnarled trunks twisted and contorted in ways that seemed to defy nature. Their bark was a stark contrast to the trees of my world, dark as obsidian, seeming to absorb the faint light that filtered through the gate.

The foliage of these peculiar trees was a spectral silver, the leaves glinting with an ethereal luminescence even in the apparent absence of any light source. Their soft glow bathed the forest floor in a spectral silver light, casting long, otherworldly shadows that danced and flickered in the stillness. It was as though the very stars had been plucked from the heavens and woven into the veins of these leaves, granting the forest an eerie beauty.

Amidst the towering trees, remnants of a city long lost to time peeked through. The faint outlines of once grand structures were barely visible in the semi-darkness, their forms all but swallowed by the encroaching forest. Crumbling stone edifices, remnants of imposing columns, and half-buried archways hinted at a people who had once thrived within this forest. These ruins, now overrun by the forest, held an air of melancholy.

The palpable tension I felt carried with it an unseen threat that intensified the longer I stared through the gate. Shadows within began to deepen and lengthen, crawling toward the gate.

The dream began to shift, the once-clear scene becoming hazy, the details blurring and distorting like a painting caught in the rain. The danger, however, did not dissipate. Instead, it grew more palpable, a relentless tide that surged against the boundaries of the dream. It seeped into every crevice, tainting everything with an unmistakable sense of dread.

As the dream finally faded, I felt an emptiness that reminded me of the same melancholy notes of the song that I had played before, notes that were familiar, only I had no idea why.


Chapter
Thirty-Six

OF A CERTAIN AGE


With the lingering echoes of the dream still whispering in the recesses of my mind, I gradually drifted back to consciousness. The room around me was barely visible in the predawn light. I could make out the faint outline of the furniture, the gentle curve of the bedpost, the humble chair by the window, the simple wooden table adorned with a single lantern that had remained lit while I slept.

I pushed myself up, a soft groan escaping my lips as my sore muscles protested the movement. My body felt heavy, burdened with an exhaustion that sleep alone had not mended. Time was the only thing that would change that for me.

The floorboards creaked under my weight as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I sat there for a moment, my bare feet touching the cool wooden floor, my hands resting on my knees. I drew in a deep breath, the air filling my lungs with the faint scent of pine and the lingering aroma of last night’s ale.

After getting out of bed, I made my way over to the window, looking out upon a sky brimming with soft hues of early dawn as the sun began to peek over the horizon. I had told myself that my plan was to go and find the rest of the Wayward and rejoin the caravan, but in the light of a new day, I wasn’t exactly sure how difficult that was going to be. It would involve following the road, finding my way to some distant and foreign city, and hoping I had an opportunity to find safety, but would I be able to?

Grabbing my mandolin, I stepped out of the room and went down the hall and into the tavern. It was still early, and I hadn’t expected anybody to be up, so I was surprised to see the innkeeper folding a stack of towels. She looked up as I came out.

“Feel better?”

The tavern was quiet, a stark change from the night before. It felt almost empty and had something of a mournful quality to it. The only difference was that I could smell bread baking somewhere nearby. Melissa stood in front of the table, folding towels, with the dying embers of the hearth providing the only warmth in the room. The chill of the morning air helped tug away the last bit of sleep and I rubbed a knuckle into my eyes.

I felt better rested but couldn’t shake the strange dreams that I’d had.

Melissa kept watching. My silence grew too long.

“A little bit. I’m still tired but feel better than before.”

She nodded. “I don’t know what you dealt with, but whatever it is…” She looked around. “It’s not here. You don’t have to worry.”

She was right. This place wasn’t dangerous, not the way that so many other places had been, but that didn’t mean I could relax.

“I know I don’t have to,” I finally said. I knew how to read people reasonably well, and everything that I could think of told me that this woman was every bit as welcoming as she seemed. She was offering me a respite, and I needed to take advantage of it and not look at her as if she were going to harm me in any way. “It’s just been a long few days.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

I shook my head. “Not really.”

She had been folding napkins and she paused. “It’s a strange thing. Someone your age who has the skill you do. Seems to me that someone your age would be apprenticed still, not on his own.”

I understood what she was getting at, but at this point, I wasn’t even sure what I was supposed to say to that.

“Did something happen to your mentor?”

“I don’t know.”

She arched a brow at that. “No?”

“Honestly, I don’t even know where I am right now.”

She barked out a bit of a laugh. “You don’t, do you? Well,” she went on, and rested her hands on the table, leaning forward, “you are in the town of Cargolath.” She watched me, and I could tell that she was watching to see if I recognized the town name. I did, but partly because I knew the Wayward had come through here. How long ago would they have come? “We’re nice people. Hard-working. And we’re always looking for entertainers.” She flicked her gaze toward the stage of the back of her tavern.

“Thank you for that,” I said.

“Thank me? No. Thank you. We don’t get minstrels through here very often. Occasionally we do. I think the last one that came through here was…” She shrugged, and in that moment of pause, I wondered if maybe Benjamin had come through here. If he had, what would that tell me? “Oh, probably a few weeks. An older woman, and she played a harp. I can’t imagine traveling with an instrument that size. Too big to lug around if you ask me. Took up the entirety of the wagon, it did. And she took the better part of an hour tuning it up to get ready to play. Your little lute is quite a bit better.”

“Mandolin,” I corrected.

She frowned. “Is it? Well, can’t say that I know all that much about the different types of instruments. I can tell a decent performer, and you’ve got some skill. A little raw, unrefined, and you did look a bit nervous up there to begin with, but once you got playing, you sounded pretty good. Any interest in playing a few more nights?”

Everything inside of me rebelled, wanting to keep moving, fearing for the possibility of the strange woman coming after me again, but I also felt a tension that had been within me start to fade at the prospect of having a place to rest, to recuperate, and to regroup. Maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad.

“Maybe for another night or two,” I said.

“Deal is the same,” she said.

“I play for a room? Same room?”

Her brow furrowed. “Why would I have you move?”

“I don’t know. It’s a nice room.”

“Are you saying I didn’t barter well with you? Didn’t really think that it was appropriate to barter with someone your age, but maybe I should have.”

“No,” I said with a smile. “I don’t suppose I could negotiate for some food?”

“What kind of hostess would I be if I didn’t feed you?” She grinned, and I smiled, appreciating this woman. There was something comforting about her, but there was also something familiar to her, as well. Maybe it came from the fact that I had known people like this my entire life, people who had traveled with the Wayward, who were quick to offer comforts, often times when it did not even benefit them. It was an unusual characteristic for most people in the world, I had come to learn, and I knew to be thankful when I encountered people like this who were willing to offer something. She watched me, but she was quiet. “Breakfast?”

I nodded. “That would be wonderful.”

“Take a seat. Fold the towels. And I will whip something up.”

She headed to the back of the tavern, and I took a seat at the table, looking at the stack of towels. That was easy enough. I started to take one at a time and began to work through the pile. Gradually, I could hear the sound of Melissa working in the kitchen, and eventually smelled sausage sizzling. I thought maybe I should go back and help her, but she had given me a different task to work on, so I would leave that alone.

She offered me an opportunity to be a part of things here, an opportunity to sing and perform. It was something that Benjamin had said to me: Use the chance to be a minstrel, to earn my keep playing songs. It was strange to think like that, as I had never really considered the possibility that I would actually do that. I had come to believe that I would head to the Academy, where I would enter the School of Song. I wasn’t entirely sure what life at the Academy might be like, but certainly it had to be more stable than what I had found. This didn’t feel like that life.

There were times when I’d been on the road and my mother had explained how we had choices. I remembered that conversation, much like I remembered the way she had described those choices and the world in front of us.

“If we take one path, we head along one road, where we encounter one set of towns, one set of people, and they join with the Wayward. We will come to know them and they will come to be a part of us, like all of the Wayward come to become a part of us. They will influence us, our experiences, our lives, and who we are to become. If we take another path,” she went on, placing the heel of her palms together, splitting her hands as if to create a divided road, “we will come across another set of towns, another set of people, another set of Wayward. One is not right or wrong; it is just a choice. Every choice you make will set you on a different path. I am hopeful that you will come to find the right path for you.”

“How do I know?”

“You won’t,” my mother had said. “But that is the beauty of life. It’s not the destination. We are all headed for the same destination,” she said, winking at me playfully, which I thought about later and thought was a little horrific, “but the journey is what matters.”

Was this going to be my journey?

Was this going to be my choice?

I hadn’t really intended for this to be where I would go, where I would spend my time, and how I would live. I hadn’t anticipated any of this, but maybe that didn’t matter. This was a choice. In this moment, it was a choice.

Stay and play. Become a minstrel.

I wondered how long it would take before the woman found me here, though.

There was an appeal in staying. The town was pleasant, and Melissa was kind.

Only, I couldn’t shake the words my mother had once told me about lingering too long along the journey, making a waypoint the destination. I couldn’t do that now.

After a while, the innkeeper came out carrying a plate of food. Eggs, sausage, even an apple, all resting on the plate. She set it in front of me and tipped her head in a nod. “Food, a room, for performance. That’s a pretty good deal.”

I knew it was. It wasn’t money in my pocket, and I knew how Benjamin would feel about that. He liked to tell me that a minstrel should earn their keep, but what was my keep other than food and board? Still, I was going to need to make preparations, wasn’t I? Having an opportunity to stay and play and get accustomed to what was here might give me a chance to find myself.

Only, I wasn’t exactly sure what finding myself here would look like. I wasn’t exactly sure if it was what I wanted.

“It’s a very good deal,” I said in between bites.

She sat back to work, folding more of the towels, every so often looking in my direction. I said nothing, my mind working, and eventually, I got up. I would perform for them, share my melodies, bask in their warmth. But when the time came, I would also say my goodbyes, step back onto the road, and resume my journey.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven

DAYS BLEND TOGETHER


One day turned into two. Melissa was good to her word, and she offered me three meals a day, never wavering, never complaining, regardless of how much I ate. And I did eat. At first I was a little timid about how much I was eating, feeling as if I had to be far more cautious with her and with what she offered me before I decided she didn’t necessarily care about how much I ate. And in fact, she seemed interested in me being well-fed, to the point where she prodded me to eat more when I left a plate unfinished.

Rather than worrying about the strange woman who had abducted me, I used my time to wander to the edge of the city, where I could watch for any signs of her. She had traveled by wagon, so I figured that if nothing else, she would travel by wagon again, and I should have enough of a warning about her presence and would be able to prepare for her arrival. That preparation involved running, for the most part, but there was the possibility that I might just be able to hide.

If she came through, why wouldn’t I—and shouldn’t I—try to hide?

It was late afternoon on my third full day in town, and my belly was full. I had been relatively well rested, and I had played the last two nights in the tavern, getting more comfortable and a better reception each time I did.

“I have a question for you, Melissa,” I asked the innkeeper.

She looked over. She was wiping off the tables in preparation for the busy evening to come. I had grabbed a rag and started to wipe down along with her, which elicited a bit of a nod from her, but she said nothing else.

“I don’t suppose there was a larger caravan came through here a while ago?”

“How large?”

“Only five wagons.” I went on to describe the Wayward wagons, and as I did, I found myself smiling, thinking about them and their description.

“They probably wouldn’t have tried to stay in town. They’re the Wayward.”

She paused for a moment, her rag halting along the surface of the table. “That explains it, then.”

“Explains what?”

“You. You looking to run?”

“No,” I said hurriedly. “Actually, I was with them. For a little while. Something happened in the city of Bastiin, and I had to stay there for a while to help…” I almost said to help my mother, but I didn’t know how much I wanted to reveal to Melissa, not until I knew how much to trust her. And though I had been raised to be trusting, and to believe in the good in people, there was still that part of me, especially after what had happened in Bastiin, that was left with the uncertainty about whether I should be so trusting and if I were in danger. Part of me just didn’t know.

“You were with them? How long did you travel?”

The question suggested to me that she knew enough about the Wayward to know the people didn’t generally travel with them for very long.

“A long time,” I said.

She pressed her lips together in a frown. “They were here. Several weeks ago. Didn’t stay long. A night, and spent the night outside of town, just like you say. Had some traders, but…” She shrugged. “Like I said. Didn’t stay very long.”

“Did anybody stay?”

She shook her head. “Not that I know. We did have a young man go with them. Inathy Grend. A local craftsman. Well, his father is the craftsman, and I think that he wasn’t going to be able to take over his father’s shop, so he was looking for his own opportunity.” She shrugged. “That happens. He’ll be back, I suspect.”

I wasn’t sure. It really depended upon how far the person traveled with the Wayward. Some wanted another life. Some decided they were fed up with what they had and what they knew and wanted to have an opportunity to see and experience more than they had before. I had seen that enough times over the years that I suspected there were very few people who traveled more than several cities away who ever returned to their home. Besides, once a person set up their own life and became whoever they were going to become, why would they want to return to what they were?

“Do you think you’ll try to catch up to them?”

“They don’t move very fast, but it’s hard.”

“Why aren’t you with your parents?” Melissa asked. “Or your mentor. Obviously with your skill, you’ve been trained, so I’m assuming you have somebody you’ve apprenticed with.”

“Sort of,” I admitted.

“And?”

“And it’s a little complicated.”

“Complicated. Well, that’s life, isn’t it? It wouldn’t be as sweet as it is if it weren’t so complicated.” She chuckled. “As my husband used to say.”

It occurred to me that I didn’t know anything about her. I didn’t know anything about her family. She had never spoken of them, but then again, I had never asked, either. And here she was asking me about my family. The Wayward were a part of my family, but then she was asking me about whoever instructed me, and my parents, as well.

“What happened to him, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Oh, I don’t mind you asking. He got sick. Had a bit of the plague come through here a few years ago. Quite a few people got sick. Maybe a tenth of the town. And we lost him. We lost so many.” Her voice trailed off a little bit toward the end.

“I’m sorry.”

We had been through places that had suffered, so I did have a little experience with seeing that and knowing what it was like, but I couldn’t imagine what it was like to lose somebody in that manner. I couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like to see so many around them grow sick, suffer, and die without being able to do anything to help them. I suspected that was the real challenge, as it would be difficult to have somebody sick and dying and be helpless to help them.

“Life goes on,” she said. “It’s part of the journey, isn’t it?”

I found the comment interesting, especially in light of some of my most recent thoughts.

“I suppose it is,” I said.

“My husband wanted to own the tavern,” she said. She shook her head. “I never did. I wanted to cook. Well, what I really wanted was children, but the gods didn’t mean that for me. So I wanted to cook for others. Figured that would be my way of providing. And Henry, that was my husband, decided that he would fix up this old tavern, get it into a place that could be useful and usable, and turn it into something of a destination.” She smiled as she said, “A destination. As if we are any sort of destination. The town just isn’t big enough. Oh, we get customers in here often enough, and he would certainly be pleased to know that we keep the tavern busy in the evenings, the way he had always wanted, but…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

She fell silent and continued wiping the tables.

Maybe the stoic woman had a lesson for me. Maybe what she was telling me, and what I needed to learn, was that it didn’t matter. I had to face what was out there for me and find my own path. I couldn’t worry about what I couldn’t control.

So I set to work helping, wiping the tables. As I did, I whistled softly. After a while, Melissa joined in, the song discordant, though there was something about it that was still unique and beautiful, the joining of two temporary travelers. A journey, but not the destination.
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“Do you want to talk about it?” Melissa asked as I sat in front of a bowl of stew that she had set in front of me. I’d been helping her around the tavern, picking up, cleaning, folding, and generally trying to be as helpful as I could. That was the Wayward in me, I suspect. Offer what you can, take what you need. “You look like the sort who has something on your mind.”

I breathed out heavily. “I don’t even know what it is. I just feel like…” I wasn’t even sure how to tell her what I felt like. Lost, in a way. “You ever feel like things are going along the way they’re supposed to, and all of a sudden you hit a rut in the road, and everything gets tossed around and you are stuck trying to sort it out and reorganize everything?”

She waved her hands around the inside of the tavern. “You know I do. I told you about my Henry. He and I were going to grow old together. Thought he and I were going to have a family. That we were going to…” She swallowed hard and forced a smile. “We had a rut in the road,” she said. “I like that. Everything got all confused and we had to sort it out. And this is me sorting it out.”

“I’m still trying to sort it out.”

“Want to talk?”

“I don’t even know what to say,” I told her. “I’ve dealt with…” I shook my head. “Well, to be honest, I’m not even sure what I’ve been dealing with. I had a family and I had a place. And then I lost it. I gained a new family, and a new place. And then I lost it.”

“And now you’re trying to find a new family and a new place?”

“I’m just trying to find my way,” I said. “And I guess trouble has been chasing me.”

“That’s the thing about trouble. It’s always going to chase you until you turn around and confront it.”

“I don’t know if I can confront this one,” I told her.

“That kind, huh? Well, can’t say I know all that you’re going through, or what kind of trouble it is,” she went on, arching a brow as if waiting for me to explain, though also seeming perfectly content with the idea that I wasn’t going to, “but you have a safe place here. Even if it’s just a stop on the road.”

“Thank you.”

“But if it ends up being a longer stop, that’s okay, as well. Sometimes you follow where the road is guiding, and if it leads you to a place that you didn’t expect, well, that’s all right as well.”

She glanced over at the mandolin, which rested on the floor. I had been bringing it with me, but I also knew how ridiculous that was. And yet, she didn’t say anything about it. She didn’t comment on the foolishness of bringing an instrument around her tavern when I could just as easily leave it in my room, and I was thankful for that, as well.

“And if you need a hand facing what comes, you got mine to join with yours.” She nodded and then worked her way around the tavern, wiping down tables as she went.

I watched her as she left. I wasn’t even sure what to say about that.

Melissa was a good woman. She was the kind the Wayward would have loved to have helped, because she would have offered as much as she took.

I had to be careful with her, as well. She didn’t deserve the trouble chasing me.
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My fingers were a little bit raw. I’d been playing in the tavern for the last several nights, and each night, I had grown more and more comfortable with my performance, so my performances—my sets, as Benjamin would like to call them—became longer as well. Melissa didn’t have any expectations about how long I would perform, only that I would offer entertainment for the crowd.

I had come to appreciate her quiet demeanor, her delicious food, and the fact that she didn’t push or ask me any questions beyond what she had already asked. She didn’t seem to mind my quiet, either.

This night was a little bit more raucous than some of the others. The tavern was busier, and I had asked Melissa about that before going up to the little stage, and she had just shrugged, saying something about how some nights were busier than others and it wasn’t always predictable but a person had to be ready for whatever, when I took to the stage.

The tavern hushed for a moment.

The first time it had happened, I had worried that maybe they were going to say something, but it was later explained to me by Melissa that most within the tavern had started to talk about my youthful energy and the songs that were beyond my age. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, other than the tavern did begin to bustle with more activity than it had at first. Maybe some of it had to do with my presence.

If so, I wondered if I could push Melissa to earn a little coin along the way. I had to prove myself first, and only then would I feel comfortable asking for something more.

There had been plenty of opportunities for me to leave. Each morning when I woke up, I would look out the window, and I would debate. Each morning, I would consider whether today would be the day that I would leave the town, head out onto the road, and try to catch up with the Wayward. Each day, I would come up with a new excuse.

The first few days, it was that I needed more rest, and even though my body had begun to feel better rested—and the pain I had felt from the injuries sustained during my strange attack had healed—my mind still didn’t feel at peace. At least, that was what I told myself. Later on, it was more about how I didn’t want to head out with the storm, or the cold, or the wind. I could come up with any number of excuses as to why I wasn’t going to leave. Gradually, I started to wonder if I was going to come up with reasons that I should stay. Maybe that was where this journey was leading me.

It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. I was providing entertainment. I had food. I had a room. And I had somebody who was more than happy to mother me, though it had taken me a few days to realize that was what she was doing. She made sure that I had different clothes, that my room was made. She made sure I ate enough. She made sure I got enough sleep. She was comfortable.

I paused on the stage, those thoughts working through my mind. I could stay here, couldn’t I? The strange woman from the twilight gate hadn’t returned, so there was no reason for me to be worried about her or what she was going to do to me, as she must have already moved on. And if that were the case, then I was in no real danger here.

Besides, I didn’t have anything that she wanted, did I?

Only the song.

That thought lingered in me. I had the song. I didn’t know what it meant, and I didn’t know why I would have the song, or what she would want with it, but I kept thinking about the twilight gate, both what I had seen when she had begun her song, forcing me to sing along with her, and what I had seen in my dream. There was no reason to believe that my dream was real, or anything that I had experienced there was real, but maybe there was a reason for those visions.

Why, then, had I seen my mother in the vision? What did that mean?

I didn’t know. I didn’t know if it mattered.

I began with several simple songs. They were familiar to me, and they were ones that Benjamin had instructed to me were useful in getting a crowd on your side.

“Always start with the familiar,” he had said. “That way they think you are a good musician, even if you modify the tune. They want to hear what they know. Once you have them, you can mix in something new, experimental if that’s your thing, and gradually build it into the unfamiliar. You’ll always need to return to the familiar, though. That’s how you keep a crowd on your side. It’s the skilled minstrel who recognizes when to return to something familiar.”

I had been careful during my performances not to do anything too unusual. I knew better than to do that. So I stayed with the basics. I played “Dreamweaver’s Dulcimer,” “March of the Malian,” and “Fae Queen’s Fancy.”

Each time that I shifted to another song familiar to the crowd, there were some who would sing, others who would clap their hands, and some who would stomp their feet, all while staying part of my song. At times, people got up and danced, but Melissa had asked me not to get people dancing too long, as she didn’t want any damage to the tavern. I had found that to be amusing when she had first said it, only to realize why, as people tended to get a little wild. They would spin, slamming into tables, walls, and if they drank enough, crashing onto both, unmindful of what was happening to them or to those around them.

After playing for a while, I took a break, had a drink of water—though there were several people who tried to buy me ale, which I waved away—and sat trying to come up with what I would play next. It was always a challenge to come up with the right playlist. I didn’t want to lose the crowd.

Melissa slipped me a biscuit and patted me on the shoulder. “Eat. You have time. And don’t push yourself. I can imagine it hurts your fingers if you play too long.”

“I have calluses,” I said, though she was right. I had been playing a lot longer and much more than I was accustomed to. Calluses were great for practice, but longer performances was something else altogether.

“Anyway. Eat, and then you can get back to playing. Maybe don’t play quite so long tonight.”

“You don’t want to keep the crowd here?”

“Too big of a crowd, and too much ale, tends to get rowdier than I like. Without having anybody who can keep the peace, I find it best just to have people dispersed.” She shrugged. “Besides. I’m not hurting for business, so it’s okay.”

When I finished eating, the buttery biscuit crumbling in my mouth—and actually quite delicious, much like most of Melissa’s cooking—I took a seat on my stool, picked up the mandolin, and got ready for my next part of the performance. The crowd had fallen generally quiet, though not completely silent.

I began to play.

It was halfway through my second set, fingers dancing over the strings of my mandolin, the familiar rhythms and melodies flowing through me like a river. There was an energy in the tavern in the way that the people swayed to the music, their conversations and laughter almost an accompaniment to the performance.

My eyes, half-closed in concentration, swept over the crowd, meeting the eyes of the townsfolk, seeing their smiles, their nods of appreciation. I had been working on different techniques for ignoring the crowd. I thought about what Benjamin had taught me, what Edith had taught me, what others had said to me about how to handle performing. I found that the more I performed, the less nervous I became.

Now I looked around the tavern as I played, gauging the response of the crowd. I hoped that in time, I would get better at gauging the crowd, but for now, just seeing that they were interested and invested, and what I was planning was enough.

The door opened, and I glanced over as I often did.

My gaze froze. My fingers faltered on the strings, a discordant note ringing in the room. There, standing at the entrance of the tavern, was the woman from the twilight gate. She was as strange and enigmatic as I remembered her. Her dark hair gleamed under the soft lights of the tavern, her cloak seeming to flutter around her despite the absence of any wind.

Her eyes were fixed on me.

My heart pounded, my mind a whirl of questions and confusion.

My fingers, now trembling slightly, moved back to the strings of my mandolin. I resumed my performance, my eyes locked with the woman’s, my music now a reflection of the turmoil within me. The notes were no longer just melodies, they were questions, pleas for answers, echoes of my confusion.

She was here.

I had stayed here too long. I should have left days ago.

A chill ran down my spine as she locked eyes with me.

From across the tavern, Melissa seemed to sense that something was amiss. She frowned at me, and I flicked my gaze over toward the woman, who still stood framed in the doorway. Melissa glanced in that direction before nodding briefly. She made a motion toward the back of the tavern.

With a swift, decisive motion, I scooped up my mandolin, cradling it against my chest as if it were a lifeline. “Time for a break,” I announced, attempting to keep my voice steady as I rose from the stool. The forced cheerfulness was a stark contrast to the panic welling within me.

The patrons responded with polite applause, oblivious to the drama unfolding before them. The woman, her eyes narrowing, began to push through the crowd, but I was already in motion. Melissa guided me toward a small door, pushing it open in revealing a back entrance to the tavern.

“Don’t know what’s going on here, but if you need to go, just go. If she is who you think she is, I can delay her.”

I nodded, swallowing hard against the knot of fear in my throat. “I’m sorry,” I said.

She shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. I don’t know what she did to you, but I can see the face of someone who’s been hurt. Just go.”

“Thank you,” I managed to whisper before slipping out into the alley, my mandolin clutched tightly to my chest.

This was part of my journey, I knew. It was not the destination. The problem was that I didn’t feel as if this part of my journey was my choice. It felt as if I were forced on a path that I did not want to take.

My mother had never warned me about that.


Interlude 4


Matthew and Garridan reached the city without any further difficulty. They had visited several other cities, investigating several other names they had been given, and came up short with each one. As he began to narrow down the names, Garridan started to lose hope in their prospects and began to worry that he was running out of time. Eventually they would be missed at the Academy.

Matthew would not be willing to stay gone for much longer, he knew. And he didn’t know if he was willing to, either.

The caserra did not bother them, even though they had been pursuing them for the better part of a week. Then again, it was possible that they weren’t pursuing so much as the caserra were just simply there.

At night, they rested and left the fabricator stones gathered around them, which offered a measure of protection and ensured they were not in any danger from anything near them, but during the daytime, they just kept at a rapid pace.

As they drew closer to the city, one more stop on the journey, Garridan couldn’t help feeling like he was getting closer to the answers he wanted. They didn’t have unlimited time before they were expected back at the Academy, though Garridan didn’t know if that even mattered. This was something he needed to do.

The days had turned a little hotter. It suited his mood.

They found themselves in a small tavern on the outskirts of the city, and Matthew inquired about how to find the luthier.

He came over to the table carrying two mugs of ale and offered a broad grin as he dropped into a seat. “It’s not very far from here. They say he’s pretty well-known. There are quite a few different minstrels who come through here. They actually asked if you were one because they’ve been having a hard time getting anybody to perform here.”

Matthew turned, looking around the inside of the tavern. It wasn’t the nicest place they had visited along the road, Garridan thought, but it wasn’t nearly as dirty as some of the places they had visited, either.

“You don’t have to look like that,” Matthew said. “They just don’t get a lot of activity through here, as there are other places that are favored, apparently. And they said they pay pretty well.”

Garridan chuckled. “I’d be curious to see what they believed paying pretty well to mean.”

“There you go again,” Matthew said. “The Garridan judgment.”

“You say that as if I do this all the time.”

“Maybe not all the time, but often enough.” He chuckled. “Anyway. The Garridan judgment,” he went on, chuckling.

Garridan tapped his foot and then took a faint swig of the ale. He found it to be a bit too bitter for his taste, and maybe a little warmer than he liked, as well. Still, ale was ale, and he was thankful that Matthew had thought to bring him a mug when he had gathered one for himself.

“Anyway, I told him that you aren’t performing.”

“Just now, or in general?”

“Well, now, in particular, but in general.”

“They wouldn’t care for my performance, anyway.”

“I doubt that.”

“Have you heard me?”

“Well, I can’t actually remember the last time I heard you playing. I’ve heard you working with different instruments, but I suppose that’s not quite the same, is it?”

“Not at all,” Garridan said. And yet, his fingers itched to play. Maybe they shouldn’t, as he knew better, as there were times when music was only bound to get them into trouble, especially the kind of things that he tended to sing about when he performed.

He finished the ale.

“When do you want to go?” Matthew asked.

“No time like now,” he said.

“I figured you would say that. That’s why I got the ale, as I wanted to slow down the Garridan urgency. I have notes to make.”

“First it’s judgment, now it’s urgency?”

“Just wait till you hear what’s later,” Matthew said, offering a grin.

As they left the tavern, Garridan used the opportunity to sweep his gaze around as he searched for any additional dangers. Matthew remained quiet until they reached the luthier, this one much nicer and larger than most they had visited. It had a massive storefront, with plenty of windows along the face of it, and was brightly painted.

“I’m not so sure about this,” Matthew said.

“The name is the same,” Garridan said. “And that’s the only one that has no one here.”

“I’m not challenging you. I’m challenging what Warrick shared with us.”

“I thought you trusted him.”

“I trusted him until he jumped us, so…”

Garridan had thought the list was accurate, but this one didn’t feel quite right.

“Regardless, let’s go in,” Matthew said. “Will you use the same plan as before?”

“I don’t think that I need you to scout the street on this one.”

“What’s your angle?”

“I will approach it the same way I have been. I’m looking for somebody to make an instrument.”

“That hasn’t gone all that well so far. I wonder what would happen were you to try something different.”

“No. This is the way.”

The inside smelled almost sterile. It didn’t smell at all like a typical luthier, with no sense of oil or resin or sawdust hanging in the air. This was too clean. And he thought he understood the reason. It was not just a luthier. This was a merchant, as well.

“I’ve never seen so many in one place,” Matthew said, leaning closer to Garridan. “Look at them. And look at some of the designs.”

There had to be several dozen different lutes hanging from the walls. There were other instruments, as well. Some with long, narrow necks, some smaller, with only single courses of strings, and some that were in shapes that Garridan had never even seen before.

“Just relax,” he said, looking over at Matthew.

“I’m relaxed,” he said.

“I was talking to myself,” Garridan said. “Different approach,” he whispered and took one of the instruments off the wall. This had a long, oval-shaped bowl, with the neck bent at a much sharper angle than was typical. The wood was richly stained, and it had a meticulous sort of craftsmanship to it that he couldn’t deny. As he carried it to take a seat, somebody came out from the back. This was a prim-looking older man, dressed all in black, with his hands pressed up against his chest.

“I’m sorry, but the instruments are not for⁠—”

Garridan cut him off and immediately began strumming, quickly working his fingers along the strings. It had been a long time since he had played a lute like this, and the instrument sang beneath his fingertips.

Matthew stood off to the side, watching him as he often did. Especially since pushing to come along on this journey. Garridan worked his way from one song to another and felt the music carrying through him until he hit a strange note. He played through it, but he didn’t like the way it felt. There was something off about this instrument, though he couldn’t quite place what it was. He finished, and then handed it to Matthew, who took it.

“You play quite well for someone your age,” the luthier said.

Garridan debated how he wanted to approach this. He could feign irritation at someone assuming his age, and given previous experience, he knew how that would go. “I haven’t given you any indication about how old I am.”

He found an older instrument that looked as if it were well cared for. It didn’t look as visually fancy as some of the others, but he knew that looks could sometimes be deceiving.

Garridan grabbed it off the hook and then began to play. This one carried the tone, and the tune, much better than the other one had. He fell into a rhythm, listening and feeling it carrying beneath his fingertips.

“Someone with your skill would do better playing a different instrument,” the luthier said.

“Actually, I like this one better than the other,” Garridan said, turning it. He wondered who the luthier was who had made it. He had a pretty good idea, at least from the intonation, as to where it was made. Certain wood species, and certain luthiers, had various characteristics that could be identified. This one was also strung a little differently, which gave it a more regional feel.

“Why, you have a good eye, young sir,” he said. “And a better ear.”

“That’s quite kind of you to say,” Garridan said. But he ignored the rest of the man’s attention.

The next instrument the man attempted to hand him was as ornately made as the first, and though it looked expensive, it didn’t play nearly as well.

He handed that one to the man and then wandered along the shelves.

Matthew looked over. “I thought you didn’t play any longer?”

“I don’t. I’m just testing them out.”

He snorted. “You consider this not playing? I wonder what it was like when you actually believed you were playing.”

“Well, there are certain things that you need to do if you want to test out an instrument. You have to make sure that it suits your need.”

There was something odd about this shop that put Garridan on edge, though he wasn’t exactly sure what he was picking up on, nor why it troubled him.

“We need to be careful,” he said, looking over at Matthew. “I’m not exactly sure…”

Garridan trailed off as the door to the back came open.

The man who came out wasn’t somebody Garridan recognized. He was average size, average build, with sharp blue eyes that seemed to quickly survey, weighing and dismissing Matthew before darting to Garridan, where they lingered, almost as if trying to decide whether or not he was any real danger. But it wasn’t even that which bothered Garridan.

No, it was the three men who filed out behind him.

“Seems we did find the Guild,” Garridan muttered.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight

BACK ON THE ROAD


The road stretched before me, an endless trail of dirt and gravel snaking its way through the countryside. I moved quickly, my boots kicking up small puffs of dust with each hurried step. The mandolin was a reassuring weight against my back, the familiar shape of the case offering a semblance of comfort amidst the uncertainty. Despite my exhaustion, I pressed on, the fear of being caught fueling my determination.

Cargolath sprawled in the valley below. The river, a slender silver thread from this distance, weaved its way through the town, its surface twinkling under the glow of the setting sun.

Against this serene backdrop, the sawmill stood out. Its tall chimney puffed steadily, a rhythmic cadence that was as familiar to the town as the river’s babble. But today, another plume of smoke joined it, this one originating from the center of the town.

A plume of darkness twisted and twirled its way up into the sky. The sight of it sent a shock of fear through my heart, the normally comforting image of the inn now tainted by the ominous smoke signal. Squinting against the fading sun, my eyes traced the path of the smoke, its dark tendrils reaching out like fingers. A knot of dread tightened in my stomach as the image seared itself into my mind.

Melissa had helped me escape when the woman appeared, and now, I feared she might be in danger because of me.

I felt a sharp pang of guilt as I watched the smoke rise higher into the sky, its dark tendrils staining the otherwise clear blue canvas. I felt helpless, caught in the agonizing choice between moving forward or turning back.

But I couldn’t afford to go back, to put Melissa or anyone else at risk. I was the one being hunted, and my presence would only bring danger. The best thing I could do for Melissa, and for Cargolath, was to keep going, to lead the danger away.

With a heavy heart, I turned away. I would repay her kindness one day.

Night passed into day.

Every so often, I would pass other travelers on the road—merchants hauling their goods to the next town, families packed into rickety wagons, solitary wanderers like myself. I kept my head down, avoiding eye contact, unwilling to draw attention to myself. I was just another face in the crowd, another wanderer on the road, and I intended to keep it that way.

As I journeyed, the terrain began to change. The lush, green fields gave way to dense, sprawling forests, the road narrowing as it delved deeper into the wilderness. The sound of chirping birds and rustling leaves filled the air, the forest humming with life, oblivious to the troubled traveler passing through.

More than ever, I couldn’t help but feel as if I needed the safety of the Wayward. I didn’t know if I could outrun the woman from the twilight gate, but if I had the safety of the wagons, the safety of the Custodians, I wouldn’t have to fear her.

But was that true?

Or would I draw her to the Wayward?

And I realized my mistake. It had been a mistake, after all. I had played music, and given what I knew of her, and how she had been interested in my song, that had been the danger.

The memory of what she had said stayed with me. She had needed the fragment of song because she had needed it to help her with the twilight gate, claiming that I must have heard it one point. I had no idea how. Maybe it was something Benjamin had played, and if so, where would he have heard it?

More importantly, why would he have played it for me?

Unless Benjamin hadn’t known the danger of playing a song like that. Then again, given what I knew of Benjamin and his experience with such things, I had a hard time thinking he would not have known what he was doing. More likely than not, he would’ve known exactly what it was, and perhaps would have even known what to expect from playing it. Had he done it as a test?

Or maybe he had done it because of what he thought was necessary to help my mother. I thought about what he had claimed of the fae wasting, and perhaps it was all tied to that.

The road had grown steadily steeper, the surrounding landscape gradually transforming from sprawling farmland into a series of rolling hills. I trudged on, my legs aching with the effort, until I reached the crest of a particularly tall hill. Pausing to catch my breath, I turned to take one last look in the distance, back toward the town I’d left behind.
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As the sun began to sink beneath the horizon, casting long shadows over the landscape, I spotted a shape in the distance. It was a caserra, a creature reminiscent of the silverwolves I’d had some experience with while with the Wayward, but larger and more fearsome. Its fur was a shimmering blend of obsidian and silver, catching the dying light of the day and casting a spectral glow. Its eyes, a piercing icy blue, were fixed on me, unblinking.

Caserras were known to be cunning hunters, their intelligence almost matching that of humans. This one was no different. It moved with a calculated grace, keeping pace with me but never coming too close. I imagined it to be sizing me up, gauging my strength, my speed, my resolve.

It was alone, which was unusual. Caserras were pack animals, and to see one without its kin was rare and unnerving.

Knowing this, a feeling of unease began to creep into my heart.

Was the rest of its pack lurking in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to strike? There were stories of all sorts of creatures, but the caserra were not ones I had heard that many stories about. Only that they could be brutal, ruthless hunters, but they generally left people alone. Why was this caserra following me?

I quickened my pace, my eyes darting back and forth between the road ahead and the lone caserra. It matched my speed effortlessly, its muscular form gliding over the rugged terrain with ease. Its gaze never wavered, its eyes burning into me, a silent promise of a hunt.

As darkness began to fall, I needed to find shelter, and fast. I was alone, on unfamiliar ground, with a potential pack of caserras tracking me. But for now, all I could do was keep moving, hoping to find refuge before the hunt began in earnest.

I kept moving, not wanting to rest, knowing better than to allow myself that momentary reprieve, especially if there was such a dangerous creature after me. I didn’t think it would lunge at me in the daylight, but what about at night?

I remembered something that one of the hunters who had traveled with the caravan for a while had once said to me. I had asked if a fox was dangerous. We would often encounter them, and at that time, I was young enough that I had thought the creature was little more than a cute distraction, adorable in its size, and had even suggested to my mother that we could bring it in as a pet, which had only irritated her.

“Anything can be dangerous.”

“Well, I doubt anything can be dangerous. What about a rabbit?” I pointed to the side of the caravan where a small rabbit hopped along.

“Rabbits can get infections and they can spread it to people.”

I started to laugh. “Well, I suppose that you have to get close enough to get the infection, then.”

“True enough,” the hunter had said. “But sometimes things are agitated for reasons that you don’t even know. Maybe they’re hungry. Maybe they’re thirsty. Maybe they’re sick like the rabbit. But you must always be prepared. Even the kindest, most docile animal can turn on you.”

I didn’t like to think about that, but as we had traveled together, I had come to believe that my mother had asked him to say all that partly because I had let her know I wanted to find a pet. If not a fox, then a cat of some sort. We had come across other travelers, other wagons, that had cats with them, but my mother had always dismissed that. We didn’t have mice, she would always say, so we didn’t need a cat.

The journey through the night was a dance of shadows and whispers, each rustle of leaves, each snapped twig playing into my growing sense of unease. The caserra was a constant presence. I could feel its icy gaze on me, an unspoken challenge in its silent pursuit. It never came too close, but it never strayed too far either. It was waiting, biding its time, a hunter of the night.

As the hours wore on, my steps began to falter, the adrenaline that had fueled my flight slowly dwindling. My muscles ached, my breaths came in ragged gasps, and my eyes stung from the effort of staying alert. I needed to rest, if only for a moment.

I noticed a rocky outcrop casting shadows in the distance. It might not be enough, but it could provide me with a little bit of shelter. I clambered over the rocks and dropped to the ground, pressing my back against cold stone. The caserra, lit by the glow of the moon, halted at the base of the outcrop, its gaze lingering on me. It never came any closer. That didn’t mean I could rest easily, though.

Sleep, when it came, was fragmented and fleeting. My dreams were a whirlwind of dark forests and twilight gates, of smoke-filled inns and spectral wolves. Each sound, each rustle of leaves, jolted me awake, my heart pounding in my chest, my fingers clutching the cold stone beneath me.

[image: ]


A sharp, piercing cry jolted me awake. My eyes snapped open, the fragmented dreams of the night scattering like shards of glass. The taste of fear was still fresh in my mouth, the echoes of my dreams still resonating in my pounding heart.

The soft glow of the overhead moonlight seeped into the rocky crevice, casting long shadows. I blinked away the sleep, my senses heightening as I scanned my surroundings.

The caserra was closer now. It sat perched on a nearby outcrop, its silvery fur glistening in the early light, its eyes locked on me. The unspoken challenge still hung in the air between us. It was waiting, patient and silent, the tension humming like a taut bowstring.

A wave of adrenaline coursed through me, clearing away the last vestiges of sleep.

My hand, moving as if of its own accord, reached out and closed around a fist-sized rock.

I hurled the rock at the creature.

My aim was fine, but not as accurate as I’d need to be to hit a creature like that.

The caserra, agile and swift, leapt aside, its form a blur of silver against the night.

At least it was now a safer distance from me, staring at me with the same unblinking gaze, like a challenge against the darkness of night. The stone I’d hurled had scared it, but how long of a reprieve would I get?

Not long enough to get a good night of rest.

As I struggled to stay vigilant, I sought solace in my music, the familiar weight of my mandolin in my hands a grounding presence. My fingers found their place on the strings, the notes as familiar as my own heartbeat. I hesitated for a moment, then drew a deep breath, letting it out in a slow exhale.

As I started to play, the notes hung in the air, soft and mournful. The melody was one I had learned from Benjamin, a song for those lost and alone. It echoed around me, a solitary lament under the vast canopy of the sky.

Unlike when I had been in the tavern, I began to sing.

In the heart of the moon’s soft glow, a wandering fae did roam,

Lost in a world not his own, yearning for his home.

Beneath the silver starlight’s gleam, through whispering woods he’d tread,

With naught but his dreams to guide him, by olden memories led.

Oh, sing me a song of the twilight gate, that leads to the world unknown,

Of the fae who wandered far and wide, through realms to him unshown.

In his heart a silent plea, in his soul a mournful moan,

Wandering, always wandering, seeking the path to home.

On hills of emerald and seas of sapphire, his lonely echo fell,

In the hush of the midnight silence, his story he would tell.

Of a world where the sunbeams danced, where the moonlight softly gleams,

Now but a distant memory, lost in the sea of dreams.

Oh, sing me a song of the twilight gate, that shimmers in the night,

Of the fae with the sorrow in his eyes, and the heart so full of fright.

In his song a yearning cry, in his melody a tome,

Wandering, always wandering, seeking the way to home.

The caserra watched from a distance, its icy gaze fixed on me. Its ears twitched as the notes washed over it, the creature seemingly caught in the melody’s spell. I poured my fear, my loneliness, my longing into the song, my fingers dancing over the strings, drawing the music forth. My voice joined the melody, the lyrics a haunting whisper against the music’s backdrop.

The song seemed to stretch on. It was one Benjamin had once sung, and I realized after I had begun to sing why I had chosen this song.

The world around me faded, leaving only the music and the caserra.

Then, as the last note lingered in the air, the caserra rose, its form silhouetted against the star-studded sky. For a moment, our gazes locked. Then, with a soft whine, it turned and disappeared into the darkness, fading like the last notes of my song.
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As morning broke, a hint of dawn beginning to push back the shadows, I emerged from the rocky shelter, my body aching, my mind weary. The caserra was nowhere in sight. The creature’s departure left me with a strange sense of emptiness.

I took to the road again, my steps dogged as I pressed on. The sun climbed higher in the sky, its golden rays warming the earth and chasing away the chill of the night. The world around me seemed to awaken, the land around me alive with the morning symphony of chirping birds and rustling leaves. A day like today would be a good one to find the Wayward, an opportunity to somehow reach a place of safety.

There was an undercurrent of tension, a sense of unease that gnawed at me. The farther east I went, the more I felt it. And soon, I understood why.

I saw the first caserra around midday. It was a fleeting glimpse, a flash of gray and white disappearing into the undergrowth. Then another appeared, its icy eyes watching me from the edge of the road. Before long, I was aware of them all around me. Their presence was subtle, their movements shadowy and stealthy, but there was no doubt: The pack had found me.

My steps faltered, the reality of the situation sinking in. I was being hunted.

A cold dread seeped into my bones, the fear a visceral thing.

I kept walking. There was nothing else I could do. I quickened my pace, my fingers tightening around the strap of my mandolin case.

The longer I traveled, the more I began to worry about whether I would even be able to reach safety. In this case, safety might mean getting to another town or village, or it might mean finding a better shelter than I had the night before. I wasn’t about to give up, and I wasn’t about to allow the caserra to bring me down.

As I walked, I could sense them closing in. Shadows moved at the corner of my vision, shapes flitting between the trees. I could see them in the underbrush, their eyes gleaming with anticipation. My throat felt dry, but I refused to give in to the rising tide of fear.

Desperation clawed at me, compelling me to try anything. Stones scared them back, but only for a moment before they danced forward again, unmindful of me and the danger to them.

I had to find something to keep the pack at bay.

The song had worked the night before. Could it work again?

I wasn’t exactly sure why it had worked, but maybe I had performed some unknown chording Benjamin had tried to teach, though I didn’t feel as if I had. Or maybe I had found some song that the caserra found unpleasant.

I slung my mandolin around, my fingers trembling as they found the familiar strings. My mind felt muddled, fear threatening to drown my thoughts, but I focused.

My fingers faltered at first, a discordant pluck, a missed note. But I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and found the rhythm hidden deep within my heart. It began as a soft, tentative melody, a gentle tune that wove itself into the sigh of the wind, the rustle of the leaves. It grew stronger, more insistent, the mournful chords echoing through the stillness.

As I played, another thought came to me.

What if I had somehow found the true Song?

That was real power, according to Benjamin.

And if I had, how long would it keep the caserra from attacking?


Chapter
Thirty-Nine

DANGERS ON THE ROAD


The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long, foreboding shadows that stretched across the path. The trees loomed taller, their forms taking on sinister silhouettes in the twilight. The ever-present rustle of the caserra seemed to grow louder, their watchful eyes glittering in the darkness. It was a reminder of the coming night and the vulnerability it would bring.

Ahead, through the drawing of descending dusk, a flicker of light danced and bobbed in the distance.

A fire.

The sight stirred a mix of emotions within me. On one hand, it offered the promise of human company, a potential respite from the relentless pursuit. On the other, it could mean walking into danger. The memory of the strange woman and the twilight gate still lingered.

I hesitated at the edge of the forest, torn between the familiarity of solitude and the potential risk of a warm fire and the safety of more people. My eyes flicked nervously to the lurking caserra, their forms becoming harder to distinguish as darkness claimed the land. The thought of another sleepless night under their watchful eyes sent a shiver down my spine.

I took a deep breath and made my decision.

The firelight revealed a small encampment nestled amidst the shelter of the trees. Three sturdy wagons, their sides battered and weathered, formed a semicircle around the flames. Canvas canopies, dyed in earthy hues, hung over the sides of the wagons. The fire crackled in the center, casting its warm, flickering glow over everything.

Five figures huddled around the fire, faces concealed by shadows. Something about the group set me on edge, though I suspected it had more to do with the caserra and the unease I felt from them.

“Another traveler? Well, the great night do be gracing us tonight. Come join us,” one of the men at the fire called out, his voice smooth and inviting, as his companions turned to look at me.

I could only nod, my apprehension growing as I stepped forward into the circle of their firelight. Behind me, I could practically feel the caserra move in closer, which urged me forward. Still, unease began to work through me more than it had before.

It had to be my imagination, but there was something strange about these travelers. They were nothing like the Wayward, who had been a sorted group of travelers, each wanting to find safety. They didn’t look to be merchants, either, though I could not tell what purpose they had out on the road. Their wagons were indeterminate, and I couldn’t see the contents, so I couldn’t see whether they were traders or if they just had empty wagons.

The sharp-eyed man gestured to the woman, who reached into one of the wagons and brought out a plate. She handed it to me with a small, almost imperceptible smile. It was laden with a mound of something that looked like it had once been a stew, but had been cooked and re-cooked so many times, it had lost any semblance of its original form.

The smell hit me before I could take a bite. It was wrong. Not in the way that food goes bad, but in the way that things from a foreign land smell wrong. A mix of unfamiliar spices and herbs, the scent of it made my stomach churn. It was a smell that did not belong here, and strangely, it was a smell that felt as alien as the twilight gate.

I looked down at the plate, my heart hammering in my chest.

There was a strange sort of danger here that was different than the woman from the twilight gate. It was no less terrifying. Time spent traveling with the Wayward had taught me to recognize dangers.

I held onto the plate gingerly, trying to come up with a plan.

These were not the kind people of the Wayward.

And they were after something.

More than that, they had noticed the mandolin immediately. There had been a look in their eyes, maybe recognition or maybe something else. Whatever it was, I hadn’t cared for it.

Clearing my throat, I attempted to steer the conversation toward safer grounds. “So, which direction are you traveling?” I asked, my gaze sweeping over the group. Their faces were a study in shadows under the flickering firelight, the lines of their features solidified by what seemed like years of hardship.

The sharp-eyed man exchanged glances with the others, his lips curling into an inscrutable expression. “Depends on the day,” he replied, his voice smooth yet holding an undercurrent of something I couldn’t quite place.

“And today?” I pressed on, the unease within me growing. The silence that followed was palpable, only broken by the crackling of the fire and the distant hoot of a night bird.

“From the east,” came the reply from a burly man with a thick beard, his eyes gleaming under his bushy brows. The others chuckled, a sound that did nothing to ease the tension.

“I had friends coming from the east,” I said. “I’m heading toward them. I imagine they’re not far behind.”

“Really?” the sharp-eyed man asked. “We haven’t seen anything in that direction for several days, have we?”

They all looked at each other, and there was a hint of danger here.

More than a hint, I decided.

Some part of me recognized the danger here. It was the part that recognized those who had come to the Wayward with less than sincere intentions.

I straightened, and the plate of food slipped from my fingers unintentionally.

“I think I’ll be on my way,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I didn’t miss the way they exchanged glances, a silent communication that sent a chill of apprehension down my spine. “I appreciate the hospitality, but⁠—”

Their movements were coordinated as they rose and began to slowly, inexorably, fan out. The circle they formed seemed to close in around me, like a noose tightening. With a jolt, I realized my mistake: I had walked into a trap.

I took another step back, bumping into the hard body of a wagon.

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll be going anywhere,” the burly bearded man said.

“It’s no trouble,” I said, edging along the side of the wagon my back was pressed against.

My breath hitched in my throat as they drew their swords.

The only thought that came into my mind was of the Sheval. There were stories about them. Dangerous fae who had turned, who had made it their mission to stay on this side of the twilight gates, to hunt those they viewed as having slighted their kind. Stories spoke of blades that were darker than night and carried a kind of magic that could challenge even the most powerful of Aura.

And these swords reminded me of those stories.

Only, these people were not fae.

Were there trying to make it look like they were Sheval? They certainly had a strangeness about them that was amplified by everything they were doing here and how they were interacting with me, but that didn’t mean they were actual Sheval.

The weapons were strange, the blades inlaid with strange symbols that caught the firelight, casting eerie shadows. The cold glint in their eyes matched the steely gleam of their weapons, a clear message of their intent.

A rustling noise made me spin around just in time to see the first man lunge, his blade slicing through the air at me. I ducked, narrowly avoiding the attack, but before I could react further, a chorus of high-pitched cries rent through the night air.

The caserra.

From the darkness beyond the fire’s glow, they emerged. Their eyes glowed like fiery embers in the night, their fur bristling as they charged. The men gave startled yells, their attention shifting from me to the new threat.

I darted back, thinking to use the chaos to my advantage, as I wanted nothing more than to try to hide, both from the attackers and from the caserra. For their part, the men who had been so confident before now swung their swords in wild arcs, seemingly desperate to keep the creatures at bay. The caserra proved to be too elusive for them to reach, each attack going wide.

Clutching my mandolin to my chest, I neared one of the wagons but wasn’t going to be able to break away right then because both the caserra and the battling strangers were blocking my escape.

A single thought rolled through my mind.

The caserra had saved me.

One of the men stumbled toward me, his face bloodied and his eyes widening when he saw me. They narrowed, and he rushed at me. I stood frozen for a long moment but stirred myself into action.

I stepped off to the side and then stuck my foot out.

Lessons that I had learned when I was still young came back to me. “You can’t fight easily if you can’t stay on your feet,” Barlog had said. “Unless you are good on the ground. I’m going to teach you to handle yourself on your feet and on the ground.”

The man staggered past me, and as he stumbled, his head collided with one of the wagons with a sickening crunch. He collapsed.

I tried to stay away from the rest of it, not wanting to get caught up in whatever was happening here. I needed to escape.

And it wasn’t a battle.

It was horror.

I’d heard wild animals fighting before, but this was not a fight. This was brutality. This was snarling and ripping and tearing, mixed with the cries of man and woman, and occasionally the soft thud as a sword attempted to try to carve into the creatures. I kept looking for a way to escape, a way to run and get to safety.

The wagons still blocked my exit. I used their shape to shield myself, thinking that if nothing else, I could hide here, hopefully away from the caserra. I didn’t know what would happen once they finished with their attack.

Gradually the awful sounds began to abate.

The chaos began to ebb, replaced by an almost unsettling stillness. I held my breath, straining to hear if there was going to be another attack. But I heard nothing. The only sign of movement was from the fire, the flickering of the flames dancing against the backdrop of night, a crackling sound occasionally stretching.

Then, slowly, the forest began to reclaim its sounds. The soft rustle of leaves. The distant hoot of an owl. The gentle whisper of the wind. But beneath it all, a tense undercurrent remained, a testament to the violence.

I waited, body aching, but the instinct for self-preservation outweighed any physical discomfort. The remnants of the campfire smoldered, the once vibrant flames reduced to embers, their glow reflecting off the dark, watchful eyes of the lingering caserra.

Finally, the silence was broken by the soft crunch of undergrowth. The caserra began to retreat into the forest. They didn’t come after me.

I wondered about that. Maybe because they had stopped me the other night and had heard the song—or the Song. Whatever it was, they left me. And I was thankful.

Only, as the creatures departed, one of them paused, looking back at me. Its gaze seemed almost knowing. I had heard stories of them having intelligence, but I had never really believed it. How could one believe that any creature could be intelligent?

Until you saw it stare at you.

When even that one disappeared, I felt the overwhelming desire to simply collapse on the ground. I was alone, in silence, but I was safe.

The wagons were silhouettes in the dim light, colors dulled by the darkness, and I wasn’t entirely sure what I should do here. Still, I knew what I needed.

I had been worried about survival, and about having necessary supplies, and it seemed as if I had been given a gift. A horrible, terrifying gift, but a gift, nonetheless. I needed to take advantage of it because it was the kind of thing I needed so I could survive.

Taking a step forward, I drew a shaky breath. I needed supplies. My footsteps crunched softly over the ground and the firelight cast a ghastly glow over the devastation. The woman lay motionless, a pair of knives in her hand though her belly had been ripped open and her throat had been gouged, blood pouring down the side. I gagged as I moved around her and looked at the others.

This was the reason so many others wanted to travel with the Wayward. It was the reason we traveled together, having Custodians and those who knew how to defend and protect each other. The road was not always safe, and often was just as dangerous and violent as what I had just witnessed here.

I had never seen anything quite like this before, though. I had never seen the caserra, let alone heard of them attacking travelers.

Had they not, I knew what would’ve happened to me.

Something just as horrifying.

I moved on, reminding myself that my goal was supplies. The first thing I came across was one of the strange swords the men had used. When I lifted it, the metal felt cool and foreign in my hand. I wasn’t a fighter, so I was not familiar with the weight of it, though it did feel lighter than I had expected.

I didn’t know how to use a sword. There had been a time when I was traveling with the Wayward when there had been a soldier who had wanted to try to teach me, and my mother had begrudgingly allowed that, though I had never gotten skilled with it. I was better at hand-to-hand combat and had never really learned how to wield a blade very effectively.

“Sometimes a sword is more of a deterrent than a weapon,” he had said. “Especially to those who see it as more dangerous than it is.”

“The sword isn’t dangerous?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s dangerous, but in the wrong hands…” He shrugged. “In the wrong hands, it’s dangerous, but mostly to themselves. Unless you really know how to wield the blade, it’s better just to use it as a deterrent.”

“I see.”

He had chuckled. “Not that I’m not willing to show you, as I do think that there are certain things a young man your age should know about weapons, and things I think you can learn if your mother doesn’t mind,” he went on, looking over at my mother, who was seated near the wagon. She was talking to several of the others, including a young couple who had joined us for a stretch. “But she also seems to want to try to keep you from some of the darkness of the world. Not that I can blame her. Sometimes it is better just to pretend that darkness doesn’t exist.”

“It doesn’t change anything, though,” I said.

“No, it don’t change anything. Now, the simplest thing to do with the sword is to poke with it. You don’t have to block, you don’t have to know any footwork, and if somebody gets close, you just drive the blade into the belly. Brutal, efficient, and effective. If you can’t do that, then make it look like you are willing to.” He had shrugged again. “Like I said. A deterrent.”

I held the blade up. This one felt like more than just a deterrent. I wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it, as the blade itself was slick, and it seemed to be strangely warm, with odd-looking writing along the blade. I remembered it from one of the men. And I remembered there had been others like it, but this was the only one I saw now.

I would keep it. At least, unless I found my way back to the Wayward, where I wouldn’t need a blade. I could give it to one of the Custodians at that point and let them deal with it. I’d let them be the deterrent. For now, I would hold onto it, and I would use the weapon as my way of ensuring my own safety.

It was better than my knife. Much better.

Next was a length of rope, sturdy and well-used. It was a practical item. I could use it to secure a shelter, to create a snare, or even to secure a makeshift bandage. The rope, like the sword, was a means to survive.

A bag lay discarded near one of the wagons, its contents strewn across the ground. I collected it, taking a moment to fill it with the scattered items: a handful of coins, a small knife, a tinderbox. All of which would be useful.

Search the wagons.

Most of them were empty. I wasn’t terribly surprised, as I thought they were mostly for show, to make it look as if they were merchants. Travelers tended to trust merchants more than others.

They weren’t entirely empty, though.

Tattered clothes were in one wagon, and I looked at them for a moment before tossing them into the fire, watching as the embers reignited and greedily swallowed them. It felt right to do that.

Should I do the same with the bodies?

It might keep other predators from coming here, but I also didn’t want there to be any question about what had happened. Maybe if other travelers came this way, they would see the ruins and remains of the bodies and they would realize this was not a safe place. Maybe they would realize there were other creatures that came through here that would pose a danger to them, and maybe they would avoid it. Then again, I doubted it would deter anybody from scavenging here.

As I continued searching the wagons, I started to lose hope that I would find anything else that could be useful, until I came across the end wagon.

Food. A sack of dried fruits and nuts, a hunk of hard cheese, and a half-eaten loaf of bread. It was a meager meal, but better than what they’d offered me.

I stuffed all that into the bag, as well. It would help keep my belly full as long as possible.

There was no reason to linger here any longer. The fire might be nice to rest next to, but I wasn’t about to stay near the bodies. I didn’t think the caserra would return, but then, I hadn’t thought the caserra would attack like this, either.

I moved away until I found a grove of trees and a stream that murmured through it. I nestled in the roots of a large tree, a carpet of moss soft beneath me. As I settled in, the sword and the bag within arm’s reach, the sounds of the night seemed to swell. The rustle of leaves, the chirping of night insects, the distant hoot of an owl. Yet, among these sounds, there was no sign of the caserra. No growls, no rustling in the undergrowth, no haunting cries split the night.

I couldn’t help but wonder at the absence of the pack.

They had not followed me, had not launched a second attack. They had saved me.

It was a strange feeling to have, and stranger still was the fact that I believed it was probably true.

Only, why had they saved me?

Were they waiting to return?

Or maybe I was a snack they would save for later.

That was a grim thought, but it was still the only thought I had as I drifted to sleep.


Chapter
Forty

VIGILANCE OF THE CASERRA


Dreams plagued me while I slept.

Some of the dreams involved the twilight gate, and others involved my mother, and still others involved the travelers and the attack, visions of the caserra racing through my mind.

I had anticipated having nightmares about what had happened, but they had not terrified me. Perhaps it was the safety I had felt from the caserra. Or perhaps it was that I had been desensitized. I didn’t know.

So I kept going.

The morning sun painted the sky in hues of pink and orange as I trudged along the road. The sleep had rejuvenated me, helping me push away the horrors of the previous night. The mandolin case swung by my side, the sword and bag slung over my shoulder.

As the sun climbed, the world around me began to stir. The road, quiet and unpopulated in the early morning, started to show signs of life. The first to appear was a family of farmers. They huddled together in a cart drawn by a stout horse, a patchwork of harvest-ready crops peeking out from under a worn-out tarpaulin. They looked exhausted, probably the same way that I felt.

They glanced in my direction, and yet, they only looked at me for a few moments before turning their attention away. They were nervous, the same way I was nervous. It was the sort of feeling I understood, as I didn’t want to deal with any strangers either.

I trudged farther along. My pace was relatively slow, and I worried that if I kept at this slower pace, I wasn’t going able to catch up with the Wayward—if that was even possible.

Next came a solitary merchant, perched high on a mule that plodded along the beaten path. His robe was richly decorated, and his wagon was filled with an assortment of goods. Baskets overflowed with colorful spices, bolts of cloth were stacked high, and shiny trinkets winked in the sunlight. His gaze assessed me as if I were a potential buyer. He seemed to realize that I wasn’t going to be of much worth as a customer, and moved on.

The afternoon passed and as the time continued to roll, my feet throbbed and my back ached, mostly from carrying the sack and the sword, the weight of both of them unfamiliar to me. At one point, I paused near a meandering stream near the roadway to have a bite of the half loaf of bread, hesitating for a moment as I worried about whether it was poisoned, but was thankful it didn’t seem to be. It was stale, but I solved that by dipping it into the stream. I ate the nuts and berries, and then I hesitated before I consumed anything else. I might need more food, which meant that I needed to conserve what I had. I had no idea how far I had to go before I reached the next village.

What if I ran out of food?

My mother had explained to me when I was younger that you could go many days without eating, but not nearly as many days without drinking. So if nothing else, having access to water, however fresh and clean it might be, was better than the alternative. But I still didn’t like the idea of going with an empty belly.

Eventually, I came across another pair of travelers.

They were grizzled men, leading a team of oxen. Their bodies were rugged and worn, like the land they toiled upon. Their eyes, weathered by the elements, held a hard, unforgiving glint as they surveyed me.

Neither of them said anything as I passed, though they did seem to linger as they looked at my sword, as if trying to decide if I was much of a threat. They wouldn’t know that it was little more than a deterrent, but at least it worked for that.

The sun was high in the sky when I heard the distant rumble of wagon wheels. I glanced over my shoulder and my heart skipped a beat. A caravan of wagons was coming up the road, their canvas covers billowing in the wind. A cloud of dust trailed behind them.

Memories of the previous caravan rushed back. I glanced around, looking for a place to hide, but the road was bare, flanked by open fields that offered no cover. I could run, but where would I go? The caserra were still out there.

As the caravan drew closer, I forced myself to stand my ground, my grip tightening on the sword’s hilt. I had survived the twilight gate, the caserra, and the men of the last caravan. I could handle whatever this new threat might be. At least, that’s what I told myself as the first wagon drew up alongside me, its occupants peering out with curious eyes.

The wagons that trundled into sight were unassuming and well-worn, carrying the scars and scratches of many a long journey. Their wooden frames were bleached by the sun and the wheels creaked in protest with every revolution. Each was hitched to a pair of sturdy-looking mules that plodded along, their heads bobbing rhythmically to an unheard tune.

Four figures sat perched on the wagons. An older man was at the helm of the first wagon, his face a map of wrinkles and lines that spoke of years spent under the harsh kiss of the sun and wind. His hair was a salt-and-pepper mix, cropped short against his skull, and a well-trimmed beard framed his lips. His eyes, however, held a glint of curiosity that seemed at odds with his aged appearance.

Behind him, on the second wagon, sat three younger individuals. Two boys and a girl, their features a blend of the man’s, suggesting a family. They wore the same rough-spun clothes, stained, and faded from use, their hands calloused from hard work.

They looked to be merchants, though of modest means.

Their wagons were filled with a hodgepodge of goods, from stacks of firewood to bundles of wool, and small barrels that might have held ale or pickles. As they neared, I felt my muscles relax slightly. While I was wary from my recent encounters, there was something in their unpretentious appearance and their open faces that soothed my anxieties. They were just travelers, like me.

Wayward.

Only, these travelers were nothing like some of the others I had encountered in my passage. These looked as if they were just making their way. They slowed as they neared.

“We’re heading in the same direction, if you want to take a load off,” the older man said.

I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

The man glanced around before he looked at the three seated on the wagon behind him.

“It’s safe. At least, as safe as it can be. Beren there tends to be a little bit of a pain, but mostly they will treat you well enough. I know what it’s like to walk the road, and I know that it’s nice to have a seat when offered. We can take you as far as the next town, or as far as you’d like to go, whatever it is.”

The offer was tempting.

Everything about them struck me as like the Wayward, so similar to what my people would’ve done, but something within that offer left me hesitating. It was my own fear, I knew. And it was ridiculous, as I knew I didn’t need to fear these people. Besides, I had a weapon now, so there was no reason to be concerned, as there was no reason for me to fear they would even make a run at me.

“Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll keep walking.”

He regarded me for a few more moments but then grunted and guided his mules onward. The other three glanced in my direction but barely paid me much attention. The man was probably right that having a chance to sit would be better, but memories of the day before lingered in my mind, and I wasn’t about to trust again so soon.
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As the caravan continued its steady pace along the road, I hung back, maintaining a safe distance. The wagons creaked and groaned, their wheels churning up a fine cloud of dust that hung in the still air. The mules’ hooves clopped rhythmically against the hard-packed dirt.

I watched the caravan with wary eyes. I was a shadow trailing behind them, a silent observer. The older man occasionally glanced back, his eyes meeting mine with a curious, but not unkind, gaze. The younger ones seemed oblivious to my presence, absorbed in their own conversations and tasks.

There was an easy rhythm to their movement, a practiced routine borne out of countless days on the road. They stopped occasionally, allowing the mules to drink from a stream or to rest in the shade of a large tree. During these times, I would stop too, retreating into the tree line to avoid detection.

The sun moved steadily across the sky, its heat growing more intense with each passing hour. My skin prickled under its relentless glare, the dust from the road clinging to my sweat-drenched clothes. My mind was a whirlpool of thoughts, debating whether to overtake them or to give them more time to move on.

A part of me wanted the warmth of company, of the shared stories like we used to have with the Wayward. It was something that would be familiar.

As night began to draw onward, I slowed again. I noticed the crackling of the fire up in the distance. Memories of the fire from the night before, the danger I had experienced, lingered within me, and so I hesitated, but then I crept closer. Even if I didn’t go and join them at the fire, I could get close enough that I could benefit from it, couldn’t I? And I didn’t have the feeling they would attack me. I didn’t see anyone with a weapon, and nothing about them had seemed all that terrifying, though there was still that part of me that worried about whether or not there would be something they might do to me. I could see myself as a potential target.

I had a weapon. I had a bag that might have valuables in it. I had a mandolin.

Of all of the belongings I had now, that was the one I couldn’t lose.

And so as I neared, I made a point of stopping a hundred or so paces away, not so close as to allow them to see I was there. The light of their campfire should keep me from their vision, and the faint breeze was not too cold tonight, so I wasn’t going to be uncomfortable. I found a small cluster of grass near the stream, and I set up my own space there. I stretched the sword out beside me, and I rested my mandolin in front of me, standing the bag next to me. I ate the rest of the food, wishing there had been more of it or that I had done a better job of scavenging, but I had what I had.

The smell of the campfire, and that of what I presumed to be roasting meat, drew me, making me feel as if I wanted to go over and see what they had, and to see if they might have something they might able to offer to me, and if so, I could…

I shook my head, forcing those thoughts away. There was no point in going over there. There was nothing I could do, nothing they would be able to offer me. Nothing but danger.

Instead, I pulled my mandolin out and I began to softly, quietly, looking at the strings. I did so hesitantly, letting the strings carry the sound of the wind, the sound of my heart, the sound of my anxiety. It was a mournful sound, and at one point, I thought I heard a soft cry from some distant animal. It didn’t sound as if it was one of the caserra. There was the possibility that the creatures did roam out there and might be getting closer. Still, I continued to play, ignoring everything else, ignoring the sounds and what I was feeling, and ignoring my own underlying anxiety. It would do no good.

That was how I spent the night.

I drifted in and out of sleep, never getting much good or real rest.


Chapter
Forty-One

TRAVELING COMPANIONS


The following day, I found myself edging closer to the wagons as we traveled the winding road. The sun had risen to reveal a clear sky, golden light filtering through the canopy of leaves above us. The caravan’s occupants were going about a routine, seemingly oblivious to my presence. I watched them from a slightly safer distance, my nerves somewhat eased by what I’d seen of them.

There was a part of me that felt as if I were being ridiculous, as if I were being overly cautious, but another part of me knew better, at least considering what I had recently been through.

As we journeyed onward, I began to notice signs of the caserra lurking in the shadows. The marks of their clawed feet imprinted in the soft earth, the rustle of underbrush as they moved silently through the forest. Yet, they did not approach me. They remained hidden, their watchful eyes ever-present but unseen.

I couldn’t help but wonder if these creatures were somehow guarding me or if they were simply biding their time, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. Their presence was both a comfort and a concern, a constant reminder of the dangers that lurked within the shadows of the forest, but also of the surprising safety they’d offered when I had needed it most.

They never got that close. I kept waiting for the caserra to attack, but they never did. They just followed. I kept thinking about what I knew of the caserra, and I kept trying to come up with an answer as to their strange behavior, and I kept failing. I didn’t know why they wandered the way they did and didn’t know what they would do if they caught up to me. The stories I knew of them didn’t speak of those things.

They were intelligent. That was something I kept telling myself, thinking that maybe they were following because they were trying to understand the mandolin, the music, and the song.

Increasingly, I told myself that the song had made a difference with the caserra, even if I wasn’t sure why—or how.

As the day wore on, the caravan pressed forward, the mules’ hooves clopping rhythmically against the packed dirt. I sang to myself. Mostly it was a soft, soothing sound, and I worked through a number of different songs Benjamin had taught me before moving on to older songs, those I had heard and sung while traveling with the Wayward. It helped me relax, if only a little bit. I knew it probably didn’t make that much of a difference and that the song I was singing was probably just to ease my mind, but it still did that, easing my mind, however briefly.

The day passed slowly. My feet throbbed from the road. I might’ve spent quite a bit of time traveling with the Wayward, but I didn’t do it on foot. At least I was dressed reasonably well for the road, and my boots were not overly worn, but I did wonder if I would be able to continue for much longer this way.

As dusk fell, the wagons drew to a halt in a small clearing. The crackle of a fire being kindled resonated through the stillness, followed by the soft glow of flames illuminating the scene. The older man busied himself with the fire, his silhouette outlined by the flickering light. The younger ones were unloading provisions from the wagons, their movements reflecting a day’s weariness.

It didn’t take long before the caserra began to emerge from the shadows.

They started slowly, gradually creeping out of the darkness and the shadows, mostly flickering eyes that I was aware of, but every so often, it seemed as if they would turn, either looking in my direction or looking toward the wagons. They didn’t attack me, which left me with a bit of relief, but they did start to prowl slowly closer to the caravan.

Too close, I thought.

I couldn’t allow the caserra to attack them the same way that they had the other merchants. Or whatever they had been. These people didn’t deserve that.

The only thing that had worked with the caserra had been when I had played and found a chording—or the Song. It wasn’t clear to me which it was. Benjamin would be disappointed. He’d wanted me to learn the minor magics that I could uncover with parts of the song, playing the chordings, though I had been far more focused on simply learning to play rather than learning the magic.

Still, as I sat and watched, I attempted to try to find something that would distract them.

As before, it worked.

The caserra moved away.

As the notes of my song faded, the older man stood and gestured toward me, his figure silhouetted in the flames. I hesitated, but the pull of companionship and the aroma of food was too tempting. When I joined them, I clutched my mandolin, glancing at each person with a measure of suspicion.

The older man, however, greeted me with a friendly nod. “Come, join us,” he said, his voice gruff but welcoming. “You’ve been watching us long enough. We’re not going to hurt you, and you look like you could use a good meal.”

A makeshift table was laid out on a spread cloth, laden with a simple but hearty meal. There was a pot of stew, chunks of bread, and a wheel of cheese. My stomach growled at the sight.

I took a seat on a log near the fire, the warmth seeping into my chilled bones. A bowl of stew was handed to me, its contents steaming and fragrant. The others watched me as I took a tentative spoonful, their expressions softening when I whispered a quiet thanks.

“What was that song?”

This came from the girl, a mousy-looking person who had to be about my age, maybe a few years older, and she traced her fingers through her hair as she leaned over, frowning as she looked at me, the sword, and then at the mandolin case.

“‘The Hymn of Calum,’” I said.

“Why were you playing like that?”

“I was hoping to scare away the caserra,” I said between mouthfuls. The food was bland, but it was still food. And I knew better than to be anything but thankful for the hospitality of these strangers.

“Caserra?” The girl frowned and she leaned closer, scooting forward a little bit.

“There’ve been some creatures following you,” I said.

The boy leaned forward. “Really? We haven’t noticed.”

The other boy smirked. “You play a song for creatures?”

“They…” I debated how much to tell them, as I didn’t know if I wanted to fill them in on what had happened to the other caravan, though at this point, I sounded notably ridiculous, and I knew I would need to at least inform them about what I had experienced so that it didn’t continue to sound as if I were some insane person. “It lulls them. I don’t know why, but they were chasing me one night and I was throwing rocks at them, but it didn’t work. The only thing that worked was playing for them.”

“Strange,” the older boy said, leaning back. “I heard you playing. It sounded sad.”

“It was pretty,” the girl piped in.

“Let the boy eat,” the older man said, his voice gruff. “He’s had a hard few days.”

He looked at me, and there was something that passed between us. Was it a willingness to just have me with him? Or maybe there was something else. I wasn’t exactly sure what it was. At this point, I wasn’t even sure it mattered.

I had a measure of safety.

My belly was full. I was with others, and for a moment, it seemed as if there was going to be safety. I had to hope that at last, I’d found some. And if I hadn’t…

Well, I would move on. I was Wayward, wasn’t I?
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The next day, I found myself traveling with the small caravan, perched on a wooden bench in the lead wagon, feeling the creak of the seat as the wagon trundled along the road. The older man, who I had learned was named Thoren, handled the reins with ease, guiding the mules with a steady hand.

I had been wrong about my assessment of the others. The girl was named Amara, and she was his daughter, as was the older boy, Beren, but the other was a cousin named Jolath who traveled with them. As I had suspected, they were all traders, and they had moved through the countryside. I’d asked him about whether they had seen any sign of the Wayward, and though they had heard of the Wayward, they had not seen them. I supposed that was not at all surprising given the direction they had come from and the direction they were heading.

Thoren offered that I could stay until he caught up with them, though I had the distinct sense that it was just a measure of kindness, and not a real and honest offer.

“I’m just looking for my family,” I said. “And I won’t stay with you too long.”

“It’s not a bother, not really.”

I could sense the lie in that.

Unlike the Wayward, where we were willing to accept anybody who came to us, these travelers did not feel the same way. And I supposed I understood that. If it were me, and if it were just me and my family, I wasn’t sure I would want to have a stranger visiting, staying, and perhaps putting my family at risk, either. And so I kept quiet, mostly keeping to myself, but I also kept feeling as if perhaps I needed to find a different source of peace.

Thoren assured me that we were not far from another village. I was thankful for that, because in my mind, the moment we found another village was the moment I would have to leave him. There was a part of me that worried about staying with them too long, not only for my own safety, but also for theirs.

“I’m not going quite as far as Serastel, mind you. Don’t want to get caught up in those festivities.”

“What festivities?” I asked.

He arched a brow at me. “You really aren’t from around here, are you?”

I shrugged. I knew a little bit about Serastel, inasmuch as it was a large city situated along the border of Lisandel and Mursan, but I didn’t know much more beyond that.

“Can’t say that I know all the details either,” Thoren said with a little bit of a chuckle. “Only that folk be moving through here, gathering there. I figure it’s a little too busy these days for my kind. We will stop short of there, but if you want to go on to Serastel, it won’t be too hard for you to do so.”

A larger city would be safer, wouldn’t it?

Maybe that was what I should do.

And if there were people traveling toward a city like that, there was another possibility. Maybe I could find the Wayward again.

I still didn’t know anything about the woman who had tried to capture me and force me to help her with the twilight gate, but there was a part of me that remained concerned about her and her intentions.

The landscape rolled by at a leisurely pace, the green fields giving way to thickets of woods, and then to gently rolling hills. The sun was a warm, comforting presence on my back, and the rhythmic creaking of the wagon’s wheels, the soft clopping of the horses’ hooves, and the distant birdsong formed a soothing symphony of travel.

Despite the slowness of our progress, I felt oddly content. The constant vigilance I had kept up while traveling alone had been replaced with a newfound sense of security. The caserra were ever present, but I gradually began to view them as silent protectors rather than a threat. I wasn’t sure if that was misplaced optimism.

At one point, I pointed out the caserra, thinking they would want to see them, but none of them really were all that interested. Maybe that was for the best. The creatures had not gotten any closer and had not posed any sort of danger.

We camped another night without finding any signs of civilization before moving on. The night had been filled with quiet conversation until I had pulled out my mandolin and played for the four of them. I chose simple, familiar songs, and I played with a steady comfort, my hands feeling more confident than they had when I had first started performing. This time, it felt more like when I was thinking about performing for the Wayward, and I wasn’t as concerned about my skill.

Every so often, however, I would layer additional notes over the song, using some of the techniques Benjamin had taught me about mingling the song and blending music together so I could merge the tune in such a way that I might be able to draw out a different melody. I did this partly for practice, but partly because I still feared the possibility of a caserra attack. I did not want that, and I wanted to ensure our safety, and I thought it would be the only way to keep us safe.

I was vaguely aware of the caserra out in the night, mostly because I saw the occasional flashes of eyes that caught the firelight, but I didn’t hear anything else. I didn’t see more of them. They never got close to the fire, toward me. Toward the mandolin.

For whatever reason, the song scared them away.

Or perhaps they just were as I said, lulled into a measure of submission.

Either way, I found that a relief.

Amara had shifted close, wanting me to play a few other songs, which I had obliged, before Thoren shooed everybody to get some sleep.

Before I went to bed, Thoren dropped down next to me, looking over at me. “You’ve got a skillful hand,” he said. “You said you have a family waiting for you, but if you’d like, I can carry you as far as Neagan. You can find more places to play there.”

I knew where he was going with that question.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m looking for my family, though.”

He nodded. “But if you decide otherwise…”

I could only nod. Even if I didn’t find the Wayward, I wasn’t sure if I could stay with them, as I kept thinking back to what Benjamin and Ezekiel had wanted for me, an opportunity to go to the Academy, where I could learn to use my potential, as they both had made a point of saying. Increasingly, I found myself thinking that perhaps the Academy wasn’t going to be the right place for me, and I would be better served by going to find the Wayward, but I wasn’t at all sure if I would know how to find them. And I wasn’t at all sure if I would know what to do if I did. How would they react to my reappearance? Would they welcome me the way that they welcomed all Wayward, or would they treat me with too much delicacy, given my mother’s passing?

The night passed without any issues and when I awoke, I felt rested in a way that I had not been for a while. Not since leaving Melissa. There had been no sign of attack, nothing to make me alarmed, and nothing to make me think that I was in any sort of danger.

We got moving, and Thoren made it clear that we would be reaching a place that could be considered safe soon enough, though these days, I didn’t know whether I could even believe such comments.

Eventually, we neared the outskirts of a small village. A wave of nostalgia washed over me as it reminded me of other places I had visited with the Wayward. I tried to ignore the pangs of longing for that familiarity, simply appraising the village for what it was. And I tried to ignore how I missed everything that I had once been and hoped to find again.
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The village was a quaint little hamlet nestled amidst the sprawling countryside. Rolling green hills framed the settlement, dotted with patches of wildflowers that painted the landscape in hues of lavender, yellow, and pink. A narrow cobblestone path served as the main artery, meandering through the heart of the village and branching out into smaller veins that led to modest cottages.

The homes were small, made of weathered stone and timber, the roofs thatched with golden straw. Some of them boasted small, lovingly maintained gardens out front, brimming with herbs and vegetables. Smoke curled lazily from the brick chimneys, carrying the comforting scent of burning wood and home-cooked meals.

In the village center, a stone well served as the communal hub, with villagers congregating around it to draw water and share stories. We’d seen places like that with the Wayward before. A little farther off, the village square was bustling with life: a blacksmith hammering away at his anvil, a baker displaying fresh loaves of bread, children darting through the crowd, their laughter ringing out like music.

Despite its modest size, the village was vibrant and alive. The villagers moved about their tasks with a sense of purpose and routine, their faces marked by the lines of a life spent working the land. The villagers weren’t all that excited about having the wagons enter, though that didn’t surprise me. It didn’t seem to surprise Thoren, either, and he didn’t push, which suggested to me that he had enough experience with that attitude, of others keeping them outside their village, but it also suggested to me that maybe they understood they were safer.

“I might be able to get a night inside the tavern,” I said, looking over at Thoren. “Most places are happy to provide accommodations for a minstrel.”

I didn’t know if that was true or not, but I also didn’t know if he would challenge me on that.

“You go ahead. I think we will stay with the wagons. Probably safer; you know.”

The villagers cast wary glances at our approach, their eyes hinting at a wariness of strangers. As we drew closer, the chatter lessened, the laughter died down, and a palpable hush fell over the settlement. It was clear that the arrival of the wagons was an event of note in this quiet corner of the world.

He was not wrong about it being safer.

And a part of me thought I owed them a measure of loyalty for what they had done in offering me a ride, but I also wondered if I wanted to stay out in the open. Having a night in a bed…

“I could stay with you,” I offered.

“It’s not necessary. Go. We’ll be here in the morning. We have a bit of trade to do, and then will be on the way again. As I said to you before, you’re welcome to stay with us.”

I headed into town and found the tavern, along with its portly shop owner, who was more than happy to accommodate a minstrel and made no comment about my age or my road-weary appearance. I didn’t even have to negotiate much, though I did have to bargain for a room that was little more than a closet, and for food.

“I will give you two hours of entertainment in exchange for food and lodging,” I said. I felt more confident in my bartering skills after having been with Melissa and knew that it was only a matter of pressure. There was nothing to be lost if I didn’t get what I wanted, as I could certainly leave the village and stay with Thoren, but I could gain quite a bit by pushing here.

“Two hours,” he said. “And not a minute less.”

“Not a minute less.”

And so the night had gone. I’d eaten well and played for the two hours, even a little longer, taking requests and not really making the music any fancier than it needed to be. At one point, Thoren had guided his family into the tavern, locking eyes with me and nodding as he took a seat and they all ordered food. I noticed that they paid, and I felt a little guilty that I hadn’t bargained for their food, as well. I should have been better about repaying their kindness. I should have given what I could since I had certainly taken from them as well.

They left before I finished playing, and I settled into my closet, such as it was.

In the stillness of the night, I awoke with a start, the echoes of a half-forgotten nightmare fading into the darkness. My room was small and sparse. The only furniture was a rickety bed, a wooden chair, and a worn-out chest of drawers. A single lantern flickered on the bedside table, casting long, dancing shadows on the peeling wallpaper. I’d been reluctant to turn off the lantern, hesitant to spend another night in the dark.

That was when the dreams came.

A sense of unease had settled over me, a cold shiver prickling at the base of my spine. It was a sensation that was too familiar, too reminiscent of that fateful day when I had first spotted the woman who’d wanted to use the twilight gate.

My heart pounded as I sat up in bed, my eyes straining to pierce the darkness.

Everything was almost eerily quiet, and I felt a strange sort of uncertainty building inside myself. I rose, my feet silently hitting the cold wooden floor. The room felt smaller, the walls closing in, as I inched toward the window. The moon outside was a thin crescent, barely enough to illuminate the quiet street below.

Every instinct screamed at me to bolt, to leave this place and put as much distance between myself and the potential danger as possible. But I knew I couldn’t, not until I was sure. Still, it felt as if I were hunted. It was a fear that had been lingering in the back of my mind since I’d escaped the woman.

I had spent the night playing and earning my keep, though this village was a little different than where I had performed for Melissa, inasmuch as I had needed to prove that I was actually skilled with the mandolin before she had even offered me a room. There was no food for breakfast, but I had a few coins that I’d stolen from the first caravan, the one the cassera had attacked, and I was able to pay for my food that way. I could’ve gone back to Thoren and his caravan, but I didn’t want to depend upon his charity any more than necessary. If I was going to travel with him, then I needed to figure out a way to earn my keep, though at this point, I wasn’t sure what that was going to involve.

The strangeness lingered inside me, though.

I wasn’t exactly sure why I was feeling the strangeness around me, only that there had to be something to it. I tried to understand what it was, but I could not quite identify it.

Then through the window, I saw a figure moving.

They were slipping along the road as they came in my direction. Dark hair gleamed against the moonlight. The strangely cut robes were far too familiar. It was the woman from the twilight gate.

She had found me.

How?

There had to be some way that she was tracking me. I only wished I knew what it was.

I grabbed my belongings. It wasn’t difficult. I didn’t have many.

I waited until the woman got closer to the tavern, then pushed open the window and slipped out.

I hurried along the street, moving in the darkness, and racing away from the tavern.

And racing away from Thoren and his family.

I reached the edge of the town, saw their wagons, and squeezed my eyes shut for a moment. I couldn’t bring them into this. They deserved better.

And so I moved on.

I wished that I could say I was moving on to safety, but I didn’t think that was in store for me.


Chapter
Forty-Two

THE DESTINATION LOOMS


The persistent presence of the caserra was like a shadow that loomed just out of sight. I could feel their eyes on me, their silent vigilance both unnerving and oddly comforting. They trailed me as I moved, their presence a constant reminder of the danger I had evaded, but they never ventured closer. An unseen line seemed to keep them at bay, a boundary they were unwilling to cross.

My mandolin became my only real companion. I would play it periodically as I walked, my fingers dancing over the strings, plucking out melodies both old and new. The music echoed through the quiet roads and empty fields, a sweet lullaby for the silent watchers in the distance.

There was an unspoken understanding, a tacit agreement that hung in the air between us. As long as the notes filled the air, the caserra kept their distance, their eyes gleaming from the shadows.

Every so often, I would pause, my fingers stilling on the strings as I turned to look over my shoulder. There, in the distance, I would catch a glimpse of their silhouettes. They would freeze, their predatory gaze meeting mine, before disappearing back into the undergrowth. The silence they left in their wake was louder than any melody I could play.

As the road wound its way through rolling hills and dense forests, the landscape began to change subtly. The trees thinned out and the meandering path straightened and widened, bearing the marks of countless hooves and wheels. I kept looking behind me. I wasn’t certain, but I believed there was movement there. Maybe caserra, but I wasn’t entirely sure. It was difficult to know whether what was out there posed any sort of danger to me. There had been no sign of the woman, but I knew she was only a short distance behind me. I felt her at all times, though I knew that was more imagined than real. Then, quite suddenly, the city appeared on the horizon, its tall spires reaching toward the sky, a beacon of civilization amidst the wild.

It was strange to see the roads so empty, especially given that as I neared a city of this size, I would’ve expected more travelers. My experience traveling with the Wayward had told me that the closer we got to larger cities, the more likely it was to encounter more people on the road. This road, however, had remained relatively empty. I saw signs of foot traffic, but they were scarce. Even the road wasn’t rutted with wagon wheels. It was almost as if this were an unused road. And maybe it was. There really hadn’t been much in this direction. A small village, Cargolath, and not much else.

The city walls, a massive ring of stone and wood, stood tall and imposing. From my vantage point, I could see the tops of countless buildings, a sea of rooftops stretching out as far as the eye could see. The city buzzed with activity. From the road, I could hear the distant sounds of life: the clattering of hooves on cobblestone, the murmur of voices, the distant tolling of a bell. The air smelled of smoke and spices, a heady mix of scents that seemed to embody the city’s vibrant energy.

I was reminded of visiting places like this with the Wayward. This felt similar to places where we would most often get new travelers to join the wagons, but also similar to where we would lose travelers. It was a place of transition. This was where I should’ve left Thoren and the others, and I was left wondering if perhaps they had searched for me, or if they had learned that I had left. Maybe they had even seen me leaving. I still felt a pang of regret that I had not been able to say my farewell, but as I’d been walking, I found my mind constructing a song that would draw them into it as a way of finding a measure of thanks for the charity they had offered me.

And perhaps I had earned that charity. I was Wayward, wasn’t I? My family, my people, had offered similar many times over the years.

That was the one guiding philosophy of the Wayward. Take what you needed but give what you could.

The sun loomed high overhead as I started forward, making my way into the city. This was like many other places that we had visited when I was younger, with a massive stone wall surrounding it and iron gates blocking the entrance, though they were thrown open for the day. I tried to tamp down my memories of what I had been through, the dangers that I had experienced.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel as if I had gotten lucky so far. I had survived.

I remembered what Polinad, an older gambler with graying hair and a bulbous nose, had taught me over a stack of cards one night while traveling with the Wayward.

“Luck is a fickle thing,” he said. “A dangerous mistress. You think she loves you and is going to stay with you, but then she finds another, and she chases him, seducing him into believing she loves him just as much as she once loved you.”

“You don’t need to torment the boy,” Hadrian had said. He was playing cards with the man, and I could see that his stack of coins was shorter than it had been before they had started, and the old man, cheeks ruddy with the firelight, had a much larger stack of coins.

“Sometimes, you can cheat luck a little while, but it never lasts for very long. You had better be ready to handle such things if you decide to try to cheat luck.” He winked at me at that point, and though I didn’t really know what to make of it, I had instinctively known a little bit about what he was getting on about, and what it was like for a person to experience and cheat luck.

We had traveled together for only a little while. I found him gaming each night, as he was one of the few people in the wagons who loved to game, it seemed, always playing cards, though occasionally he would play dominoes, though he didn’t have nearly the same luck with that. When I asked my mother about it, she had just waved me away.

“Don’t mind him. A man like that thinks that gambling is the only way you can go through life.”

“Well, he was talking about luck and how she can follow you.”

My mother had turned to me, and there was a real look of irritation in her eyes that had not been there before. “Do you think that you need to live your life going through it by chasing something so intangible as luck?”

“I don’t know. You don’t think it helps?”

“Luck is as he says. Fickle. And it is unpredictable. I would much rather you take advantage of predictability. I would much rather you prepare. There are some who say that luck favors the prepared, though I’ve just found that the prepared can better identify opportunity when it comes to them.” She had looked at me, almost as if daring me to challenge her.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the city.

The city was a labyrinth of winding roads and narrow alleyways, flanked by buildings of all shapes and sizes. Stone and timber houses with thatched roofs stood shoulder to shoulder with ornate manors, their facades adorned with intricate carvings and gilded balustrades. Rising above it all were the city’s towers, their spires piercing the sky.

I worked through what I would do here. I knew I needed to find a place of safety, but I also wanted to search for any evidence of the Wayward. And hopefully I would find a tavern where I could play, even if only for a little while. That had worked with Melissa, and I had to believe it would work in a much larger city like this.

I was prepared. That was what my mother had wanted for me, wasn’t it?

Was I prepared?

I certainly had been practicing playing my mandolin and felt as if I was confident and competent enough in my skill to be able to perform, but I also didn’t know if that was enough preparation.

All I had to find was one place, though. One tavern. One proprietor. Find that, and I could earn my keep. Food. Shelter. Then I could keep going after the Wayward.

People of all walks of life filled the streets. Merchants hawked their wares, their voices a cacophony of different languages and dialects. I recognized a few but was surprised there were others I did not. Children darted between the legs of pedestrians, their laughter echoing off the walls. Guards in gleaming armor patrolled the streets, their stern gazes scanning the crowd for signs of trouble.

I moved through the city, my senses overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, and smells. The scent of freshly baked bread wafted from a nearby bakery, mingling with the sharp tang of a blacksmith’s forge and the sweet aroma of flowers from a roadside stall. The hum of conversation, the clatter of wagon wheels, and the occasional bray of animals filled the air.

Despite the city’s bustling energy, there was a sense of order and structure. The streets were clean and well-kept, the buildings were in good repair, and there was a palpable sense of safety within the city’s walls.

The energy here was a good one, and it struck me that this city was filled with a chaotic sort of power, and life, and it left me feeling as if this was the kind of place in which a person might be able to find profit, and an opportunity.

This was a place the Wayward would have loved coming to, partly because of that. It was the kind of place we would’ve come to from time to time because it would give us an opportunity to trade and refill our wagons, both with supplies and with people. It was the kind of place that made me wonder if the Wayward had already been here.

As I moved deeper into the city, the buildings grew taller, the crowds denser. The city center was marked by a grand square, a vast open space that housed a bustling marketplace. Stalls overflowed with vibrant textiles, gleaming trinkets, fragrant spices, and exotic fruits. I moved through the market, glancing at different stalls, letting the flow of the place carry me.

Until I saw an apothecary stand. It reminded me of my mother and how she had visited these places over the last year. Had I only known how sick she was, and what she had needed, I might have been able to do something, maybe even get her the help she needed. Or maybe that wouldn’t even have been possible.

I started forward before I even knew what I was doing, and then froze.

I recognized the sachets of different herbs.

“Jocelyn?”

Healers had a particular way of bundling items for sale, from what I had heard over the years. And Jocelyn had her own particular technique, bundling up her items with her sachets and binding them with ribbon.

“Are you interested in some herbs, boy?”

“Did you make these?” I asked, not looking up at the older woman.

“I did not, but I can attest to their skill. Traded for them, I did. Some of the best I’ve seen in quite some time, so you don’t have to worry about their quality.”

“How long ago?” I looked up and found the old woman, her wrinkled face, staring at me.

“Think you’re going to go and try to out negotiate me? Old Margaret knows better than that.”

“No. I’m just⁠—”

“If you’re not buying, you can get moving.” She huffed and then sat down.

I suspected she wasn’t going to tell me anything more, but maybe I didn’t even need to have her tell me anything more. Jocelyn had come through here. That meant the Wayward had come through here.

How long ago? That was the real challenge. If I could figure out when, I might be able to find my family again. I could search around the city, but they would be long gone by now.

I found myself standing outside a tavern, its wooden sign creaking in the evening breeze. The image of a prancing horse was carved into the wood, the paint chipped and faded with age, but still vivid enough to suggest a sense of welcome. A warm, golden glow spilled from its windows, casting a pool of light onto the cobblestone street.

The building itself was made of sturdy timber and stone, two stories high, with a thatched roof that looked like it had weathered many a storm. The door was thick, made of heavy oak, and I could hear the boisterous laughter and conversation seeping through the wood. A pleasant aroma of roasted meats and spiced ale wafted from the tavern.

I pushed open the door and stepped inside, sweeping my gaze around. This was a large enough city, and there had to be work for minstrels. The interior was a vast open space filled with wooden tables and benches, all worn. A large fireplace dominated one wall, the crackling fire casting flickering shadows that danced across the room. The bar counter was long and rough, lined with various bottles of spirits and ale, their contents nothing but pools of blackness in the firelight.

The tavern was filled with people, all of them dressed in drab colors, grays and blacks and browns. They were huddled together, conversations hushed. Every so often, I had the distinct impression that somebody looked at me, watching me, and I resisted the urge to turn away and leave.

Eventually, I found the proprietor. It was an older man, with a sharp nose and hard eyes. “What do you need, kid?”

The man looked around the inside of the tavern, his gaze never lingered in any one place for very long, almost as if he were unwilling, or unable, to do so. He kept sweeping his gaze around, pausing as he looked at me and then turning his attention to something or someone else. Every so often, he would make a motion with his hand and one of the servers would go scurrying in that direction.

He was directing his people, I realized.

“I’m a minstrel. I thought that maybe I could perform⁠—”

“Don’t need any minstrels,” he said.

“But I’m sure your tavern could use entertainment.”

“Doubt it,” he said. “Nobody needs to have any extra entertainment. Plenty of activity here otherwise.”

“But—”

“Got enough minstrels in town as it is. Don’t need some kid performing here.”

Enough minstrels?

Any city I had been in struggled to find enough minstrels. There had to be work somewhere.

I headed out of the tavern.

The city was strange, and there was an unusual energy here. But worse, I didn’t know if it was going to be a place of safety after all.
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As I wandered from one tavern to another, my senses were overwhelmed by the city’s cacophony. The constant noise of carriages rumbling over cobblestones, vendors shouting out their wares, and the incessant chatter of people was disorienting. The city’s buildings loomed over me, their tall, narrow facades crowding out the sky and trapping the noise within their confining walls.

None of the taverns were looking for performers. Apparently, there were plenty of performers in the city right now, and none of them needed a child, as I was constantly reminded. I offered to demonstrate my skill, but it didn’t make any difference.

Why would there be so many performers in the city now?

Maybe that was what it was like in any large city.

And if that were the case, how would I be able to prove myself, and my worth? I was a minstrel—wasn’t I?

Benjamin had made it clear that if I couldn’t turn my room and board, I was no minstrel.

And here I had hoped I could make my way in this city.

The only hope I had was that the Wayward weren’t too far from here. If they were, I could hurry along the road, regardless of how dangerous it was, and find them.

Find my people, find my family, find safety.

That was the promise I made to myself.


Interlude 5


Garridan reached for the spool in his pocket, readying it.

“Seems we have a couple of notorious musicians here,” the lead man said.

Garridan tipped his head politely. “Just one. Me.” Matthew shouldn’t be a part of this. “I take it that you are Igor?”

That was the name he’d been given by Warrick, though Garridan wondered if it was an accurate name. Maybe that was just the name of his shop.

Igor, or the man who could be Igor, tipped his head slightly, nodding. “You are in my shop, so yes.”

Garridan snorted. “It is quite the lovely shop. You obviously have skilled artisans here.”

“All of the work is my own, and those of the students beneath me.”

The students were probably the ones who were attempting to move around both him and Matthew, attempting to look casual as they flanked him.

They were apprentices to the Guild, he suspected. Not trained in the Academy, though Garridan had learned that didn’t matter so much to the Guild.

“Most of the instruments in here look lovely,” Garridan said, choosing his words carefully.

“They sound lovely, as well,” the man said, immediately catching the slight.

“Well, most sound just fine,” Garridan said. He offered a hint of a shrug, and now he was starting to get irritated, so he decided to play it up. Why not, when they had decided to spring on him like this?

But then, had the situations been reversed, he probably would’ve done the same thing.

“I’m afraid that you know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

Garridan tipped his head in a bit of a nod, and he offered just the slightest shrug. “Unfortunate, I imagine,” he said. “As I can also imagine that you would be eager to know where I learned how to play.”

“I hear notes of Toras, and a few different undertones of Festar, and through it all is an undercurrent of Tobias.”

Garridan snorted, though was surprised Igor had picked up on Festar. Very few people knew him. “Perhaps you do know.”

Igor spread his hands to either side. “Everybody is a compilation of everyone they have learned from. You obviously have had multiple teachers, despite your apparently young age, that have helped you find a melody unique to you.”

Garridan grunted. “Indeed. It is unique.”

He glanced around, surveying the others here. He had made a point of keeping the second lute that he’d played close to him. It wasn’t one that Igor had made, only reconditioned, and for good reason. Igor obviously had good taste, but also liked to think he was a skilled artisan, despite the fact that his instruments, every single one that he had made, were substandard. They looked lovely, but they sounded average. At least to someone who could identify such things.

“Are you going to keep me waiting?” Igor asked.

“Will it change anything?”

Igor chuckled. He regarded Garridan with intensity in his eyes, and far too much of a casual nature. “Perhaps not. Several different high profile Guild members have been targeted recently.”

“I haven’t heard,” Garridan said.

“I doubt that. It happened just as you were seen leaving Goldaf. And now you’re here. Warrick is dead, though through an apparent accident. “

“That is quite unfortunate.”

“Isn’t it?” Igor asked, and he continued to position himself with the others around Garridan.

For a moment, Garridan questioned whether he had overestimated his position. He should’ve known there was danger the moment he had stepped inside, as he had seen the quality of the instruments, but he also thought Igor underestimated him.

“It was a careless thing, killing Warrick,” Igor said.

“It’s a good thing I didn’t kill Warrick,” Garridan said.

“You aren’t the young man seen where he was killed?”

“I came from the north,” Garridan said.

“Oh?”

“It’s quite chilly there, though that’s not uncommon this time of year.”

Garridan doubted he would be able to talk his way out of this. Igor likely thought he could handle both him and Matthew easily.

That was Igor’s mistake, especially in believing that Matthew was any kind of a threat. Then again, a man like Igor probably had made many mistakes. His careless luthier construction attested to that.

“Tell me, Igor,” Garridan said, “at what point in your training did you forget that you had to seal the crossbars? Or perhaps you’re using substandard adhesive. It has been my experience that too many people tend to make a mistake on that, and it affects the intonation, which then affects the way the neck adheres, and the strings link, and…” Garridan shrugged, sweeping his gaze around the room. “It’s probably the reason you have a such a hard time selling these instruments. I have no doubt that you can sell them to rich little merchants who are simply looking to try to impress someone,” he went on, thinking about what Warrick had said and figuring that if nothing else, he could use the other man’s words against Igor, though he wasn’t sure it would make a difference, “but anyone with a discerning ear? I doubt you have any true minstrels come shopping for anything.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“From the look on your face, I think I do. What’s more, I think you know it. How many other shortcuts do you take? You’re certainly skilled at making something look lovely but making it sound lovely is another skill altogether. One that you thought to mask.” Garridan carefully leaned down, offering a wide smile. He lifted the lute he’d kept close to him. “I like this one. As you think that my playing style has different characteristics of Toras and Festar and Tobias, I can tell you that this instrument is almost certainly created by Monalian. And there is undoubtedly skill in its construction. Then again, you have tried to replicate it, without success.”

He started playing, his fingers working softly along the strings, moving carefully at first and readying for any reaction that Igor might make. Garridan wasn’t sure what the other man might do. But he was sure of what he was going to do.

“There’s one thing that you have missed in what you heard in my playing style.”

Igor was visibly upset now. “What is that?”

“You missed the influence of Halden.”

Then Garridan began to shift his song.

It was easy. And he darted from what was a lively, vibrant tune to one that was much more mournful, and plucked at something deep. Not only for him, as it came from him, but it also influenced the others near him.

They were frozen.

Garridan stared at Igor. “Do you recognize the tune?”

Igor did not move.

“Perhaps not. Perhaps you cannot.” Garridan chuckled. “Or perhaps you’re just simply too ignorant to recognize it. A shame, as it really is quite a lovely tune, especially on an instrument like this, one designed to carry it.”

With that, he strummed.

The sound echoed, and then everything went completely still as the power washed over Igor and his apprentices.

“What are you going to do now?” Matthew asked, seemingly unsurprised by what Garridan had just done.

“Now we take them to the back. We ask our questions. We get our answers.”

He walked over to Igor, who laid motionless. He wouldn’t be able to get up for a while.

He leaned toward Igor. “Now you’re going to talk to me about the Guild. And you’re going to be the reason that it falls.”


Chapter
Forty-Three

TIME SPENT ALONE


The day had been spent as what felt like a constant struggle. I wandered through the streets, looking for an opportunity, any opportunity, and failing more times than I cared to admit. Eventually, as the sun began to set in the sky, I found my way toward a busier marketplace. It was during this transition that I heard the soft, melancholic strains of a melody.

Turning a corner, I found the source of the music. An older minstrel was seated on an upturned crate, a worn lute cradled in his arms, his fingers dancing over the strings with practiced ease. His eyes were closed, lost in his music, his body swaying gently to the rhythm. The melody was a sad one, woven with notes of longing and loss. It echoed through the quietening streets, pulling at the heartstrings of the passersby who had paused to listen.

The performance reminded me of Benjamin, though these days, anytime I saw a minstrel, I thought back to him, thought back to what he had taught me, and I thought back to the lessons he had revealed to me. They weren’t just musical lessons. There were others within it, life lessons.

I missed what he’d offered.

A small gathering of listeners had formed around this minstrel, their faces softened in the flickering glow of nearby lanterns. A street urchin, cheeks smudged with dirt, sat cross-legged on the cobblestones, gazing up at the minstrel with wide, entranced eyes. A couple leaned against a nearby wall, their hands entwined, sharing a quiet moment together in the midst of the city’s chaos.

Drawn in by the music, I moved closer, standing at the edge of the gathering. I felt a kinship with the fellow musician. As the notes washed over me, my concern receded, replaced with a sense of comfort and familiarity. For a moment, I allowed myself to get lost in the music, to forget about what I had ahead of me.

The minstrel was good, one of the best I’d ever heard, and reminded me of Benjamin’s performances. If all of the minstrels in the city were like this person, then I understood why the taverns wouldn’t have need for anybody like me. Maybe there was an abundance of people who had trained at the Academy in the School of Song.

Once the last note of the minstrel’s song had faded into the chill of the evening, he slowly opened his eyes, acknowledging the smattering of applause from the gathered listeners. He gave a small nod, his weathered face creased into a grateful smile, before carefully setting down his lute and standing up from his makeshift seat.

The minstrel hoisted his case. People had been throwing coins into it while listening, but he made it seem as if the case had been empty, having scooped the coins quickly in a skillful maneuver.

With a final wave to the dispersing crowd, the minstrel picked up his instrument and began to move away. I watched as he weaved through the dwindling crowd, his steps unhurried yet purposeful. I kept thinking back to what the very first tavern owner had said about the number of performers. There was something odd about it.

I followed, keeping a discreet distance.

As I trailed him, I noticed a peculiar behavior. He seemed to be following someone else within the crowd. His gaze was fixed on a figure a little way ahead. A man in a dark cloak, his hood pulled low to shield his face.

He maintained a steady distance, mirroring the man’s turns and stops with an uncanny precision. His casual demeanor from the performance had been replaced with an air of intense focus. His hands, which earlier had created music, now gripped the lute with a tenseness.

The city’s noises faded into a distant hum as I followed the pair, my own fears and needs temporarily forgotten. The maze of city streets swallowed us, the flickering lamplights casting a ghostly glow on the unfolding chase.

The minstrel followed the other man into a darker section of the city, where the noise of the city itself did not fully reach. I hung back, staying in the shadows of an alleyway, my eyes straining to pierce the darkness.

In the pale glow of a solitary lantern, the two figures met. The cloaked man turned to face the minstrel, his face still hidden under the deep hood. Their conversation was hushed, the words lost amidst the night’s murmur. The minstrel’s demeanor, the way he held himself, the calm confidence in his gestures, was all eerily reminiscent of Benjamin.

If they knew each other, I might be able to use that. If not, it was possible they had both studied in the same place, learning at the School of Song.

Eventually, they stepped away.

I turned my attention to the cloaked figure, my instincts taking over as I began to tail him, weaving through the labyrinthine city streets. He moved with an assured pace, his gait confident, as though he knew the city like the back of his hand. I kept a safe distance, my gaze never straying from the sway of his cloak, my senses alert.

The man veered into a narrow alley, his silhouette swallowed by darkness. I paused for a moment as the hushed whispers of the night cautioned me, but curiosity pushed me into the alleyway.

I had barely taken a few steps when a firm hand clamped around my arm, stopping me in my tracks. I froze, my heart hammering as the man spun me around to face him. His hood had fallen back, revealing sharp, assessing eyes and a round face that seemed softer than his firm hold on me. His grip on my arm was unyielding and his gaze locked onto mine with an intensity that made me hesitate.

“You’ve been following me,” he stated, his voice a low rumble that echoed in the narrow alley. “Why?”

His question hung in the air between us, the alley cloaked in silence save for our ragged breaths. Fear mingled with the adrenaline coursing through my veins, but I knew better than to show it.

I had to be careful here.

“I thought I knew the minstrel,” I said, trying to keep my voice confident. It was an act, and I had a distinct feeling that this man knew it was an act, but nonetheless, I was willing to play the part at least for now.

“You knew him?” The man glanced over his shoulder for a moment, and in that moment, I was tempted to run. I didn’t know how far I’d be able to get before the man caught up to me, assuming that he decided to give me chase, but the same time, I also couldn’t help but feel as if maybe he wouldn’t even bother. Who was I but some child who was running through the streets?

“It was his song,” I said. “I’ve heard it before. Or… I mean, I’ve heard parts of it before.”

The minstrel nodded slowly. “Some songs are common, and some are not,” he said.

“I guess,” I said.

There was something about that statement that seemed as if it were more important than I knew, but at this point, I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask anything more.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” I said.

“Why don’t you have a talk with me?”

Everything within me screamed a warning. Perhaps it was what I had encountered along the road, or perhaps it was just caution instilled in me as one of the Wayward. But I backed away, clutching my mandolin case. I thought he might follow me, but he just stood watching. So I turned and headed deeper into the city, disappearing into the maze of this place, and even more determined than before to find a path to the Wayward.
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Treading lightly through the city’s underbelly, I made my way into the slums, a maze of ramshackle buildings and narrow, winding alleys. The air was thick with the smell of waste and rot, a stark contrast to the city’s grandeur that I’d glimpsed earlier. I passed huddled figures wrapped in threadbare blankets, their faces hidden in the shadows, the echoes of their quiet murmurs a haunting melody in the night.

Faces reminded me of my experience in Bastiin. It was not a pleasant experience, and it reminded me of Isabel and how she had welcomed me at first, but she had also been caught up in something else. Was that the kind of thing that I would find here?

The air smelled foul. I didn’t think it stunk the way it had in other places, and I didn’t think I was in the same sort of danger as I had been in within Bastiin, with the risk of somebody jumping me.

I found a secluded corner, a small nook hidden in the shadows of a crumbling building. It wasn’t much, but it was a place to rest. The night was cool, a gentle breeze rustling through the alley, carrying with it the faint sounds of the city. I leaned back against the cool stone, my mandolin case cradled in my lap, my bundle of the sword and other belongings next to me, my gaze lost in the night’s blanket.

My mind wandered for a while. I was exhausted, and in that exhaustion, I fought against sleep.

It was dangerous to sleep, dangerous until I knew real safety, but I couldn’t fight it.

My mind worked and eventually, a different thought came to me.

Here I had thought I could only go into taverns and perform, but why did that have to be it? I could be a busker like the minstrel I had followed. I was nearly as capable, maybe even as capable, as that man.

As I stirred, moving around, I realized I wasn’t alone on the street.

The quiet of the slums was abruptly shattered by the echoing footfalls of approaching figures. I peered out from the shadows to see two figures, their bodies lean and wiry, their faces shrouded in the inky darkness. Street thieves, their intent clear in their stances.

With a jolt of adrenaline, I pushed myself to my feet and sprinted into the alleys. I had dealt with something similar in Bastiin, though in this case, it felt strange, and it felt uncertain.

I moved quickly, knowing it didn’t make sense to stand in one place. That was something Isabel had taught me. There was danger in becoming a target, especially to those who were much more knowledgeable about how to navigate the streets.

It was one more reason I wished I wasn’t inside the city. One more reason I wished I was outside, wandering the countryside, even though there was the danger of the caserra and the strange woman who had been pursuing me. But at least out there, I knew where I could go and how I could run, and at least there, I had only to fear a singular thing.

I kept looking around for signs of the Wayward, even knowing that they would not be found inside the city itself. I knew it was foolish to linger in this place any longer than necessary, with the dangers of the city, and the promises of violence that I had seen about me.

Shadows moved around me, promising imagined and possibly real dangers.

So I kept moving, trying to avoid anything that might cause me harm.

A temple rose in front of me. It was a stark contrast to its surroundings, tranquility amidst the slums. It was constructed of weathered wood, its surface worn smooth by the passage of countless hands. The temple was simple in its design, an understated elegance. The roof of the temple was crowned with ornate carvings, intricate patterns that intertwined and looped around each other. Large wooden doors, their surface etched with weathered runes, stood closed.

Tall trees surrounded the temple, their branches reaching out protectively over the building, casting dappled shadows on the ground. Lanterns hung from the trees, their soft glow casting a pale light on the temple, making it seem as though it was glowing from within.

Settling to the ground, I rested with my back against one of the trees, looking upon the temple. It should be a place of safety.

For a moment, as I drifted, I had strange dreams. Some of them involved wandering the road, some of them involved being pursued by the caserra. Some of them involved being with the Wayward, almost as if they were welcoming me back to them. And then there was one, one that scared me most of all, a fire, and it involved the Wayward.

My eyes snapped open.

It was still dark, and the temple was still quiet. But I sat for a moment.

The only thing that calmed me was playing, and so I did. The shelter of a tree provided a little bit of comfort against the stillness of night.

A woman stood at the edge of the temple grounds, her silhouette bathed in the soft, ethereal glow of the lanterns. She had an air of grace about her, a softness that was strikingly similar to the woman I had encountered near the twilight gate. But there was a warmth to her gaze, a welcoming kindness that eased my growing apprehension.

“You there,” she called out, her voice resonating in the quiet night. “You look like you could use a safe place to rest.” Her words were gentle, her tone carrying an underlying note of genuine concern that struck a chord within me.

“I think it’s safe enough here,” I said, hurriedly putting the mandolin back into the case. If I had to run, I wanted to be ready.

As I emerged from the shadows, she offered me a reassuring smile, her eyes twinkling with an unspoken understanding. It was then that she spoke words that sent a jolt of surprise through me.

“You don’t need to be alone. Everyone is wayward at times. I can give you a place. Even for a while.”

The words hung in the air between us.

Was that chance or had she known what she was saying?

I didn’t know. And I didn’t even know if it mattered. At that point, the only thing I knew was that she had mentioned the Wayward.

And she looked as if she meant it.

I had to trust sometimes, I knew. It was difficult, especially with everything that I had been through, but in this case, maybe I needed to trust.

But I would do so carefully and be ready to run at the first sign of danger.


Chapter
Forty-Four

A FAMILIAR SONG


The inside of the temple where she brought me was modest, its walls lined with worn wooden planks that held a history of their own. All about me, I noticed the sounds of activity, though it didn’t sound like the murmuring of worshipers within the temple but of quiet whispers and preparations. It was a strange sensation.

I found myself seated at a sturdy oaken table, and the aroma of a recently prepared meal filled the air. It all should have been reassuring, but the hushed voices from behind a barely closed door left me on edge.

We weren’t alone here.

I was all too aware of my age, and all too aware of the danger I was now in.

“Eat,” she said.

I didn’t know what to say or do, but at this point, I felt as if I needed to do as she instructed. At this point, the only thing I could think of was that I had to follow her command, and if I didn’t…

I had no idea what would happen if I didn’t.

“You recognize the word,” the woman said.

I hesitated, a spoonful coming up to my mouth, and I frowned. I took a cautious bite, thinking about all I had been through and what she might do, along with what she was saying to me, and I wondered whether or not there was a danger to me here. I didn’t know if there was, but at the same time, I also wanted to find food, fill my belly, and then…

Then I wanted to get out of there, didn’t I?

Wasn’t it what I needed?

“You said Wayward,” I said.

“I did,” she said, leaning her elbows on the table. “You recognized it. Not all do.”

I nodded. “I recognize it.”

“Did you travel with them?”

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment before opening them again and nodding once more. “For a time.”

“I thought so. The song. I remembered hearing something like it once.”

I nodded. “That’s where I learned it.”

“An interesting song. How did you hear it?”

“It’s something I heard.”

She regarded me for a long moment. “Well, you can be safe here tonight.”

“Are you a priest?” I asked, looking up at her and then taking another bite of food.

“Not a priest. A caretaker, more than anything else.”

“When did you travel with the Wayward?”

“Oh, it’s been a while,” she said, her mouth in a tight line. “And I have been looking for something like that for quite some time.”

“I see,” I said.

“Do you?”

Something didn’t feel quite right, but I wasn’t sure why. It was a feeling that reminded me of what I had felt when I had approached the strange caravan where I’d been attacked.

I licked my lips. My mouth was dry.

“Where did you get that instrument?” she asked.

There was a little less warmth in her voice than there had been before. Was it my imagination, or was that real? At this point, I didn’t even know. I didn’t know if I was imagining things or if this was really what was happening.

She was one more person interested in my mandolin.

What was going on here?

The only thought I had was that she was somehow with the woman from the twilight gate. And if that were the case, then I had made a mistake in coming here. I could hear the sound of voices distantly and felt the expectant pause as she waited.

“Did you find it somewhere?”

I just nodded. I wasn’t even sure what I could do. I certainly wasn’t sure what I should do.

She smiled tightly at that. “As I thought. It is an unusual instrument. I wonder if you know just how unusual it is.”

My mouth was dry and everything within me felt as if it were painful.

“I just needed something to play,” I said.

“Yes. I suppose that is true. These days, many need something to play.” She regarded me for a long moment before setting the mandolin case back, leaving it on the table.

Then she turned, heading through the door, leaving me with the tray of food.

I heard voices, but more than that, I heard something else. An occasional strange note, as if someone were performing somewhere. Why would that be here, in this temple?

I didn’t know, but I also didn’t want to wait around to find out. At this point, the only thing I wanted was to get out of here. I checked the door, grabbed the mandolin, and hurried toward the entrance. I thought I heard a shout behind me as I headed across the temple grounds, and I didn’t slow until I had put some distance between it and me.
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I wished I knew what was going on, as I couldn’t help but feel as if there was more to what I had experienced in the temple than I understood. The woman had known of the Wayward, and more than that, there was something almost knowing about the way she’d looked at my mandolin. I didn’t care for that.

I needed to find safety. This place was dangerous for me, I couldn’t help but feel, and until I had a better sense of what was going on here, I didn’t know if I was going to be able to find any sense of safety.

Reaching the city’s edge, I looked outward for signs of the Wayward, of familiarity, but found nothing.

There were wagons. Different merchants, travelers, and even farmers, all moving in or out of the city. The majority were moving toward the city, though.

This city was a place of incredible trade, surprisingly.

More so than I expected, based on the quiet road I had taken to arrive here.

The Wayward wouldn’t have stayed very long, not unless something had changed with them.

And not unless there was a good reason.

Maybe the trade here was simply too profitable. The Wayward weren’t merchants, but there were enough among them who were. I had not fully explored the city to see if there were any other signs of them.

I made my way back into the city and ultimately found my way toward a plaza where I took a seat for just a moment. I had some time, so why not perform like the busker had?

I needed to earn a few coins, didn’t I?

I flipped open my case, set it on the ground in front of me, and then pulled out my mandolin. At first, nobody paid any attention to me as I began to strum.

I started with familiar songs. Why not, I decided, familiar was often appealing to most people. The longer I played, the more I plucked the notes, the more I began to hear and feel around me. Gradually, one or two people came over and listened. Somebody threw a copper into my case, and I nodded to them as I continued to play. The simple and basic songs were not drawing any sort of attention.

At least, they were not drawing the kind of attention I wanted.

Which meant I needed to play something more complicated.

I just allowed myself to play.

As I did, I ignored everything around me. Maybe this was the tunnel vision Edith had wanted me to find. It was easier doing that than focusing on a crowd.

Coins dropped into the case as the song played, and I allowed it to be filled with my voice, much like Benjamin had taught me.

Then I finished. As I was packing up my mandolin, stuffing the handful of coins in my pocket, I almost didn’t notice the man approaching.

“Quite the style you have there,” he said.

I recognized him. I had seen this minstrel before. I had talked to the man he was meeting, but not to him.

“Who taught you?”

What was the right answer here? Was it Benjamin, the mentor I had known, or was it Tobias?

And I decided to gamble. “Tobias.”

The man frowned. “And where is he?”

I shrugged. “He went ahead. Something happened in one of the cities⁠—”

“Of course. Why don’t you come with me?”

“I’m going to wait,” I said.

He regarded me for a moment, and then a hint of a smile curled his lips.

“I see. You had some trouble. Well, the Guild is safe enough here. So come along. No factions at war in the city.”

I had so many questions. Not just about the Guild, but about factions at war.

Having spent as much time in Bastiin as I had, away from the war, I’d almost forgotten about it. That had been a mistake—and it was one that could have been deadly had I gotten caught up in it.

So I did the only thing I thought I could, and I followed him. If he knew Benjamin, then that would help, I thought.

We ventured deeper into the mazelike streets of the city, moving away from the grand facades of the central boulevards and toward the worn, neglected parts of town. Here, the buildings loomed over narrow, winding streets, their plastered walls peeling and crumbling, revealing patches of bare brick underneath.

“Didn’t expect to hear anybody with that talent. I would have assumed that you trained at the Academy, but you seem a bit young for that,” he said, looking over at me. “But I’m guessing Tobias was prepping you for that.” He shook his head. “Always a crafty one, he is.”

“I don’t know about that, but he wanted me to go to the Academy.”

“Did he, now? Probably thought you would fit into the School of Craftsmanship.”

That was surprising, but maybe it didn’t need to be.

The man navigated this part of the city with an ease that suggested familiarity, weaving through the alleyways with a purposeful stride. Finally, we arrived at a cluster of rundown buildings, their facades more faded and battered than those we’d passed earlier. He slipped into one of the buildings, its entrance barely visible from the narrow street. I paused, hidden in the shadows of the opposite building, my mind racing as I considered my next move.

“It’s not dangerous for you here.”

The only thing I could do was nod. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but Benjamin had instructed me in how to handle such situations. “All of it is an act, and it depends upon how you perform for people. Some will take the performance in one way, and others will take it in another way. Who is to say?”

Who was to say?

That thought lingered.

The door creaked open under my hand, revealing a space of purposeful disorder, and a familiarity that left me feeling a pang of sadness about Ezekiel. A luthier shop. The room was dominated by a large, rough-hewn workbench, cluttered with an assortment of tools. Planes and chisels lay scattered among wood shavings, a testament to the hours of labor that had been poured into the projects that filled the room. Racks of files, saws, and hammers hung on the walls, each tool lovingly cared for, their handles polished smooth from years of use.

A lone figure bent over the bench, his back hunched in concentration. The flickering light of a single candle illuminated his hands as they moved with practiced skill, caressing the piece of wood in front of him. The air was thick with the scent of pine and varnish, the quiet punctuated by the rhythmic scrape of a plane against wood.

“A luthier?”

“Told you the Guild was active here,” he said.

He motioned for me to follow, and he guided me toward the door in the back. I did so, and from there, I saw two people seated at a table. They barely looked up at us as he guided me through. One of them was holding onto a strange five-stringed instrument, which was small and had an interesting resonance as he played it, while another was playing a brass instrument in time with it. There were spools of string hanging on the walls. There were strange vials, jars, and were those knives?

Then he brought me to another room. This was little more than a kitchen, I realized. And something about it, despite the strangeness of everything else that I had been through tonight, made this feel much more comforting, and much more welcoming, than any other place I had been.

He motioned for me to take a seat and he reached into a cupboard, where he brought out a basket and set it on the table. It was simple. A bowl of apples and oranges, and there was another—a large, spiky-looking thing with green sprouting from the end of it, but I didn’t recognize it.

“Figure that you must be hungry.”

“A little bit,” I said.

I grabbed the apple, and though I was a little hungry, I was now hesitant, as well.

“So,” he said. “You were following me.”

I stiffened, not having taken a bite of the apple yet, and not at all sure if I should.

A smile curled his lips.

“Oh, don’t worry. I recognized you in the crowd, though I didn’t realize that you were part of the Guild. Or maybe not a part of the Guild,” he went on, flicking his gaze at my case before he looked up at me. “But familiar with the Guild. And you know Tobias. So if nothing else, you are peripherally involved in the Guild. At least, only so much as Tobias is involved in the Guild, and these days, I don’t know what involvement he has.”

“I don’t either,” I said. “I was in Bastiin, and working with Ezekiel, because of…”

He leaned forward suddenly. “You were there?”

“I was,” I said, cautious.

“Ezekiel is dead,” he said.

Hearing him say it, and hearing it so bluntly, took me aback. I had known. Of course I had known, as there was no real way that Ezekiel would’ve survived given what I had seen, but it was still another thing to hear it put so plainly like that.

“I know,” I said softly.

“Do you? Then you can tell me how.”


Chapter
Forty-Five

THE RIGHT KIND OF TRAINING


“What sort of training did you get?”

The man was watching me with a strange expression.

“I don’t know why it matters,” I said.

He snorted. “Why it matters? Gods, boy. You trained with Tobias and Ezekiel?” He shook his head. “It tells me all I need to know about you that you don’t recognize the significance.”

I licked my lips. They were dry. And I didn’t know how to tell him that everybody who had taught me was now gone, having abandoned me or having died.

“Why don’t we start more simply?” the man said. “You can tell me about what happened and about how you ended up here.”

I had the distinct sense he was not at all pleased with my presence. I hadn’t done anything. At least, not that I had known, but it struck me as if he were upset with me, nonetheless.

“Ezekiel was attacked. They dragged me out, and…” I shrugged. “I still don’t understand what was happening there. Ezekiel must’ve been involved in something dangerous.”

Not must have been. I knew he had been.

It wasn’t the first time Ezekiel had been targeted.

Whatever he had been involved in had been dangerous, and I wondered if he had expected the attack or not. Regardless, I knew I was lucky to be alive.

“You saw something?” the man asked.

“I don’t really know. I’ve been running from his attackers ever since Bastiin.” I figured that was the truth, or near enough to it, that I didn’t have to share anything about the woman, the twilight gate, or the other strange caravan. “I don’t really understand all of this.”

“Ezekiel got himself caught up in something that he shouldn’t have,” the man said. “He got out. He’s been out. And for whatever reason, the damn fool decided to get himself back involved. And unfortunately, what he got himself involved in ended up with him getting killed.”

“What did he get involved in?” I asked.

“I can’t even say that I know. The Guild is splintered. At least, parts of it are. And we’ve got someone trying to unify us all, and…”

“The Guild?” I asked. “Is Ezekiel some part of a healing Guild?”

“If only,” the man said, his voice soft. “Not healers, not in that sense, though perhaps the techniques are not at all dissimilar. No. Healing is only a part, but it’s the breaking.” He snorted, as if making some joke. “That’s the key to the Guild.” He looked up, locking eyes with me. “The Luthiers’ Guild. Otherwise known as the Luthiers’ Guild of Assassins.” He spread his hands as if making some grand joke.

“Most are discovered through the School of Craftsmanship, but not all. Some are trained the more traditional way. Apprenticeships and all that. These days, however, the Academy tends to turn out the most useful folk.” He watched me. “Which is why I sort of thought you had some other experience.”

All of that was difficult for me to process. “What do you mean by the Guild of Assassins?”

He just shrugged. “That’s what the Guild is. That’s what it does. Oh, that’s not to say that most within the Guild aren’t capable luthiers, or that all luthiers are a part of the Guild, but…” He held his hands up, moving them up and down. “You can’t have one without the other.”

I thought about what I had known about Ezekiel, but it didn’t make any sort of sense. Other than some of the overheard conversations.

And then there was Benjamin.

No. Not Benjamin. Tobias.

“Tobias is a part of the Guild, isn’t he?”

“He is,” he said.

“And you train for the Guild at the Academy?”

He snorted. “Somewhat,” he said. “The Guild certainly has its tendrils in the Academy, but it’s not quite so clear as that.”

My mother’s reaction to Benjamin’s time with the Wayward made a whole lot more sense now. I had wondered why she had reacted the way she had, and what it was about everything that had happened that had bothered her as much as it did. Her reaction had never really made that much sense to me, and I had thought she was just angry at Benjamin, angry for a reason I couldn’t quite fathom, angry for something she was keeping from me, but maybe she was angry because she had known the truth. Maybe she was angry because she knew what Benjamin was teaching me, and she knew where it could lead me.

Only, Benjamin had never attempted to try to bring me deeper into his Guild. Not that I had seen. If anything, Benjamin had only wanted me to learn how to play, to learn to perform, to be a part of the School of Song.

But Ezekiel had thought I had another sort of potential, and I suspected that he thought I might be able to gain entry to the School of Craftsmanship.

Though I wondered if it was because of the Guild, or if there was another reason behind it.

If Ezekiel had wanted me to join the Guild, he would’ve brought me into the same sort of work as Isabel. Wouldn’t he have?

It sounded horrifying, but there was what Benjamin had done for Bethal.

“Anyway. Got some activity here, all because the Maestro wanted us to deal with some events. Not sure who’s going to be taking the job, but the Guild wanted us to be ready.”

There was that name again. I knew that I had heard it, but couldn’t remember where.

“Who is the Maestro?”

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you don’t know about him, either. But seeing as how you followed me, and you knew enough to track me down, you probably need to know the truth. Are you ready, boy?”

I nodded. “I’m ready.”

Only, as he began, I realized I was very much not ready.
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“The Luthiers’ Guild of Assassins. Or the Guild, for short. We’ve been around for as long as guilds have been around. Always led by the Maestro. He’s the man who runs the Guild. All high-value targets have to go through the Maestro. Anything else can be handled at the local level, and there are local Guilds in every city. Everything is connected, though loosely. All cities that have a Guild representative have somebody who oversees the Guild and ensures that those who operate on behalf of the Guild do so on behalf of the Maestro. You still with me?”

I nodded.

“Anytime there’s a job that needs to happen, the Guild handles it. All through the Maestro.”

“But something must have changed recently.” I started to see how things might be fitting together. I knew that Ezekiel wasn’t fond of what had happened, though I didn’t know exactly what it was, nor did I know what role he had in everything else. All I knew was that something had changed for him at one point, and he had gotten out, though at the time, I hadn’t even known what he had gotten out of.

Now it made a lot more sense.

But it was more than just Ezekiel who had gotten out, I suspected. The fact that Benjamin went by an alias suggested to me that he also had once been a part of things and had decided to leave. How long had Benjamin been wandering, and performing, and simply not serving as Tobias?

“Oh, when things change, there are some who don’t care for the new order. Some are able to be left alone; others are still part of the Maestro’s plans.” He shrugged. “You just need to know your place.”

I had a feeling I knew Ezekiel’s place. He had done something, and he had drawn the attention of this Maestro.

What of Benjamin, though?

I didn’t know what his place would have been. Taking my mother to Ezekiel had done it.

A sudden shifting of conversation in another room caught my attention, along with this other man’s. He got to his feet. “Stay right here. I will be right back.”

I sat for a moment, my mind working through what I knew. The Guild. Assassins.

And they were in the city for some reason.

If this was all some plan, then the question I had was what the plan was, and who might be pulled into it.

I didn’t have a chance to spend much time thinking about it. A familiar voice caught my attention.

“You sure about that?” It was the voice of someone I had heard in Ezekiel’s shop. The voice of someone who had been there the day of Ezekiel’s attack. I would recognize that voice, even if I wouldn’t know his face.

“I know what I heard. The boy says he was training with him.”

“Show me.”

Despite my panic, I knew what I needed to do.

And that was not to stay here.

I grabbed my mandolin. Hurriedly looking around, I found the door and raced over to it. It came open easily, and I slipped out and into an alleyway. Then I began running.

I thought of all of the places I had visited with Isabel, all of the different alleys she had guided me down and knew I could get lost in them here too.

But in the getting lost, I should be able to find safety.

And that was what I needed.

Get lost, but then I would get found. I would learn what the Guild—and that man in particular—were after.


Chapter
Forty-Six

ALWAYS WAYWARD


Ilost track of how long I was moving around in the city.

I remained a bit uncertain about what I had found, and about what I had learned. The idea that there was some secretive guild of assassins left me without really knowing where I fit. And stranger was the fact that people I knew, and had trained with, seemed to have been tied to this Guild. Not only Ezekiel, who was actually a luthier, but also Benjamin, who I now believed had been a part of something else. Something worse.

Learning about the Guild’s activity, and the strange man who had been here, had me on edge. I didn’t really know what they were after, only that they had something in mind, and at this point, I couldn’t help but feel as if it was important for me to uncover what it was. Even if it was only so that I would know why Ezekiel had been targeted, and so that I could know what Benjamin had done.

Had Benjamin wanted to keep me from the Guild?

He’d taught me to play, readying me for the Academy. He had been my mentor.

Those thoughts left me conflicted.

I moved carefully, quietly, making my way around the different squares, moving past residential areas and into shopfronts, plazas, and places where performers were found. I paused to listen and with each one, I had a growing understanding of what I had heard and realized that the Guild was much different than I could even imagine. How many of the minstrels were part of the Guild?

When I had first come here, looking for an opportunity to play for room and board, and had found that there was nothing, I had felt as if maybe this was common for cities. But it wasn’t. And it couldn’t be.

But it was more than just that, I knew. It was a reason for all of the activity. They were waiting on something—some kind of assignment.

But what was it?

When I came across another performer inside a square, I lingered for just a moment, listening, wondering if there were going to be any notes that would indicate any familiarity to me. I didn’t find anything, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something here that I should have been able to recognize, if only to help me know how many people here were a part of the School of Craftsmanship.

Or maybe none of them were.

I wasn’t sure how the Guild worked. That might be what I needed to do next. Understand the Guild, understand why they were here, and uncover more about them so that I could learn about why Ezekiel had been targeted.

At one point, I ended up near the temple where I had met the woman. It was different in the daylight. I noticed people moving in and out, though they didn’t look as if they were typical priests. Probably Guild members. And if I was right, then maybe this was some sort of a staging area?

I wasn’t sure what I had found, though. The other minstrel had brought me someplace else.

It was all tied together. I was certain of it. The problem was that I wasn’t exactly sure how it was tied together, nor did I have any good answer as to what was happening here, or whether I could even learn about it.

Who was I to think I could learn about the Guild, or to possibly even intervene?

No one, I knew. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe what I really should be focusing on was whether I could find Benjamin. If the Guild was involved, and if they were somehow taking action, then that was what I should be looking into first and foremost. Find Benjamin, find what he was a part of, then deal with it.

Or I could do none of that.

There had been evidence of the Wayward. Which meant they had come through here. Which meant I might be able to find them once again. I didn’t need to be a part of this, did I?

I could rejoin my people. I could get away from all of this and find safety.

I could stay with them. In my old wagon.

And as I set off through the city, that was what I intended to do.
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It was late when I felt drawn into the activity of one of the marketplaces. There were acrobats, and for a moment, I thought maybe they were acrobats who had traveled with us as part of the Wayward, but as I got closer, I didn’t recognize any of the people, nor any of the performers. They had smaller wagons, as well, so they probably were not anybody who had ever traveled with us. Still, I found myself watching, curiosity building within me. They were skilled.

One of the men tumbled, rolling and popping to his feet, catching a small dark-haired woman who practically glided through the air, having been tossed by another. He spun and flipped her outward, her flowing golden silks swirled in the wind as she tumbled toward the next person, who caught her and sent her flying again. It was almost like a dance, a beautiful, cascading dance of energy as the acrobats continued to tumble from one to the next.

It gave me a moment of reprieve. I had been wandering through the city, looking for other evidence of Guild activity and finding nothing. Then again, I didn’t really know if I was going to be able to find anything of the Guild, as I didn’t really know any way of detecting where they were or what they were doing. The only thing that I knew to watch out for were minstrels.

It had made me far more cautious with my own mandolin case.

I didn’t want to draw any minstrel—or Guild—attention. But I also wasn’t willing to leave it stored someplace. So I kept it strapped to my back, along with the sack of other items that I had been carrying with me ever since I had managed to escape the attack on the roadside. Most of it had been used, but the one thing that had not been was the sword. I kept that in the sack, not wanting to bear it openly, partly because I thought it would be too noticeable, especially for somebody my age. And partly because I just wasn’t sure that I felt all that comfortable with a weapon like that.

Although, as I thought about it, it might be sensible to be visibly armed, as there were possible dangers in the city that I might need to protect myself from.

I moved carefully forward, and then heard a storyteller up ahead.

Their voice was strong, and as I neared, I saw that it was an older man with short gray hair and a vibrant blue cloak hanging on his shoulders, and he turned in place, looking at each person of the audience as he performed. He was telling an intriguing story, and it was one that I had not heard in quite this form before.

“The stories speak of days long past, of the quiet meadows, their grasses lush and gleaming under the honeyed sunlight, and of the young forests, with their saplings stretching skyward, whispering secrets to the wind. They were the days of the first of the children, the faefolk, when they had light feet that barely kissed the earth and still wandered among mankind, untouched by what was yet to come.

“In that age, there were no towering citadels of stone and metal, no fields furrowed by the unending toil of weary men. Instead, there were modest hamlets, where people lived in simple harmony with the land, sharing the bounties of the earth and water with the animals that roamed freely. The rhythm of life was set by the turning of the seasons, not by the ticking of a clock.”

I was shuffling closer, curious what he might say about the fae, when I heard somebody call my name.

I immediately stiffened.

Only, there was something about that voice that was familiar to me.

I turned and frowned. “Elysia?” I asked.

She was dressed differently than when I last had seen her. She had on a pale blue gown, something that made her look almost like a noble, and was carrying a leather satchel over one shoulder. Two men followed her from a distance, both of them bearing short swords.

“It is you,” she said, running over to me and throwing her arms around me in a brief hug. I tensed, but mostly because the two men who were trailing after her had moved farther forward and were watching me. One of them had even reached for the hilt of his sword, leaving me a little alarmed about what might happen if she were to look like she was getting a little too friendly with me. “What are you doing here? The last I saw you was in Bastiin with…” Her smile faltered. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”

I swallowed back the lump that formed in my throat. “She is,” I said. “I was there for a while and set off again. And you?”

I felt a moment of hope about whether I might be able to find the Wayward. If she had traveled with them to the city, she might know where they had ended up. And if she knew that, then it made sense that I should be able to figure out how to find them, even if I wasn’t even sure whether they would be here, or how far ahead they would have gone.

“My family separated from the caravan,” she said.

She must’ve noticed something about my features and faltered.

“It wasn’t that long ago, though, Leo. The caravan took its time. I think Hadrian and Anya wanted to give you a chance to catch up with us.” She smiled slightly. “To be honest, I think my father was pretty upset about that, as well.”

“Your father?”

She waved her hands, motioning into the distance of the city. I couldn’t tell where she was pointing. Maybe to the heart of the city?

“We were always trying to get here. We came with the Wayward for safety. At least, that’s what he told me. After what we had gone through, he knew it was probably for the best that we travel as long as possible with you.” She smiled. “It was actually some of the best days that I can remember. I kind of liked being with the wagons, traveling the way that we did, and just getting a chance to see everything. And your people are so kind.”

“They are your people now, too,” I said. “Once you are Wayward, you will always be Wayward.”

She grinned at that. “Well, I don’t think my parents quite knew what to make of the whole caravan, at least at first. But they were happy to keep moving. At least, happy to move more anonymously.” She shrugged. “Anyway, it really is good to see you.” She flicked her gaze around the plaza. “The music here is fine,” she said, nodding toward a distant harpist that I could hear. “But not nearly as good as what you and Benjamin used to play. How is he, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “He left us. He wasn’t able to stay in Bastiin as long as we needed to.”

“No. I’m sorry. And your mother…”

“My mother,” I said.

A strange, somber silence began to hover between us.

“Why did you come to the city?”

“Here?” She frowned, turning and looking at me. “You didn’t know? And here I thought that your mother would’ve told you.”

“Why would she have told me?”

“Oh, just something that my father said. He didn’t think that secrets could be kept amongst the Wayward,” she went on.

“I think the Wayward are among the best at keeping secrets,” I said.

“Maybe you’re right. Well, we came to the city because of my wedding.” She straightened, clasping her hands behind her back and glancing over her shoulder at the two soldiers who were following us. We had been moving only slightly into the marketplace, but with every step we took, the soldiers moved closer to her, as if they were afraid of letting her get too far away from them. “And we’re getting close to it.”

“Your wedding?”

“That’s right,” she said. She flashed a tight, almost nervous smile. “That’s why there’s so much activity here. I thought you knew. I thought that’s why you were here. Aren’t you one of the performers coming to the palace?”

I frowned at that, and slowly, realization began to dawn in me. “Performers. The palace. The wedding.”

With each word I said, she just nodded, as if it made complete sense, and maybe to her, it did.

“It’s something of a mark of honor, I guess,” she said, unclasping her hands from behind her and waving them vaguely. “I can’t say I know anything about that, just what it seems. But there is a competition at the palace. And the best performers are going to be given the opportunity to audition, and then to play at the wedding. And if you’re not here for that… You know, maybe you should try. I bet you would find the wedding most interesting.”

“Would I?”

“Probably. And you might even find performing to be interesting.” She tipped her head to the side, as if hearing something I did not, and then shook her head again. “I’m sorry, Leo. I really do need to be going. It is good to see you. If you do audition, I hope you do well. And if not, I hope Odan favors your passing.” She tipped her head politely to me.

“And to you,” I said.

She looked behind her and then set off, the two men following closely. It wasn’t until she had gone much farther that I realized there were more than two men who had been following her. There had only been two that I had seen.

A wedding.

What was that about?

As I drifted through the crowd, I started listening, trying to piece together why the Guild would be invested in the wedding and feeling increasingly like that was truly the reason they were here in such large numbers. I didn’t really know what that was about, but there had to be something.

I caught it in snippets of conversation.

It was a subtle thing, just glimpses of words, pieces that I puzzled together, but it reminded me of something Benjamin had taught me. He had told me about how stories built and how they came together, forming something greater, something more. And in this case, I was trying to puzzle together something greater. I was trying to puzzle out something more.

Pieces came to me.

The wedding. The fighting. The war.

And with an understanding, I knew exactly what this was about.

The wedding was a way to end the war. That was the purpose. It was meant to bring peace.

Could the Guild want to stop that from happening?

Considering their presence in the city, I had to believe that was exactly what this was about.

Only, why?

And something else that Benjamin had said to me came back to me.

Everything, including war, was about money.

Who stood to gain if the war continued?

Probably the Guild.

And considering what the Guild had done to Ezekiel, I knew what I wanted to do. It might even be what I needed to do.

I would find out what they planned. And if possible, I would stop it.

Somehow.


Interlude 6


The city was quiet. Garridan and Matthew had dealt with several other Guild members, none of them providing too many answers, though at this point, Garridan didn’t fully expect there to be any answers either. Garridan had taken the lute from Igor’s place and had found himself playing it along their journey.

“Will this finally be the place?” Matthew asked. “My notebook is getting full.”

Garridan breathed out heavily. “I certainly hope so.”

Fatigue was getting the best of him. They had been gone for the better part of a month, and it was getting to be too late. They had to return to the Academy, and they would have to be ready for the questions that would result from their absence.

If he played this wrong, however, there were other dangers. Not only with the Academy, but with the Guild itself.

Garridan didn’t fear exile from the Academy. The Academy was just a part of the journey, not the destination. But he knew Matthew did.

He looked around the city. It was like so many other places. Dirty streets. Tall, gray buildings. No sense of color, no sense of music. Nothing but an undercurrent of energy, and a strange vibrancy.

But as he went farther into the city, following the crowd, he noticed a soft pull on him.

He slowed, and Matthew glanced in his direction. “What is it?”

“He’s here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Matthew didn’t push him about how he was positive, or about how he even knew, and instead stayed silent.

It was the sound of violence. He had come to know that and had come to remember it. It haunted him, though perhaps it should not.

After everything, he felt as if he was close to getting what he wanted.

At least, taking a step toward what he had wanted.

They found the source of the song and a large public square.

The square was a sprawling expanse of cobblestone, worn smooth by the footfalls of generations. The space was dominated by an ornate stone fountain, at the center of which stood a weathered statue of a man standing with hands upraised.

Along the edges of the square, various stalls and shops formed a bustling, colorful border. Butchers, bakers, and fishmongers sold their fresh wares from large wooden tables, the air filled with a mélange of scents. Local craftsmen offered a myriad of goods, from hand-forged ironworks to intricately carved wooden trinkets. Sturdy oak carts laden with exotic spices, fruits, and fabrics from far-off lands spoke of thriving trade.

He couldn’t see the minstrel’s face. He was dressed in a hooded cloak, with the hood pulled up, and the mournful sound played from the five courses of strings. The shape of the instrument was as Garridan had expected, and the sound just as he remembered.

They stayed near a building, in the shadows, away from others. And he listened.

“Is it him?”

Garridan squeezed his eyes shut, listening. “It is. I remember the sound, the notes that he played, and I remember…” He remembered so much of it.

“So this is how it ends.”

Garridan frowned at Matthew, glancing in the musician’s direction before a bit of a smile curled his lips.

“No,” he said. “Not how it ends. This is how it begins.”

It didn’t take long before the song ended, and the minstrel slipped away.

Garridan followed. The man made a few turns, and it soon became clear that he knew the streets well.

The minstrel got ahead of them until he disappeared.

Garridan watched and realized he could see where he had gone. He had disappeared into what looked to be a small, dingy luthier that reminded him much of the place he had chased Warrick.

“I think it would be best if you to remain outside,” he said to Matthew.

“You don’t know what might happen in there. And I need to observe.”

“No. I don’t. But I’m just going in to talk. He won’t be expecting anything.”

“Sort of like Igor didn’t expect anything?”

“That was a mistake.”

“Which is my concern. You shouldn’t be making mistakes, not so close to the end.”

“I’m not going to make a mistake. Have you seen me do that yet?”

Matthew arched a brow and Garridan chuckled.

“Fine. Have you seen me make many mistakes? Just keep an eye out, and if you hear anything, I want you to come in after me.”

“And here I thought you made it seem like you were perfectly safe.”

Garridan shrugged. “Well, maybe not perfectly safe.”

“I don’t love it.”

“I know. But I’ll share all the details when this is over.” He set the lute down and strode across the street until he had a different idea and hurried back, grabbing the lute, and hurrying back across the street. Matthew watched him, an unreadable look in his eyes, but Garridan said nothing. He was going to a luthier, wasn’t he? He might as well bring the lute with him so that he could have something to use.

Stepping inside the shop, he noted it was dim, dark, and it gave him an opportunity to look around. Through the mottled glass window, soft, diffused daylight trickled in, casting shadows over the dust-covered interior.

The worn wooden floorboards creaked underfoot. A worn workbench, scarred with grooves and burn marks made throughout many years, stood at the center.

On the walls, a multitude of tools hung in haphazard fashion: aged chisels, well-used gouges, diminutive planes, and fine-toothed saws. Rolls of sandpaper sat nestled next to pots of glue, a cluster of clamps, and an assortment of curled wood shavings.

He didn’t see the man, though he knew he was here.

A short, wide-bodied woman stepped out from the back. She frowned as she saw him. “I wasn’t expecting any deliveries today.”

“Not a delivery. A repair request.”

“You came here for a repair request?”

“Should I not have?”

“It’s a little strange, I should think.”

Garridan looked around the inside of the workshop, wondering why she would’ve said it was strange.

“You’re a luthier, are you not?” he asked.

She slammed her hand down on one of the nearby tables. It was thick, scarred, and stained with just a little bit of oil. She didn’t fit what he imagined a luthier to be, but at this point, maybe that wasn’t terribly surprising, especially considering what he had been pursuing.

“What does it look like to you, boy?”

He held up the lute case. “I have an instrument. I need it repaired.”

“I don’t know that I have time for that. You can take your little merchant toys somewhere else. We have serious business here.”

Odd, Garridan decided. Somebody who didn’t want to help?

He thought about everything he had learned about the Guild in the time he’d been at the Academy, every bit of information that had come out, and he realized that maybe there was something more to this.

He regarded the woman and half expected she would try to send him away, but she just stared, watching him. He took a step toward her, holding up the case, when he felt movement behind him.

He was late—too late, Garridan realized.

He felt the strike on the back of his head, and he collapsed. He dropped the lute case, which went skittering under the table, away from his grasp.

Another strike caught him on the temple and Garridan knew nothing but darkness.


Chapter
Forty-Seven

A PERFORMING NAME


The palace was incredibly ornate. Marble pillars lined halls filled with servants bustling all around, somehow managing to avoid tripping over the massive sculptures staggered throughout the halls. Portraits hung on the walls, making it seem as if they were watching over everything.

It had taken some work to get inside. But if there was one thing that Benjamin had taught me in the time he’d been with the Wayward, it was that minstrels could get places that many other people could not. I had taken that to heart.

I followed others into the palace.

By the time I reached the man at the head of the line, he looked me up and down. “Too young,” he said.

“I’m not, though,” I said. “I just look that way. I’m twenty.”

“If you’re twenty, then I will eat my hat,” he said, motioning to his wide-brimmed hat. It was perched casually on his head, shielding him from the bright sunlight overhead.

“I could prove it, if you’d like,” I said.

He frowned at me. “You can?”

“I know that you already have many of your performers selected, but…” I looked around, lowering my voice and trying to put on my most conspiratorial tone. “Between you and me, most of them aren’t very skilled.”

He scowled at me. “No? And I’m to trust a boy about that?”

I shrugged again. “I’m not trying to get anybody into trouble here. It’s just that I have seen and heard some of their performances.” I wondered if this ruse would even make a difference. “Just hear me out.”

I set my case down, opened it, and withdrew the mandolin. I didn’t have any chance to warm up and knew I was going to have to choose the right song. The man didn’t seem as if he would be the kind to appreciate a jaunty tune but was rather the kind who looked as if he wanted a challenge.

“Keep moving,” he said.

Behind me, an older man carrying a massive lute was trying to push forward. I shot him a look, and he ignored me. Then I began to play.

Even as I prepared to play, a pair of guards came toward me. Both were dressed in chain mail, both were carrying swords, and both wore serious expressions.

Sticking around and waiting to see what they might decide wasn’t going to work here. I didn’t want to get into an argument with the guards, so I stuffed my mandolin back in the case and darted out of the line. At the last minute, I veered toward the wall. If nothing else, I thought I might be able to sneak in, though I had no idea if I could.

I had to believe this was all tied to something the Guild was planning, but I wasn’t exactly sure what they were planning. Not yet.

I wasn’t willing to wait around and find out.

At one point, I was certain I heard the sound of pursuit behind me, though that might have been my imagination, fostered by everything I had experienced along the road to the city in the first place. I darted toward a row of shrubs lining the palace, each of them meticulously groomed and in a perfect line. Once I ducked beneath the shadows of them, thorns attempted to rip at my clothing, and I had to move carefully. I didn’t want to damage the mandolin case, and I didn’t want to rip up my clothing either.

I lingered, waiting, and did notice a pair of soldiers marching past, but they didn’t seem to be looking for me.

Every time I attempted to crawl out, I heard movement once again. Each time, I was forced to retreat into the shrubs. As the sun started to dip down in the sky, there was a break in the foot traffic at last and I poked my head out of the shrubs before working my way along the wall and finding a small door.

A man was stepping out, and he caught sight of me carrying the mandolin. He frowned at me. “What are you doing out here?” Before I had a chance to answer, he grabbed my arm. “The performers are inside. You need to get yourself together. You should not have ended up out here.”

I didn’t even know what to say, so I said nothing.

The man guided me through the door. We went down a narrow hall, past an enormous kitchen filled with the sounds of people working and the smells of food, which all began to drift out toward me. Everything about this place was overwhelming.

I had no idea where the man was guiding me, and I knew I should run. Every bit of me needed to run. But he guided me around the halls until I heard the sound of voices. And then I saw a line of minstrels waiting.

None of them were familiar.

That was probably for the best.

“Did they really let you in like that?” the man asked.

I frowned at him. “I’m sorry?”

I wasn’t sure what he was getting on about, but I had a suspicion that it was my clothing.

Other concerns filled my mind, though. Worry about the Guild, the luthiers, and what they were after.

Minstrels.

That had to be what was happening, which meant this had to be where it was happening.

I just had to figure out why—and what.

The man shuffled me off to the side of the hall and through a different doorway. An older woman came scurrying over. The room was a simple room, at least for what I suspected of the palace. The walls were brightly painted and lanterns in the shape of a wolf’s head were embossed with gold, providing the light. Everything around me was quite ornate.

“This minstrel is underdressed for the performance. I can’t believe they would’ve hired him for this, but…” He looked down at me, almost as if seeing me for the first time. “Are you sure that you’re supposed to be here?”

“I can prove it, if you’d like,” I said.

“Why don’t you?”

I shrugged and flipped open the case of my mandolin, then withdrew it, tuning briefly before playing a quick tune that I knew would be pleasing to almost everybody. It was “Sunset Over Sapphire Seas.”

As I played, the man watched me, and there was a look in his eyes that started to change. Softening.

“It’s quite lovely,” he said. “I normally hear that played on the lute. Your instrument sounds different.”

“It’s called a mandolin,” I said.

I had a sense that he didn’t know anything about the instrument and was simply happy to have me performing for him.

“Lovely,” the woman said, nodding in agreement.

He breathed out. “Well, the princess is quite lucky to be permitted a performance like this, isn’t she?”

“I’m sure that she’s going to be quite lucky with all of the performances,” I said.

And with that, he nodded and clapped his hands again. “Well, see that he is dressed appropriately, would you?”

The woman nodded.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Leo,” I said.

“Not an interesting name for a minstrel.”

“Well, that’s not my minstrel name.”

“No?”

“Most minstrels take a performing name,” I explained.

I realized I didn’t have one.

I hadn’t considered that, though perhaps I should have. The only name that came to mind was the one that Benjamin had given me when we had wandered through Bastiin.

“I go by Arven,” I said.

She smiled. “That’s a good name, but aren’t there other Arvens?”

I shrugged.

“I have to get back to sorting out the people coming and going through the palace. Dealing with the wedding and all can be such busy work. Even when it’s not your own.” She shook her head. “Now let’s get you dressed.”


Chapter
Forty-Eight

AUDITION WITH A CHORDING


She returned after leaving me alone in the room for a little while, carrying a bundle of different items, all of which looked far more impressive than anything I’d ever worn before. I didn’t really have an eye for textiles, but I had traveled enough with the Wayward, and had learned enough about traders, that I was able to identify skill, and these were all skillfully made. They would’ve been far more expensive than I ever would’ve been able to afford on my own.

She set them down, holding one up at a time until she found a jacket that she seemed pleased with, and nodded to herself. “Try it on.”

I slipped on the jacket and found it fit quite well. It had supple, soft fabric, and it left me feeling as if I were wrapped in a warm embrace.

“Now these,” she said, handing me some pants. “You can step behind that curtain, if you’d like.”

I stepped behind the curtain she had indicated, and I hurriedly put on the pants. They were gray, to the jacket’s blue, but the contrast was quite striking.

“And I have this,” she said, digging through an assortment of shirts. “Take whichever one you think you would like. I imagine they will all fit, but they will be covered by your jacket, so the appearance isn’t quite as important.”

I shuffled through them until I found a nice cream-colored shirt, and then hurriedly slipped that on as well.

“Very good.”

“I can get these back to you once the performance is done,” I said.

“No worry,” she said, waving her hand. “I’m sure that Her Majesty would not mind you wearing her brother’s clothing.”

“Her brother?”

I felt even more alarmed by that.

“These were set to be destroyed,” she said, and there was a hint of a smirk in the way she said it. “We don’t usually destroy them. Sometimes his tastes change, and we hold onto them in case he starts to like them again.” She shrugged. “Sometimes, all that is needed is little more tailoring and they can be reused. Not that we tell him that. And these have been in the closet for a while. He doesn’t fit them anymore, you see. They probably should have been destroyed. Maybe not destroyed, but repurposed?” She shrugged. “I don’t know what Wylan was thinking when he brought you to me.”

I looked myself over before looking at the mirror to see my appearance. In the time since my mother had passed away, I had changed. I had grown, though I still had a little bit of softness to my cheeks. My hair was a little longer, wavy, and hanging down to my shoulders. I brushed it with my fingers, and then I looked over to see her watching me.

“Yes, yes, you look quite striking for a man your age. And now you should probably prepare. The performance will be in the grand ballroom after the ceremony. Do you need me to guide you there?”

I nodded. “I was told to wait for further instructions.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s true. If it were up to me, I would’ve only wanted one performer, as this is going to be a bit of a circus.”

I frowned.

“A circus is⁠—”

“I know what a circus is,” I said. “I’ve seen one.”

“Rare enough these days. We don’t often get traveling circuses to the city the way we once did. Anyway, let’s get you settled.”

She guided me along the hallway as I clutched my mandolin case, feeling less like I belonged here than I had felt before, somehow. I had to find a way of acting as if I did, as whatever was going on would happen soon.
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The inside of the ballroom was every bit as grand as the woman had claimed.

It was massive. I imagined hundreds of people were able to fill it, with massive marble pillars that supported the ceiling overhead, which was painted in bright colors, with scenes of meadows and forests and gardens looking down above us. Velvet curtains hung along the wall, likely to mute some of the sound. The air was scented, though I didn’t see any flowers or source of the perfume. Everything was magnificent.

As I looked around, I couldn’t help but feel as if my clothing, however nice it might be now, might still not be nice enough. There was a level of formality here that seemed to be far beyond what even this clothing would be appropriate for.

I stood for a moment at the back door, feeling a bustle of activity around me.

There was a trio of stringed instruments—a violin, viola, and cello—setting up nearby. They had a small stage and looked as if they were preparing for their performance, but more than that, they looked as if they were readying for a performance.

When they played, there was something almost distinguished about their instruments and the performance itself. It was a song I knew, a peaceful, lovely tune, but it clearly did not impress the man watching.

Someone pushed past me.

I looked at them and frowned.

He had dark hair, a sharp jawline, and eyes that were the color of gray stone. He glowered at me for a moment, flicking his gaze down, noticing my mandolin case, and then a hint of a smirk curled his lips.

“A bit young to be performing here.”

“Maybe,” I said, “I’ve been playing for a long time, and I’ve learned to not judge a performer until you hear them play.”

I waited, not sure what he was going to say, if anything.

The Guild was involved.

Which meant that Benjamin might somehow be involved. And if that were the case, I couldn’t help but wonder if Benjamin had used the Wayward for his travel.

He wouldn’t have been the only one to have used the Wayward, but he would have been someone I would have been angry at for using us, and my people, because he had done so knowing that we gave, and he had taken.

A man clapped his hands, and I looked over. He had dark black hair, a regal bearing, and there was something about him that reminded me of Larsal Yilian, though maybe that was just because I had seen Elysia in the city recently.

“Go ahead. Audition.”

I didn’t realize this was an audition. I had thought this was the access to the performance.

But if this was the audition, then things made a bit more sense. The Guild had been trying to get anybody access, and they wouldn’t have been able to predict who would have passed the auditions, which was the reason they had sent so many different performers.

What if I could get access?

The trio went first. They began to play a lovely, almost haunting song that was familiar, but not dangerously so. There were no chordings within it, which I had come to believe was going to be the key to identifying which of the performers were dangerous ones.

He let them play before waving them off.

The next was a solitary harpist, and while they were relatively skilled, they were obviously not as gifted as the first performer.

One by one, another performer came up, and one by one, they were waved away.

Some played longer durations, others shorter. Some stood, others sat. I had no idea how the man would judge all of it. And I kept waiting for my opportunity, but I had not yet been called up.

Another performer went up next, the dark-haired man who had pushed past me, and pulled out a small lute and began to play.

He was good. Easily the best performer I’d heard today. I watched the man who was going to make the decision, curious about whether or not he was going to send him away, but he just stood there, rocking in place, seemingly swayed by the performance. He frowned for a moment and then looked around before waving to the others he had saved.

“He will perform.”

There were a handful, maybe half a dozen, who hadn’t even had an opportunity to perform yet. Including me.

The man looked around. There was an arrogant gaze to him. He nodded.

When he was led away, he glanced in my direction.

He watched me, almost as if he were trying to see something, or maybe say something, but I wasn’t sure what it was. At this point, he didn’t even matter. Instead, I stood in place, feeling as if I had missed out on an opportunity, though at this point, I wasn’t even sure if I had missed out on anything. I just didn’t know.

Somebody came in and guided the rest of us outside.

The only thing I took from the song was that he had played a chording.

I didn’t know the reason, but I was going to wait and find out.


Chapter
Forty-Nine

A REUNION IN SONG


Istarted to hear commotion in the hallway. Somehow I had rested, leaning back against the wall, and my mind had begun to drift. I wasn’t supposed to be here, so sleeping was a mistake.

Not only had I rested, but I’d been dreaming, as well.

My dreams of late still involved the twilight gate, along with the strange woman who had been chasing me.

All of that stayed with me as I jerked awake.

I nearly dropped my mandolin, which had been resting on my lap while I was sleeping.

After getting to my feet, I checked my clothing, making sure that I wasn’t terribly disheveled, and moved carefully so as not to draw attention. Once I got to the main hall, I believed I would be able to handle whatever else came. By the time I reached the main doors leading into the ballroom, I was on edge. I hadn’t seen anyone other than servants. I had heard the sound of music, the voices of singers, but that was it.

“What are you doing out here?”

I looked over.

The man who was approaching was dressed in the white of the servants but wore a sash. It gave him a splash of color, and there was some embroidery along his lapel. Obviously, whoever this was, he had a measure of standing.

“Performing,” I said.

“Obviously,” he said, his eyes going to my mandolin case. “What are you doing in the hallway, then?”

“Getting myself prepared. It can be a bit unnerving, you know,” I said. “Performing for all of this.”

“Of course, but you weren’t hired because you struggled to perform, were you?”

“Of course not,” I said, remembering Benjamin’s words about pretending I belong and making a point of acting accordingly. “I just needed a moment to gather myself. I’m sure you can understand.”

His expression softened just a little bit. “Just take a moment, and then you can head inside.” He leaned forward. “I find that it is most helpful if I think about them as throwing money my way,” he said.

“You do?”

“I have had some experience performing in front of crowds,” he said before disappearing.

I ducked into the back of the room.

It was different than the last time I’d been here. Now it was set with tables, long rows of them, with a large stage set at one end and a dais with another row of tables on it. I listened to the singers, then moved to the back of the room, where I stood, watching, listening, and trying to make sense of what was happening here.

Gradually, people began to filter into the room.

I stayed in the back, watching.

The room began to fill with activity, and I generally tried to stay out of the way. Nobody paid much mind to me. As more people filled in the room, fewer even looked in my direction. I was just one more body standing there. To them, I was just a performer. At that point, the fact that I could blend in, and I was dressed in a way that would allow me to blend in, gave me an advantage I didn’t have otherwise.

But it wasn’t the only advantage I had.

I looked as if I were not threatening.

To be honest, I really wasn’t threatening. Especially not without the sword, which I’d left hidden in the city.

By the time the room was filled with people, an energy hung over everything.

I didn’t have as much difficulty standing near the back. In fact, it seemed almost as if it were better that I stood at the back, because I didn’t have to worry about anybody trying to get too close to me, or watching me, or even saying anything to me. Then I heard the soft tolling of a bell.

People started to take their seats.

Servants scurried around the room, filling glasses with water or wine or ale. All around, the celebration was set to begin.

One set of performers came out and stood off to the side. It was the singers, an entire choral group. There had to be seven of them, and their voices layered over each other, one over another, a harmony that was quite lovely and the song familiar. I listened, recognizing the lyrics, but not recognizing them, either. Their voices and their lyrics filled in aspects that were different. It was a song of love and loss, a song that was filled with hope.

In the land where moonflowers bloom, under the starlit veil

Lived a princess fair with eyes of sapphire, and a knight in armor pale.

Their love was pure, their hearts entwined, in the hush of secret night

Yet destiny, with its woven threads, cast them in a bitter fight.

Oh, sing the ballad of star-crossed souls, their dance in love’s grand play

Of whispers shared in moon’s soft glow, of a love that won’t decay.

Though the world may spin in tumult’s rush, and shadows claim the day

In the silhouettes of their bound hearts, hope finds its gentle way.

He rode to war, with a lion’s heart, under the sun’s fierce glare

And in the darkest corner of the night, she offered up her prayer.

His standard fell, his body lost, in a sea of red and gold

Yet their love, unyielding, sparked a light, in the tale that would be told.

Oh, sing the story of love and woe, of a promise pure and strong

Of a princess fair, a knight so bold, and the love that did belong.

Though death may steal the life’s sweet breath, love transcends the grave

In the rhythm of their eternal dance, hope rides the cresting wave.

In the whispers of the moonlit night, their saga is retold

Each verse a testament of strength, each chorus brave and bold.

The princess and the knight live on, in hearts that dare to yearn

Their love, a song sung through the ages, a flame that always burns.

Oh, tell the tale of star-crossed lovers, of dreams and tearful eyes

Yet in the canvas of the endless night, the dawn of hope does rise.

For love that’s true, defies the odds, no matter what the cost

In the ballad of the sapphire-eyed and bold, love’s never truly lost.

So here’s to love that conquers all, to hearts forever linked

In the realm where moonflowers bloom, love’s melody is distinct.

The tale of lovers, brave and fair, echoes through the vast expanse

In life, in death, in the song of love, they continue their eternal dance.

When they were done, they hesitated for a moment, bowing, and yet there was no applause. They seemed as if they were waiting for it, and the fact that it never came was obviously a disappointment to them. I chuckled to myself. If it had been me, I probably would’ve been just as disappointed that nobody applauded.

Finally, however, the table at the front of the room began to fill.

My heart hammered.

Elysia was dressed in an elegant pale yellow bridal gown, her hair swept up and pinned atop her head. Loops of gold chain hung about her neck, accenting it rather than seeming ostentatious. A tall man with rusty brown hair held her hand, guiding her to the platform before they both took a seat. Gradually, the rest of the table filled in, including her parents, who were dressed in much finer attire than they had worn when they’d been Wayward.

I thought I understood.

This was Elysia’s wedding. And she and her new husband were the reason the Guild was here. Did they want to make sure it went well—or prevent it?

Other questions began to build up inside me.

Had her family’s caravan been attacked for the same reason?

What if that had been the Guild?

“Today we celebrate,” a voice intoned off to the side. It was the voice of a priest. He was dressed more regally than any priest I’d ever seen. “We celebrate their union under the eyes of Odan as we enjoy his feast.”

Servers brought out food, setting plates in front of each person at the front table, and they began to eat, sitting quietly, talking softly amongst themselves, and gradually, the murmuring of the audience began to pick up. The crowd was beginning to relax.

I couldn’t keep my gaze off Elysia. Something was going to happen.

It would happen to her.

She had already lost enough.

And she was Wayward.

Then the strange lutist came out.

He was dressed far more formally than he had been before, in flowing gowns and robes, and his hair was neatly brushed. He nodded to the people at the table. It was his instrument, though, which caught my attention. I’d never seen anything quite like it. The bowl was more rounded, the neck almost unnaturally long, with a bend at the nut that was at a sharper angle than the norm. The colors of the surface gleamed strangely as well, as if painted or dyed with some unusual stain.

Everything Ezekiel had taught me left me marveling at the complexity of the instrument. Everything Benjamin had taught me had me longing to play it.

“I will play you a performance that will celebrate your union. It is composed specifically for this evening. I hope you enjoy.” He bowed his head, and then he began to play.

When he had been in the ballroom before, I could tell that he was skilled. I could hear that skill in his performance even now. There was something else about it, though. Something that tugged at some part of me, something that I had heard or could imagine that I had heard before.

The sound carried. There was something quite lovely and haunting about it.

And something quite odd and jarring underlying it.

The sound was unlike any other lute I’d heard—or played.

Had I not trained with Benjamin as I had, and had I not been able to hear the different undertones of the song, I wasn’t sure I would’ve picked up on it. But this was something that struck me as distinct, something that reminded me of the lessons Benjamin had taught me, but also something that carried to me—and seemed to carry a warning with it. I could tell this was dangerous. The song spoke of hope, but also of sorrow. I recognized that song, as I’d heard something of it before.

I noticed something on the lute itself that I had not seen before. It was a rosette Ezekiel had made—one I’d watched him working on. Ezekiel had claimed that rosettes were generally decorative, but in this case, I had a strange suspicion that it was more than decorative. It had to have some purpose. It altered the sound coming from the lute, along with a sound and melody that was unfamiliar, and all together, it pulled on something inside me.

The Song.

Benjamin had said that many songs were recycled, having been used over and over again by people over the generations. But this one, in this moment, struck me as odd. It was not just a chording.

A chording could be powerful. That was something Benjamin had been teaching me when I was working with him. But this was something more. This was real power. He had occasionally mentioned how such things were possible, referencing the difference between the song and the Song, but I had not entirely known what he had meant by it, only that he believed there was a necessary difference and distinction. In this case, however, I felt it.

It was a strange sort of energy that washed outward.

Some part of it reached me, pulling on something deep inside of me that I would almost have believed I had felt before.

I heard a strange, almost strangled cry. I looked at Elysia, but it wasn’t her.

I wouldn’t have heard it other than the fact that a hush had fallen over everybody in the ballroom.

The cry reminded me of my mother. I looked over, seeing an elegantly dressed woman at the head table clutching at her stomach. Her face was awash in agony.

Everything started to come together in my mind.

Not just the song, but the Song.

Someone had stolen this power from the other side of the twilight gate. That had to be what had happened here. Power had been released. Had my mother been an intended target, or had she suffered unintentionally?

Another person at the head of the table clutched their stomach, this one a man dressed in vibrant blues. His hair was gray, and his eyes suddenly wrinkled in the same agony that the woman had seemingly felt. Nobody else in the room seemed to be suffering.

At least, not yet.

But if this was the fae wasting, and if it was tied to the Song, how long would it take before others suffered?

I looked around the room, and my heart froze.

Benjamin was on the far side of the room.

I hadn’t seen him in weeks. Or had it been longer?

Here he was. Was he part of this?

Anger surged inside me, and I was on my feet and moving before I even knew what I was doing. I kept circling around the room, trying to stay careful and quiet, until I caught up to Benjamin.

“What’s going on?”

His eyes widened. He grabbed my arm and pulled me to the side of the room, away from others until we stood behind one of the marble pillars. I didn’t resist, though maybe I should have.

“What are you doing here?”

“You taught me this.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Leo.”

He watched me with a look in his eyes that I couldn’t quite read. Was it troubled?

“What are you doing? What are they doing to Elysia?”

“This is not for you to get involved in,” he said again.

“No? You traveled with her. Her family. You know what they went through. Their wagon was attacked in the war. It might have been easier had it ended there.”

His face was a mask.

“And it has to do with the fae. It has to do with what happened to my mother. The wasting. It has to do with the woman who’s been following me.”

His brow furrowed.

“And you’re doing something here. You’re helping. All of you,” I said, realizing only then that there were others from the Guild scattered about the ballroom. I hadn’t even noticed them. How had they managed to hide and blend in?

“Leo…”

“You’re trying to poison the entire wedding party? What did Elysia’s family ever do to you?”

Benjamin regarded me with a question that lingered in his eyes, but it was one that I couldn’t quite answer. “Not me. This was not my plan. It was to be prevented, but he’d made a mistake. This plan came together out of necessity. Others learned what the Guild intended and…”

“Had to be removed. By the Maestro,” I said, speaking too loudly, I realized.

“You weren’t supposed to be listening,” he said.

“I was always listening,” I said.

“I know. And that’s what will make you a skilled performer.”

“You think I still want to be a performer? You taught me…”

I wasn’t even sure if I was angry at him for teaching me, or angry at the fact that what he had taught me was responsible for what was happening.

I could feel it, feel it building, and could feel…

Well, I wasn’t even sure what else I could feel, only that it was starting to rise, and that everything here, everything that I had been through, had led me to this point.

“This is your fault. Everything that’s happened is your fault. Not mine.”

Benjamin locked eyes with me for a moment. “It was never your fault, Leo. And you were never meant to be a part of this.”

“Maybe I was never meant to be, but I am.”

“And you should not be.”

Knowing what I did now and knowing that he had a role in what was happening, anger threatened to consume me.

But I tried to push it back. I had to. I needed answers.

More than that, I wanted to know the truth.

“Why does the Maestro want them dead?”

So far, almost everybody at the head table was now clutching at their stomachs. Others were trying to move, but it was as if they were frozen. That had to be some other aspect of the Song—or perhaps just a simple chording. I didn’t know.

“It’s a contract. I’m sorry, Leo, but this is beyond what I can explain to you. You shouldn’t be here. You were never meant to be here.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because being a part of the Guild is a measure of trust. You stay in until you die. You make a commitment to the others, a commitment that you will not betray their trust, nor betray that of the Guild itself. It is…” He trailed off, and he looked around the ballroom. “It was a mistake.”

I snorted. “Seems like it wasn’t so much of a mistake for you. It seems like you enjoyed what you did.”

“The challenge, perhaps,” he said. “I’m not going to deny that. And I can’t help but say it was something valuable to me. But it was more than that. The Guild served a greater good. At least, it always had.” He frowned. “That was the change the Maestro made. In the past, the Guilds operated independently.” He shrugged. “Ensuring a measure of stability. I know that sounds ridiculous, but I do think you are too young to truly understand and truly appreciate all that the Guild did, and all that the Guild could do. Too young to appreciate what the Guild brought to the world.”

I started to laugh. I couldn’t believe he was trying to convince me that murdering people was valuable, but that was exactly what he was doing.

“I’m not going to side with you on this,” I said.

“And I don’t need you to,” he said. “I just want you to understand. It’s background information. Perhaps you can think of it as a song the way I taught you. This would be the chord structure that carries the tune.”

I hated that it made sense to me. I hated as well that I was looking at this man, this person I had trusted, and feeling as if now I wasn’t even sure if I would ever be able to trust anyone again. I had believed he had wanted to help me. I had believed he had wanted to be a part of more for my future.

“You have questions about many things, and I will try to provide you with some answers but know that you should not be here. It is far too dangerous for you to stay.”

“Dangerous because of what you’re doing?”

He nodded. “Very much so. The Maestro may be violent and ruthless, but he’s also brilliant. And that makes him dangerous in a way that you cannot understand.”

“You don’t think I can understand why somebody being intelligent would be dangerous?”

“You have never experienced anybody like this before,” he said.

I just stared at him. This wasn’t the person I had known. “You came looking for the Wayward.”

“Actually, I came for something else,” he said. “The Wayward became a means to an end. I had an opportunity, and I had to take it.” He breathed out slowly. “It is something that they teach you when you enter the Guild. You take whatever opportunity presents itself to you.”

“And that opportunity was my people. The Wayward.”

“In that time, yes,” he said. “It was necessary, and it provided me with an opportunity to be able to do something and gain access to things I wouldn’t have been able to do otherwise. And I thought that was all I was going to get out of it.” He smiled. “I did not realize that I would find an apprentice.”

“You didn’t,” I said.

“You can deny many things, Leo, but you can’t deny what I taught you. You can’t deny that it mattered to you.”

I wanted to. No matter what he was saying, I wanted to deny that, and yet, I couldn’t. Much like he said. I could not. I had learned from him. I had gained much from him. I had become who I was, the performer, the person, partly because of him. And it had changed me.

“And my mother?”

“She shouldn’t have followed me,” he said.

“Followed you where?”

Benjamin was quiet for a long moment.

“Followed you where?” I asked.

“It takes multiple intonations to open the gate.”

“Does it?”

“I was to be a part of it. That was my obligation. I don’t know what happened beyond that, and I didn’t know what they were planning,” Benjamin added hurriedly. “Only that the intention was for the gate to be opened. I arrived at the designated spot at the designated time and⁠—”

“Let me guess. My mother followed you.” The night came into my memory, a night that I had been dreaming about but had not really understood, or barely remembered, the consequences of.

Benjamin had gone into the forest. It was one of those nights when we had been stuck, trying to find our way free, and I had thought nothing of it. And my mother… Well, my mother often went absent for long stretches of time, so her disappearing was not all that surprising, either.

“She followed,” he said. “I didn’t know that she saw anything, but I caught her on my way back.”

“That’s why she didn’t want me to spend time with you.”

“I don’t know what she saw.”

“Obviously she saw enough to be affected,” I said.

“It shouldn’t have worked like that,” he said. “From everything I’ve learned about the fae wasting, it should not have worked like that.”

“Until I played for her,” I said.

“You wouldn’t have been able to do it, Leo. It takes a trigger.”

A trigger.

Of course.

I had wondered why that night had been the night she had gotten sick.

It was because it was my first performance. I had added something, thinking I was being clever. And I had performed, playing what I felt deep inside of me. Adding my voice.

Not just my song, but my Song.

I had triggered whatever had happened to my mother.

And now they were using some similar power here.

“Was this to blame the fae?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Benjamin said.

“I think it does. Do you want the fae to be blamed for what happens here?”

“They aren’t even in this world any longer, Leo. It makes little difference.”

I didn’t believe that. And I didn’t think he believed that, either.

“But you stayed with us. Even after you did that.” And it would have been weeks more that he traveled with us after that. “You came with the Wayward, but you stayed.”

He nodded slowly. “I stayed.”

“Why?”

He smiled slowly. “I told you, Leo. I found an apprentice.”

There was real sadness in his voice. There was anger in what I said next.

“I’m going to stop it.”

“There is no stopping it.”

I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know how, but I knew that there had to be some way.

If it needed to trigger, maybe there would be a way of countering that trigger.

I hurried off. I noticed others of the Guild watching me, and I didn’t know if Benjamin was stopping them from following me, but no one gave chase. I hurried out of the ballroom, into a hidden back room that I had seen when I had been here before, and up the stairs, which led to the balcony overlooking the entirety of the room. There was no one here. I hadn’t thought that anybody would be here.

But I needed to find a way of stopping it.

I had to help—and save—Elysia.

I needed a Song.

And then I removed my mandolin from its case. I began to play.

The song built softly, slowly, but it built. It came from someplace deep inside me. It was the song. It was what I had heard, the notes that were familiar from the fae, and what I had recognized from what Benjamin had taught me, however inadvertently that had been, and it was something else. It was mixed with what I had heard from the strange woman at the gate, and how she had played.

All of it carried.

I began to pick, the song barely there, not wanting to disturb the others’ song until I had allowed mine to build more. My focus stayed on the head table, on Elysia—someone who was my friend, and Wayward—but I felt something all around the room.

I had no idea if I could play anything that would matter. I didn’t know if I could overpower the chording, assuming that was what this was. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe theirs was also a true Song.

All I knew was that I could not sit back and do nothing.

So I played.

I poured everything out of me.

Everything that I felt. Everything that I knew. It all flowed.

I poured my fears of what had happened to my mother, the fears that it might happen to another, and fears that it might happen to these people who didn’t deserve it. People who could end a war.

All of it spilled out of me.

And in that process, I felt the song.

Not just any song. A true Song.

It was as if it resonated deep inside me, carrying through me in a way I had never known before. It was almost as if I had always been meant to know it, though. So as the song flowed, I simply continued to play.

Resistance pushed against the Song.

It was like notes attempted to mingle with it, but I felt those notes, and I felt how I could play through them.

But that wasn’t even quite right. I didn’t need to play through them. I needed to add them to what I was already playing.

That was going to be how I would fix this.

And so I incorporated that, as well.

The song continued to build. It continued to shift. And then I felt something powerful. I had felt it only one other time before, and that was when I was playing with the woman at the twilight gate. A swelling of energy, something greater than any chording, began to build, and it spilled out of me.

It flowed.

The people at the bridal table had collapsed. When had that happened?

I focused my attention on Elysia.

A few jarring notes interrupted my song, but I continued to play.

All of the rest of the Guild tried to push, leaving only that one man playing. Only that one man looking at me, watching me.

Only that one man attempting to counter me.

He might know a song, and he might know a chording, but he didn’t know the Song. And I would help Elysia.

Somebody grabbed him, dragging him away.

Still I played.

The Song rolled toward her. Power flowed toward her.

And when she stirred, I felt a wave of fear fade.

Gradually, the people in the ballroom started to stir, coming around.

They were not harmed.

At least, they weren’t all harmed.

The sound of footsteps came from nearby. I tried to keep playing, but even as I did, I could tell that something wasn’t going to work. I might’ve helped others in the ballroom, but I had not helped all the people at the head table. I might have stopped the complete destruction here, but I had not stopped everything. They had been the target of all of this.

I had helped Elysia, but I could not help her new husband.

And I was out of time.


Chapter
Fifty

AN OFFER IN TRADE


My heart had not slowed down.

Neither had my mind stopped racing.

I might have interrupted what the Guild had intended, but I hadn’t stopped it. Not really. I didn’t even know if it could be stopped.

Somehow, and some way, there had to be something else that could be done.

But should I even be the one involved? Could I be? I was the one who had triggered the wasting in my mother. I was responsible.

Those panicked thoughts stayed with me until I reached the edge of the city. And then I felt a wave of relaxation wash over me.

It was peaceful. It reminded me of leaving, of the Wayward. Of the journeys that I had taken.

The quiet around me was almost soothing, or at least, it would have been if it weren’t for what I knew to exist out here, and the possibilities that were here. I simply did not know what might happen to me, only that there had been a series of other people who had chased me ever since I left Bastiin. And somehow, I needed to try to make sense of all of it. I didn’t even know how to start.

I was taking a risk here. And at this point, I wasn’t sure if this was the right strategy for me, only that I felt as if I didn’t take this risk, I wasn’t going to be able to stop running.

And that was what I wanted. Not only that, it was what I felt I needed.

Only, I wondered if I was going to be able to find a way to stop running, and if I could, what that would look like. I didn’t know, but I felt as if the answer was just within my reach.

And so I headed out.

I made my way back along the road. When I had ventured here the last time, I hadn’t really had a destination in mind. I had simply followed the road from Cargolath. And now that I was here, now that I had followed this road and ended up here, I couldn’t help but feel as if maybe what I really needed was to have asked questions.

The woman.

The fae.

The Maestro.

Those were the pieces I had.

And the attack had almost been too much.

All I wanted was to help, and while I had stopped most of the attack, I hadn’t managed to save everyone, and I hadn’t gained enough understanding about what was happening around me.

And so I needed to find help. The Guild wasn’t going to help, nor was Benjamin, which bothered and angered me. The answer was the one I feared hearing, but what choice did I have? If I did nothing, others would suffer the way my mother had suffered. I was not willing to do that.

So I stood under the shade of the trees, with wisps of light drifting through, and I began to play.

I didn’t have an intention behind what I played and just let the notes carry me until night fell around me. Still I played, the song building, the caressing of power working around me, and something more. Perhaps it was something powerful, magical. It was more than a chording, but I didn’t know if it was the Song.

“Why do you persist in playing that?”

The voice caught me off guard, as I had not thought anybody else was here. I spun and realized almost too late that the strange woman was watching me. There was something in her eyes, a look—anger, and maybe something else, something less obvious—that struck me as perhaps dangerous.

“Because it is my song,” I said.

I shifted, turning in place so I could look at her, and as I did, I couldn’t help but feel as if maybe that was a mistake. But if it was, it was the kind of mistake that I increasingly felt like I had to make, at least until I had better, and clearer, answers.

“It is stolen,” she said. “You have heard it somewhere. Your kind have been searching for it, but you will not keep stealing it.”

I hesitated, frowning at her. “Is that what you’ve been afraid of?”

“I do not fear.”

I looked at my mandolin. I wasn’t sure if she was talking about stealing that or stealing the song. Maybe a little bit of both.

“It’s not stolen,” I finally said.

She watched me.

“And I didn’t hear the song either,” I said. I wasn’t sure how she would react to that, but this was the part I felt the strongest about. If she believed I had somehow heard some snippet of a song that I was not supposed to have heard, and that it was somehow tied to something dangerous, then I needed her to listen and believe the truth.

So I started to play.

At first, she looked as if she wanted to object, but I allowed the song to carry.

It was a gamble, but so too was what I suspected of her motivation. She wasn’t here to harm me. She wanted the song. She wanted to return. That had to be the reason she was here. I thought of all of the different songs about the twilight gates, and how they spoke of power.

And in this case, I knew the truth.

So I sang.

Then her voice began to carry, building with mine, blurring together into something that was different, and it was far more powerful than I would’ve expected from her. I had a hard time keeping from looking over at her, keeping my focus on my performance, my hands on the strings.

I had been afraid of her for so long that it was odd to feel as if she were joining my song. The music continued to build, unlike anything I had ever performed before. It didn’t come from notes that Benjamin had taught me. This came from something deep inside me, and it carried outward. My voice. My Song.

Gradually, the song drifted off. I had lost track of how long I had been playing. It seemed like I had just started, but night had fallen in full, and now darkness surrounded us. Within that, I couldn’t help but feel something else, some bit of energy, some bit of a familiarity with the song and the night together.

“You would not have been taught that,” she said.

“I wasn’t,” I said.

“How is it that you know it?”

“When I first started playing, I was taught to listen to the song inside of me. I guess… Well, I guess that’s what I was doing. I remember how it felt and what I needed to do, and I remembered there was something mixed within the song, and within me, that…”

“What do you mean within you?”

Her demeanor shifted.

This was somebody who I had already seen was powerful. But I didn’t need to see that she was powerful to know what she was. She was fae.

“I’m not exactly sure what I mean by it. There is something inside of me. I don’t know the answer.” I feared I had said something wrong, that I had somehow angered her, but that made it more difficult to know what the right thing to say would be. “I… I’m sorry.”

“Why did you call me here?”

That, at least, was true. I had called her here.

And at this point, I wasn’t even sure how to explain what I had done, nor why I had done it, only that I thought she could be helpful. At least, she could help me understand a theory, and perhaps she might even show me something that I had begun to suspect and needed confirmation of.

“Or was it them? Perhaps you’re marked,” she said when I didn’t say anything.

“Who?”

As I looked up, I saw a familiar reflection of eyes in the darkness.

The caserra.

I hadn’t seen them. Had the song called to them?

“They’ve been following me, but they haven’t attacked.”

“And they would not. Not you. Perhaps the Sheval.”

Could that have been what those others had been? They had been interested in something—but then the caserra had attacked. I had thought it chance but maybe it had not been.

“What would you say to a trade?”

“Trade?”

I nodded. “A trade. You help me, and I help you.”

Her eyes narrowed for a moment, and I could see the wheels spinning, as if she were trying to decide just what I might be able to help her with. At this point, I wasn’t even sure I would be able to help her with anything, though given what she had asked of me, and the implication of it, I suspected there was something I could do, though it would be difficult for me to know how.

Still, I remembered that night all too well. It was the reason I had been willing to come out here, the reason I had been willing to risk this, not knowing what this was, nor what it meant. It was the reason I thought I needed to do this. If I was right, then there was a distinct possibility I would know more. And yet, there was also the possibility that I was wrong.

“You would not be able to help me.”

“You need a portion of the song. That’s why you brought me to the gate. You thought… Well, I don’t even know how to say what you thought, but I’m guessing you thought I had stolen some fragment of the song, and I was using it to help with something else, but…” I shrugged again. “But seeing as how I didn’t, I’m thinking that perhaps you were surprised. You thought you would use what you sensed from me, and what you had felt, to do something. Maybe tie it to the fae wasting.”

At this point, I wasn’t even sure I was right about that, but I suspected I was right. There was more to this, probably much more that I didn’t fully understand, and until I had an opportunity to talk with her more, I wasn’t sure I would get the answers, but for now, I felt like I was right about it.

“What do you think you can offer me?”

“A return.”


Chapter
Fifty-One

FRIENDS IN THE PALACE


Ithought it was going to be harder to sneak her into the palace than it ended up being. She moved through the city with comfort and ease, which left me wondering how she had not managed to catch me again. Had she even tried? And given how easily she was navigating, I was a little surprised that I hadn’t encountered her before now. Unless, of course, she hadn’t wanted me to encounter her. It was entirely possible that she hadn’t wanted that, though the real question was why.

We got into the palace easily, despite there being a heavy guard. I was actually surprised we were able to do so, as a part of me had expected we would run into difficulty with the soldiers. She had whispered something, and when she had, there was a faint tugging deep inside me, almost as if a familiarity bloomed within me.

I slipped through the halls, wondering if there was going to be anything that could really be done to help or if this was all just a waste of my time. Nearing a familiar section of the palace, I wished I was better dressed. I needed to fit in so that I could learn what I needed to know.

I didn’t even know how to find where I was going, but it seemed it didn’t matter.

The fae woman guided me.

We reached a door where she paused, then knocked. I wasn’t sure if this was the right place, but for some reason, it felt right. When the door came open, Elysia was on the other side.

I hadn’t known how much she’d recovered, but she didn’t look nearly as bad as I’d feared.

“Leo?” She glanced past me to the fae woman. “What are you doing here? There was an attack. Most of the wedding party are still sick. They don’t understand what happened, but it was magic. They are blaming⁠—”

“I know what happened,” I said. “And I brought somebody to help.”

“You brought somebody to help?”

“I did,” I said. “I don’t know what will come with it, but I’m hopeful.”

She looked past me. “I don’t think you should be here. It’s going to be unsafe. They are looking for anything unusual.”

As she said it, I understood why she was saying it. This woman was unusual.

“She can help,” I said.

“Leo—”

“Do you trust me?”

It was a big ask, and I knew it.

But I hoped that during the time I had traveled with her, and in the time that I had been in the city, she had reason to trust me.

Only, I didn’t know if she could. I didn’t know if she did.

“I can’t get you to them.”

“We just need to get close,” I said.

She looked at me, then at the fae woman, and then nodded.

Elysia led us forward, and anytime we got close to soldiers patrolling in the hall, she would stop, but it didn’t seem to matter. No one paid any attention to us. The first time that happened, it was a little strange. The second time, I found Elysia looking over at the fae woman. After a while, we strode confidently until we reached a doorway.

“In here,” she said. “I don’t know what they’re doing. They have been bringing in healers, from everything that I hear. Some people in the reception were sick, but they’ve gotten better.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“How do you know?” A note of suspicion entered her voice.

“I was there. I helped.”

“You… It was your song that I heard. I thought it felt familiar.”

The fae woman looked at me. I ignored her expression.

“Can you do this?” I asked her.

She turned to the door. “I can. I can feel the residual effects. It must be drawn away.”

“And you can do that?” I repeated.

I tried not to think about what would’ve happened had this woman been there for my mother.

“As will you, in time.”

I tried not to think about that response, either.

She traced a pattern on the door, murmuring something softly. “They should not have found this song,” she said.

“This caused the wasting?”

“The misplayed song caused the wasting,” she said.

“Will you fix it?” I felt as if I had to be explicit with her, as there was much about her that was unusual, and much about what she did that left me with even more questions.

She glanced at me. “If you help me, I will remove all traces.”

“I gave you my word.”

There was a look in her eyes that practically dared me to break that word, but a deep part of me knew better than to do that. It was almost as if I recognized the danger in trying to betray one of the fae. I was not going to do that.

“And you will have mine.” She bowed her head.

Then she began to sing, her voice soft, carrying.
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It didn’t take long. Once she was done singing, she looked over at me but turned her attention to Elysia. The song had carried familiar notes in it, and I wondered if she was right and I might be able to do the same thing eventually.

“It is done.”

Elysia’s demeanor changed somewhat. “What do you mean that it’s done?”

“They will be as they were before,” she said.

“Healed,” I said. I felt as if I needed to explain.

“Thank you,” she said. She approached the door, looking at it.

Voices behind me caught my attention. “We should be going.”

“You can stay, Leo,” Elysia said.

“I can find you later,” I said.

Maybe, I didn’t add.

Elysia stared at the door, eyes tearing up.

And I understood. How could I not?

I had lost my mother to the same thing. Saving someone else…

It was worthwhile.

It didn’t take long for us to leave the palace. Once outside, soldiers patrolling caught my attention and I hurried off, trying to get the fae woman’s attention, but we were split up. Only, I didn’t know if we truly were. She simply disappeared, slipping through the crowd while I hurried away from the palace, feeling a rising concern about everything that had happened. I would need to go back to the forest, to fulfill my promise, but not yet. And she would wait.

By the time I reached a small, central plaza, I was feeling better about myself.

I caught sight of an older minstrel, a woman this time, playing a four-stringed instrument with a long neck and a thin body. Benjamin had never taught me about this instrument, and so I had never had an opportunity to experiment on it, and this sounded almost thin and somewhat hollow.

I sat and watched, listening, and every so often, I would clap along with the rest of the crowd. I made a point of moving from time to time, not wanting to draw her attention to the fact that I was there, needing to somehow mask my own presence. I didn’t know if I did that well enough, but I felt as if I had to find some way to shield my presence. After a while, she ended her performance. The crowd had started to change, and a troupe of acrobats had made their way into the plaza, which had drawn some of the crowd away. There was a storyteller, as well, making me think of Edith and some of the stories she had told me.

The woman minstrel wound her way through the streets. She didn’t move quickly, or with any particular sense of purpose, which made it easier for me to follow. I tried to trail her from a distance, not wanting to get too close, nor did I want to give her a chance to know I was there. I wanted to keep her from realizing that I was trying to use her to figure out what the other minstrels were doing, if anything, though I wasn’t sure that was working. There was a part of me that suspected she recognized I was following after her, despite every attempt on my part to try to give her some space.

At one point, she paused, seemingly looking into a storefront, which forced me to make a slow, casual pass along the road, to the point where I attempted to move away from her and then down an alleyway. I had to watch and wait for her to move along, and then I hurried after her again. At one point, I was certain that she had caught sight of me, but then she tottered on. I rounded a corner.

I was surrounded. Three people closed in around me.

I looked around and tried to gauge what they might do. I tried to identify what they were, and who they were.

The woman minstrel was nowhere to be seen.

She had somehow evaded me.

Not only that, but she had obviously informed others that I was following.

I kept moving, trying to look casual, but realized my mistake almost too late.

I would’ve been obvious to her. I was carrying a mandolin case, along with the sack I had stolen from the men on the road, and a sword. For someone my age, a sword would stand out almost as much as the mandolin case, so I should have known better, and should have been smarter, about that.

One of the men was young, probably in his early twenties, with brown hair, blue eyes, and freckles. He looked as if he had worked physical labor and had sizable strength to him. I knew better than to try to tangle with somebody like that, as I doubted that I would end up on the right side of it. Instead, I simply flashed a smile—and sprinted.

The other two tried to close in on me, but thankfully, I was quick.

More than that, I was at least in a part of the city I recognized, having been here long enough that there were parts of it that were familiar. That was one advantage of being forced to move regularly through the city as I had been.

And now I was being chased again.

As I picked my way forward, hurrying as quickly as I could, I felt the strange tension within me, a tension that left me worried. This was dangerous, I knew, and this might be more than I would be able to withstand, and it might even be risky, too risky, but in order to have answers, I needed to do this. I raced onward, my mad dash through the streets, the alleys, and everything guiding me and making me wish that I knew more about where I was going, that I understood these alleys better than I did. If I knew them better, maybe I’d be able to find my way more effectively, but at this point, I felt… Well, I wasn’t exactly sure what I felt, only that I recognized the pursuit.

It was a mistake. I had made a mistake. It was my fault.

There had been one man who had warned me about who they were and what they intended. I should’ve known better, especially as the man had made it quite clear what the Guild’s intentions were and the kind of things that they did.

When I didn’t know, however, was the reason behind it. I didn’t know the reason behind any of it.

My pursuers kept chasing me.

They were forcing me through the streets, guiding me, I suspected, although perhaps herding me would be a better way of describing it, as I certainly was directed one way over another. And yet, there wasn’t anything I could do about that. I followed where they were forcing me, and as I made my way, I kept looking for other options. Alleys, streets, rooftops, even.

I was going to be trapped. That much was clear. Not only were they faster than me and seemed to know the city better than me, but they also were more numerous than me. And more than anything else, I suspected that would be my downfall.

It had to be tied to the Guild. I knew that, much like I had known anything I did at the palace would run afoul of the Guild. They were assassins, I now knew, so what hope did I have of outrunning that kind of power?

I darted through the streets and raced toward the courtyard. If I could get to the marketplace, I might be able to lose them.

If only I had Isabel’s skill with navigating the streets, dealing with dangers like this, but I did not. I wasn’t sure that I ever could. I was moving around too often to develop that sort of knowledge.

As I neared the market, I nearly collided with someone.

“Leo?”

I froze.

“Jocelyn,” I said.

She tipped her head, frowning at me she watched me. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry, Jocelyn, I can’t…” I looked past her, to the three men who were pursuing me. Three assassins.

“You’re in trouble.”

I nodded.

“Come with me.”

She slipped her cloak off, threw it over my shoulders, and bent me forward.

We moved away, deeper into the market, until we reached an alleyway, which she slipped along, and then to a section of the city I hadn’t visited before. And there I saw a line of wagons.

My wagons. The Wayward.

“Come on,” she said, urging me forward. “We still have your wagon here. There is a family in it, but I’m sure they won’t mind leaving it for you. It is yours, after all.”

I didn’t move. I stayed frozen, fixed in place. How could I move? I saw another figure on the far side of the street watching me from the shadows.

Benjamin.

No. Not Benjamin. I didn’t know that I could think of him in that way again. This was Tobias.

“Leo? It’s okay. You’ll be safe. We have a few more Custodians than we had before because we had a little difficulty on the road. And…” She trailed off, watching me. “You look like you had a little difficulty on the road, as well. Your mother? What am I saying? You’re here by yourself. Your mother didn’t make it, did she?” I shook my head. “I’m so sorry, Leo. I did everything I could. She had been getting sick.”

“I know,” I said.

“And I was trying. She said there was nothing that could be done. She said when we brought her into the city that it didn’t matter, and that it had already been triggered. I didn’t really know what that meant.”

“She said what?”

Jocelyn nodded. “I don’t know what to tell you. She just knew that she was getting sicker.”

“I didn’t even know,” I said. “How could I have known?”

“She didn’t want you to know. She wanted you to be safe. I know that’s hard to believe.”

“It’s not,” I said.

“No, I suppose not. Ezra was a strong woman. One of the best that I’ve ever known.”

“She really was.”

It had already been triggered. Not that I triggered it.

Something else.

I wasn’t sure what that had been, nor was I sure who had done it.

Maybe it wasn’t me.

I might not ever know, though.

Jocelyn stopped trying to pull on me. “You don’t want to come back with the Wayward?”

“I need to go somewhere else.”

“It is the way,” she said. “I thought I was going to stay put for a short period of time, but the Wayward feels comfortable. At least for now. Maybe it won’t always feel that way.”

“Enjoy the journey,” I said.

“You know you will always be welcome.”

I smiled. “Thank you. For everything that you did for her.”

“I know the others would love to see you.”

They would, and I would like to see them, but I also knew that it would be hard. Not only for me, but for them, as well.

“It’s probably better that I not,” I said.

She looked at me, and I could tell she knew something was amiss. “Keep the cloak, then. Give what you can to those who need it.”

She wrapped me in a quick hug and then slipped across the street.

And I waited on Benjamin.
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I wasn’t really in the mood to talk to Benjamin, but I wanted answers. I didn’t know what he might do or what he might say.

“It’s good to see you, Leo.”

“Is it? You don’t have to deal with the rest of the Guild?”

“Are they following you?”

“Don’t act like you don’t know.”

He frowned, flicked his gaze past me, and then let out a heavy, almost irritated sigh. “I suppose they will. I will do what I can to keep them from chasing.”

“I don’t need your help. But I will find the one responsible.”

I knew his voice. I knew the sound of his instrument. I could find him.

“I doubt you will. He will slip away, like he is trained to do. Disappearing. The job might have been a partial success⁠—”

“Not partial. Not a success.”

“The goal was stopping the union. I told you, Leo. You have to follow the money. Someone wanted the war.”

“But you didn’t. They’re unharmed.”

That wasn’t completely true, but they would recover.

Benjamin frowned at me. “If that’s true, then you have become a target.”

I snorted. “I doubt that.”

“There’s a lot about the world that you don’t know. You can’t know these things. Not yet. But you could.”

“By going to the Academy?”

“Yes.”

The way he said it, and how quickly he said it, made me feel as if that was actually what he thought I truly needed. And yet, there was a part of me that wondered if that was really just what he wanted for me, not so much what I wanted for me. Hadn’t that been the issue all along? I remembered him talking to me about the Academy, and at that time, I had started to think that was what I wanted, but I had also known it had been something he had thought would be beneficial for me. The School of Song. That was what he kept telling me, and at that time, I had thought that maybe I could go to the School of Song, and I could learn how to perform.

“Why didn’t you tell me what you were?”

He looked around. The street was busy, and I could tell that he was debating how much he wanted to talk to me here, in the open, and how much he wanted to wait until he had an opportunity to do it more quietly, perhaps even back with one of the Guild.

“You don’t understand,” he said.

“I understand that Ezekiel was killed by somebody targeting him for what he did to try to help my mother. What you helped him with. I understand that I was chased by those with unknowable power. And I understand that you have kept the secret of the Guild, and what you are, and what it is, from me for as long as I have known you. All because of a job.”

“It’s more than just a job.”

“No,” I said. “That’s not what you told me. You said it was a contract. And that was reason enough for you, and the Guild, to do whatever it was that you thought you needed to do.”

“I guess I can’t argue with that,” he said.

“I don’t want you to try,” I said. I shifted the mandolin so that it hung on my back.

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But the Guild isn’t getting away with what they did.”

He started to laugh, though there was a bitter tone to it. “The Guild isn’t getting away with it? Leo, even if I wanted to do anything about the Guild, it is too powerful. Why do you think I had to play my part?”

“Because you are tired of being Benjamin.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I grew tired of being Tobias, and that is why I became Benjamin. I wanted to be a performer. I wanted to carry the song. I wanted…” He shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I wanted. All that matters is what I did.” He breathed out heavily. “If you go to the Academy. If you choose that. Go to the School of Song. Can you promise me that one thing?”

“I don’t know that I can,” I said.

He stood quietly.

“Why did you give up Tobias?” I asked.

“It’s complicated.”

“Then uncomplicate it. Obviously they asked you to do something you didn’t care for. You were hiding from the Guild, but not hiding so much that you wouldn’t be recognized.”

“I was hiding, but they found me. It was why I had to play my part. There are only so many who are a part of the Guild who can find the proper chording to power the gate.”

I wondered what it meant that I thought I could.

“And by doing my part, I could stay in relative anonymity. Or so I thought.” He shook his head again. “Much like you could stay in relative anonymity.” He flicked his gaze over to the caravan of Wayward. They were preparing to leave, but they had not yet departed. “You could go with them. You could remain Wayward.”

“Is that what you want for me?”

“I’ve told you what I want. I’ve told you that I see your potential. Ezekiel saw it as well.”

“And he thought I could be a part of the School of Craftsmanship.”

He nodded. “Probably. I think you would have potential in many aspects. You have a bright future. I thought that the moment I met you. And I know your mother saw it as well.”

“Don’t,” I said.

He raised his hands. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I know I have no right to make those claims.”

“If you want to make it up to me, keep the Guild from chasing me.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “If that’s what you ask.”

“It’s going to cost you, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said simply.

“Good. That’s what I want.”

He watched me and I turned away, thinking that would be the last time I would see Benjamin—or Tobias—again.


Chapter
Fifty-Two

THROUGH THE TWILIGHT GATE


The forest didn’t feel quite as dark as it did the first time I had come this deep into it. Maybe that was just because I was in a different place, or maybe because this forest wasn’t as dark as the other one had been, or maybe it was because of what I had been doing and the sense of the song I had been singing. Whatever it was, the song carried to me in a way that left me feeling almost as if I were meant to be a part of this.

I didn’t look around. There was no point in doing so, as I just allowed myself to be pulled forward. I could feel the need, and I could feel what was out there, and more than anything, I could feel the sense of relief that washed through me the farther I went. Everything here gave off a heavy, almost damp, comfort, one that struck me as familiar, only the familiarity that I detected was one I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to have or feel. It was a familiarity that left me thinking maybe this was a place I should be in.

Not quite home. I didn’t know if I would ever find my home again, as my home had been lost. The Wayward had been lost. Everything I knew had been lost.

But this felt comfortable.

By the time I reached deeper into the forest, I could practically feel the pulling of the trees, the swaying of the branches, the way everything began to build around me. And I was reminded of the dream I’d had of my mother. It was a long time ago, the time when she had ventured into the forest by herself.

Now, though, the only thing I could detect was an energy. It was pulling on me, and it was profound. And more than that, it seemed to be radiating, as if it were something I was meant to find.

Underneath a set of tall, towering trees, there was a shadowed bit of metal. This one was different than the last gate I had seen, with the arching entryway not nearly as pronounced, the decorations around it no less ornate, looking to be vines and flowers all twirling together as they framed the metallic structure. The gate itself emanated a sort of cold energy, and more than that, it whistled, as if it were carrying a bit of the song with it. Within that, there was a bit of a hint of the wind, and music, and perhaps something else. Something I wasn’t quite sure how to place. It was a sense of the past, a sense of what had come through here and what no longer was.

I approached it slowly, reverently. When I had last seen a twilight gate, I had not known what it was, not really. I had been cautious, partly because I had felt as if I had needed to be, but I had also been cautious because I had not known what I would find, nor had I felt safe. Everything at that time had been terrifying because I had thought I was going to be harmed in some way.

It was still possible that I could be harmed here. I had to keep that in mind as I made my way toward the gate, but the likelihood was much lower than it had been before.

I felt as if I were welcome here. As if this were guiding me, gifting me something, only I did not know what.

I approached the gate.

The woman wasn’t here. I waited, as I knew she would find her way here. But I took an opportunity to make my way around the gate. As I did, I could practically imagine my mother here, making her way toward this gate, and doing what? Whatever she had done had exposed her to the wasting, and I had lost her because of that.

“I wasn’t sure you were going to come.”

I turned slowly, looking back and through the forest. It looked as if there was a faint, tenuous sort of glow that hovered over everything, though I knew that was probably more my imagination than anything. The twilight gate practically hummed, making a soft reverberation in the air, sending out a quiet, metallic song. It pulled on something inside me, something that I could practically feel drawing on me, attempting to pull me toward it. The twilight gate called to me.

“You thought I would betray you?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time. Your kind has betrayed me.”

My kind. I had started to wonder what my kind was going to be.

There had to be a reason I knew this song, didn’t there? I had heard it somewhere. That much was true, but I felt it somehow.

It was a part of me, which meant…

Which meant so many very different possibilities. None of which I knew the answer to, and none of which showed me how to find the answer.

This could be my way.

“Thank you for your help. I wouldn’t have been able to help them otherwise.”

“They should not have been subjected to that,” she said. “Others should have.”

She laughed, though there was no mirth in it. It was almost as if she were laughing because she thought that was what she needed to do. There was something about the way she laughed, the way she looked when she did, that struck me as off. I didn’t know why, nor did I know what it meant.

“You will help.”

It was both a question and a statement. I would help.

Of course I would help, as that was the entire reason I had come here.

I had to open the gate, and then she could step through. She could return.

“You will reveal your song,” she said.

“I will,” I said.

“You will not hold back.”

“I told you that I wouldn’t,” I said.

She breathed out. Then she began to sing.

I don’t know why I felt like her voice was frightening before, but there was something almost comforting about it now, something that left me feeling as if there was a bit of a warmth, and more than that, as if it carried some bit of the forest with it.

I picked up the mandolin and began to play, adding the Song.

It was a simple thing, and it carried power with it that I didn’t fully understand, but I knew was a part of me in some manner. Perhaps I would never know the truth about it now, not without risking crossing through the gate. But there was more that I needed to be doing now. More than I needed to do before.

And then the gate began to shimmer. It started slowly, the way that it seemed to do when it opened. That was not something I knew then, but it was something I would learn in the future. The twilight gate first caused a bit of the humming to magnify, as if the gate itself were trying to add to the song and to work together with what we were doing, and singing, almost as if the gate were hoping to try to find some aspect that it could add. Within it, I could feel the song, and I could feel the way that it was rising, and I could feel so much.

That was the twilight gate, and the song, and what we added to it.

In that moment, I understood why she could not open the gate herself. The song itself was far too complicated. This was not a song to be sung by one with the gate alone. This was one that had to have multiple voices, though there was a distant part of me that questioned whether or not it would be possible to find different harmonies, different layers of tones that might add together, augmenting in such a way that I might not be able to do this for her by myself.

Then the power of the twilight gate exploded.

It was a wondrous thing. As that power sundered, and as it reverberated, I began to feel it washing through me. There was something almost familiar about it. I had no idea why, only that it called to me.

The shimmering of the gate began to solidify, and an opening formed. It was similar to what I had seen in my dreams.

Gradually, our songs began to fade. There was only the song of the twilight gate. I hadn’t realized it, but the gate itself continued to play its melody, the metal vibrating in a way that seemed to intensify, echoing outward, as if it needed to carry to me.

She stepped forward, empty-handed, and looked at the gate, an expression in her eyes one of almost longing. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, only that it seemed to me that she was agonizing in some way.

“You could come,” she said, not looking over at me. “You feel it, don’t you? The call. It’s asking you to come home.”

Home.

It was compelling, I had to admit. The idea that this could be my home, that this was my home, filled me with a sense of longing that took me by surprise. I was not expecting to feel that strongly, nor to feel that way, and yet when she said it, I couldn’t deny that it did leave me feeling as if I wanted nothing more than to find my way through the gate. I couldn’t deny that I wanted to know if that was my home.

I had been on the road my entire life. I had traveled for as long as I could remember. And without my mother, I was left wondering what home might look like.

And this woman offered me that opportunity.

Home.

Was this what I wanted?

The drawing of the twilight gate, and the power of the song that it carried, seemed to offer a promise, though it was one I wasn’t even sure I could believe. It was a promise of something more, a promise of a time that seemed impossible, a promise of a future, only I needed to understand what was happening in the present. And I needed to know something else.

“Not yet,” I said.

She looked at me, locking eyes with me for just a moment. It was almost as if she were debating whether she wanted to try to tell something to me, or coerce me, or perhaps argue with me. But I realized that she could do none of those things, and it seemed as if she realized that as well.

“You will not be able to open this again. Not by yourself.”

“I don’t know that I should go,” I said.

She regarded me. “You don’t know yourself.” There was a hint of surprise and sadness in the way she said it. “But once you do, you will know the answer.” She took a deep breath, looking toward the gate. “Perhaps our songs will meet again.” She bowed her head. “Blessed be our greeting, Leo Surinar.”

And with that, she stepped forward, into the gate.

There was a shimmering, a soft pluck of a few notes, and then everything fell still and silent. The gate continued to shimmer, though. A question came to me that I did not have an answer to.

I had not given her my name.

I didn’t even know her name.

She knew mine, though.

As I stood in front of the twilight gate, swaying in place and feeling the power of the song radiating from it, I didn’t add anything to it. I didn’t think I could.

As it gradually began to fade, the gate trembled, and the metal stopped singing until the gate sputtered and the shimmering faded.

Benjamin had wanted me to go to the Academy.

He had wanted me to enroll in the School of Song. He had wanted me to find my place.

And I didn’t know what it was, but I did know one thing. It was what would stay with me from this point on.

I would find the one responsible for bringing the fae wasting into the world.

Then I would find the Maestro.

And I would destroy the Guild.


Epilogue


Garridan came around slowly, his head throbbing.

He hadn’t been knocked unconscious in a while. But that might be fortuitous, as he was still alive. The man must have had some reason for keeping him alive.

Which was his mistake.

He looked around, getting his bearings. He was lying on a thin mat on a hard ground. The air around him was a little off, and it stank.

No. It was him that stank.

He rolled, focusing, and tried to make sense of just what was going on and whether he might be able to figure out what had happened to him, but he came up with nothing. Just the pain.

He sat up and rubbed a knuckle into his eyes. He was inside a small room. It had to be no more than a dozen paces in either direction, his mat lay against the stone wall near one end. A barred entry blocked him from accessing anything else.

He clenched his jaw, trying to work through what was going on here and trying to make sense of all of it, but he could not.

It looked like any sort of prison cell that he might find in any constabulary in most larger towns.

He didn’t see anyone else. Maybe Matthew had gotten away.

The problem was that if he hadn’t come out in time, he had little doubt of what Matthew would have done. In fact, he had made a point of telling Matthew to come in after him.

He didn’t see anything. He didn’t hear anything.

Just his breathing. Just his heart beating.

Just the throbbing in his head.

He lost track of how long he was seated, but he did begin to feel better slowly. When he heard the shuffling of feet toward him, he looked up. He was surprised to see the stout woman coming toward him. She shoved a tray of food under the bars of the cell, and when he tried to call out to her to ask a question, she ignored him. She just shuffled away, disappearing.

He ignored the food. The food was likely poisoned.

More time passed until he heard more shuffling coming toward him.

“You don’t want our food? You offend me.”

Garridan looked up. The voice was as he remembered. There was power in it. He felt it. But would the man remember him? Would he remember how he had felt?

“I’m not interested in what you have to serve,” he said.

“That’s unfortunate. And here I thought you would appreciate our hospitality.”

“Your hospitality is terrible.”

Laughing hurt his head, but he did it anyway.

“Why, yes. My hospitality. I was curious why you followed me. I’ve had some follow before, though most want a private performance, but that didn’t seem to be what you were interested in. And because you followed me so diligently, it left me thinking that perhaps you had a different purpose.” He leaned forward. “And then I remembered the missives that have been sent. Someone targeting Guild members. A shame, as the Guild provides such a valuable service.”

Garridan sat motionless, and there was a part of him that wanted to see what the other man might do.

Were it not for his throbbing head, this would be easier.

The problem that he had, however, was that the throbbing in his head shifted everything.

“Why don’t you tell me about yourself? And tell me why I recognize you.”

Garridan almost smiled. “Do you, now?”

“And I recognize the instrument you’re carrying. It is a Monalian. Quite exquisite design.”

“Obviously Igor thought the same,” he said.

The man chuckled. “Yes. Igor. He has his own predilections, doesn’t he? And how interesting that he was caught by some child. He always believed himself to be too clever for that.”

“I’m no child,” Garridan said.

“No? Barely trained, then. Probably not even affiliated with any organization.” He moved close enough that he could look at Garridan, getting his face up near the bars of the cell.

Almost.

“Why do I recognize you?”

“Perhaps you recognize me from the first time that you saw me, when I was working with my mentor.”

“Oh?” He seemed intrigued, though Garridan wasn’t sure why, or what he was intrigued by. “And who was your mentor?”

“When I first met him, he went by the name of Benjamin.”

He laughed. “Benjamin? What kind of Guild name is Benjamin?”

“Oh, it’s not a Guild name. It was a minstrel name. Benjamin was a performer.”

And one of the best Garridan had ever known.

“So your mentor is no longer.”

Garridan frowned, giving him an opportunity, as he knew he needed to take that time. He needed to make sure the man stayed close.

“Whatever gave you that impression?”

“The words we say have meaning, boy. What you said is that your mentor was a performer. And by that, one can presume he is no longer living.”

Garridan shrugged slightly. “You would presume that. But you would be wrong.”

“Then what is he now if not a performer?”

Garridan began tapping his finger on the mat. He had been moving his foot the entire time that he had been confronted by this man, but now he started to use the stone. It didn’t resonate quite as much as what he needed, but it would work.

He could feel it building. He could feel the song.

Could this man?

Garridan doubted that he could. He suspected he couldn’t hear it.

“He’s no longer a performer. It is unfortunate, as he really was skilled.”

Garridan got to his feet and slipped closer, shuffling, tapping, feeling the rhythm and the song. He needed a little more resonance.

Just a little, though.

He could feel it, he knew it was close.

“What is it, then?”

The man didn’t seem at all concerned about the fact that Garridan was coming closer.

That’s good.

Garridan stopped near the bars, keeping several paces from the man, resting one hand on the bars, tapping. The metal reverberated softly.

There it is.

That was the resonance.

Then Garridan began drumming. The song began to build.

“You may know him as Tobias.”

With that, his captor started to jerk away, but Garridan tapped.

The echo was a harsh, powerful reverberation.

The man froze.

Garridan strode over to him, grabbing him and reaching into his pocket until he found the key, then he used it on the door, unlocking it and releasing himself. He pulled the man into the cell and felt for any weapons, removing a knife, and then brought the man down to the bed. He laid him down.

“The reason you remember me was because of Tobias, though even he didn’t teach me this song. I doubt he would recognize me anymore, either. But I know you. I was there. I was the one who stopped your attack. It was my song. But it was yours that hurt someone I care very much about. And it was yours who wanted to harm others of my family.”

The Wayward were a family, even if they only traveled together a short time.

The man’s eyes twitched, but he couldn’t speak.

That was the effect of the chording. It would last as long as Garridan wanted it to last. Besides, this man wouldn’t be able to speak ever again.

“You used what you had heard, and you called the fae across the twilight gate. Perhaps you’re Inarak. At the time, I wouldn’t have known. And now, I still don’t know, but it no longer matters.”

Garridan brought the knife up and drove it into his belly. He flicked the hilt. The chording began to carry through him.

The differing notes must have freed something within the man. He was able to speak, though his voice was little more than a whisper. He still wasn’t able to counter anything that Garridan was doing.

“You’ll be hunted. The Guild. The Maestro.”

Garridan leaned close, dropping his voice. “Didn’t you hear? The Guild is fractured. And I will be the one to remove the Maestro.”

Garridan pulled the blade up and it was done. He wiped it on the man’s chest, staring at him for a moment. One task was now over.

“That’s for you, Mother.”

He breathed out, leaving the blade on the man’s chest, and stepped into the hall. There was another cell, and inside, Matthew lay motionless. Garridan tapped on the bars, then unlocked the door.

Matthew slowly got to his feet, as if coming out of a slumber.

“What… what happened?”

“It’s over. It’s done.”

“What are we going to do now?”

“Now… Well, we have to decide. Perhaps now I may join the Guild, at least for a little while, as I need to get access to it. But I know who is next.”

Or if not next, soon. It was all about the Maestro. He was the one who had started this, even if indirectly.

“It’s going to be brutal. And bloody. Will you let me record it all for your story?”

“It is. And I will,” Garridan agreed. “But he was the one who started it. I’m going to be the one who ends it.”

He took a deep breath. Before he left, though, he was going to take back the lute.
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Don’t miss the next book in The Wayward Chronicles: Strings of Sorrow.

[image: ]


The Twilight Gates call to me with a song I must ignore, as it’s nothing more than the Song of Sorrow.

No longer traveling with the Wayward, Leo learns that finding his own way is its own adventure, and one he could never have experienced as one of the Wayward.

He joins a new caravan and befriends a young girl fascinated by the Twilight Gates, travels with one of the fae and learns of a danger to their realm, and makes an enemy of the Alley King.

Surviving the journey is only the first step. The Academy is the goal. Even then, he must still gain entry to the Academy—which proves more difficult than Benjamin led him to believe.

All will be worth it if he can infiltrate the Guild and get the vengeance he seeks.

The Wayward Chronicles continues this epic journey as Leo searches for his place in the world as he’s destined to become more than Wayward. He’s destined to become a part of the Song itself.


Author’s Note


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading Chords of Fate. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

Review link HERE.

All my best,

D.K. Holmberg

p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

For more information:

www.dkholmberg.com
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