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            A mother's love for her child is like nothing else in the world. It knows no law, no pity, it dares all things and crushes down remorselessly all that stands in its path.
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The wind stung, forcing Alec to pull his jacket closer—not that it made a difference—and paused before the bakery, his mind already furiously calculating. That day’s pay felt heavy and yet not. A familiar weight in his pocket, which he also remembered now required mending. 

The increasingly frigid day seemed to darken by the second, the wind turning icier with every blow. And behind the bakery’s windows, the golden warmth of the light taunted Alec with the impossibility of good, warm food fresh from the oven. Around him, people properly bundled against the chill hurried along with grim faces as they bent all thought and effort to reaching the safety of their homes. Not a single one of them paid heed to the thin, shivering figure standing miserably outside the bakery. 

“No,” Alec muttered even though the resolve nearly made him weep. “No.”

His voice sounded thin and weak in his ears as he forced his gaze away. Hunger gnawed away at his belly in dull waves, the familiar gurgling just as weak as his voice. He could always pay his landlady something extra for a bowl of hot soup and a piece of bread.

The weight of his books kept his feet moving as he wound his way through gray cobbled streets and narrow lanes that grew dingier and bleaker the farther he walked from the town square and its aggressively lit area. Hexed lamps, their numbers concentrated there, lessened along streets radiating outward toward the town’s borders, and residential buildings took the place of the shops. The less glorious neighborhoods of humbler establishments and narrow houses huddled together in a colorless cluster reeking of old clothes, old food, and thinning hope while hexed lamps stood fewer and farther between. At least they still offered weary folks some semblance of safety after sundown. 

“Coming home late today, eh, teacher?” a ragged drunk hollered from the stoop of an old tavern, his grin toothless. 

“Sir, you’ll catch your death if you stay out here,” Alec called out, blinking in surprise. 

The man snorted then wetly belched. “These bones are sturdier than they look, lad. You need to get going y’self. Can’t have another young ‘un die for no good reason.” He paused and shook his head, grin vanishing now under a heavy reminder. “Too many gone—no chance at all.”

“I’m headed home. Do take care of yourself.”

“Good drink cures everything—won’t even feel death when it’s my time. Aye, that was how Martin went, that farting old bastard.” He raised a bony hand in a vague gesture. “We miss his company out here. He was always good for a laugh.”

Alec could only acknowledge him with a nod and a wan smile. Even movement as simple as a wave in greeting or farewell pained him as his fingerless gloves exposed the tips of his digits to the dreadful bite of the winter evening. A few more turns, and he was finally home, stumbling wearily through the door and into blessed warmth.

“Is that you, Mr. Herridge?” a low voice, roughened by years of smoke and drink, called out from somewhere in the shadows. 

“It is,” he called back as he furiously rubbed his hands together. “I’m sorry for being late, Mrs. Kestle, but there were things I still needed to do at the school.”

Mrs. Kestle snorted—she never did see the use of educating poor children but appreciated the money she received from her youngest lodger—and then bellowed again. It sounded like she was in the parlor, but Alec wasn’t interested in taking a single step in the direction of that ill-lit room (not that the rest of the house was better equipped with lamps). He’d learned his lesson the hard way with his landlady who’d turned out to be a great talker with no regard for her companion’s interest in the subject of conversation. A one-sided conversation, that is. It was no wonder the rest of the lodgers stayed clear of their landlady—save for a clothier’s cutter who threw himself heartily into arguments with her just to get her to see her speak in tongues, her face “a work of apoplectic art.” By all accounts, Mrs. Kestle fancied the cheeky fellow.

“Do you need food, young man?” she demanded.

“I’d appreciate that, thank you, Mrs. Kestle.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll have Tolly bring you up a tray. You’re lucky there’s still food left from supper, and I can have it warmed up right quick for you.”

“Oh—there’s no need for that, ma’am. The dining-room is perfectly fine with me.” 

A ruddy face poked out of the nearest open door across the narrow stairs, looking almost spectral in the gloomy passageway as though it were lit by an unnatural source. The face eyed him irritably and then let out a string of dry coughs before speaking.

“The dining-room’s already cleaned up, and I’m not about to have Mona’s hard work undone by a reedy boy who ought to have known better than come home an hour after supper,” Mrs. Kestle retorted, her voice sounding more like a wheeze and so losing its impact. 

Alec sighed as he now felt the painful weight of his bag’s strap on his shoulder. “Hardly a boy, ma’am. And I really did need to stay a bit longer.”

“You’re not out of a job, are you?”

“No, ma’am. I’m—rather needed where I am,” he replied, his thoughts straying back to muddy recollections of that day’s ordeal in the company of fellow teachers, who totaled a mere three including him, and the school’s founder. 

He tried not to think too much about the tiny ragged school’s future and its precarious financial situation, which had grown worse in the last year alone. Donations had dwindled with philanthropists now seduced by broader and more wide-ranging reforms, their money being redirected toward the larger and more ambitious institutions championed by louder and more colorful proponents. Human nature so dearly loved theater, Mr. Brownlow had bitterly said, but he reassured the gathered teachers of his commitment to keep their little school open, paying them a small sum for their sacrifice until the funds dried up. 

“I’m essential to the school,” he said after another round of doubtful silence from his landlady. “The school’s essential to the children we teach. I can go on and talk about some of our success stories...”

“Not necessary,” Mrs. Kestle cut in, and Alec bit back a tired smile of triumph. “I don’t need to hear fairy tales about vagrant boys turning into actual men with purpose. Be off with you, then, and I’ll have Tolly up with your supper tray.”

Crisis averted, Alec thanked her one last time and climbed up the stairs, barely hearing the familiar groaning of the aging wood under his weight. The upper-floor held four rooms, all of which were now occupied by lodgers. Alec’s room was one more flight up to the garret, the one space he could afford, and even then, he’d used every trick in the book to charm Mrs. Kestle into renting the small room as he’d fast run out of options by then. 

He owned a personal hexed lamp, at least—an expensive investment but well worth it given his situation and the nature of his work. If only money were charmed as well, he thought wryly, and not for the first time that day as he finally eased the burden of his book bag and set it down on the floor with a relieved sigh. 

With his lamp activated and its spelled little flame intensifying as the evening deepened, Alec counted his pay, set aside a portion for the rent and his meals, and stored the rest in the old battered tin which he then locked inside his clothes chest. The chill winter night unleashed its fury gradually. Before long, Alec had washed himself and exchanged his soiled clothes for his nightshirt and his father’s ragged but still functional overcoat and a pair of wool socks two sizes too big. 

A meager supper came and went with Tolly enjoying a few minutes of reading practice while he waited for Alec to eat. Alec couldn’t help himself when it came to the shy little boy, memories of his own hope-filled childhood spurring him into doing what he could to give every poor child a chance to better themselves. Besides, he quite enjoyed quiet conversations with Tolly, whose head was always filled with questions Alec was only too happy to satisfy even if their improvised tutoring time was always in danger of ruining Tolly’s daily schedule of helping around the house. 

Mona, Tolly’s widowed mother and Mrs. Kestle’s daughter, had been deeply grateful for the effort though she never breathed a word of it to her mother. 

“I’d like to think my boy would do much better than his parents when the time comes,” she’d said in a recent conversation. “Mother hates the idea of book-learning, but she loves him enough to want something more.”

“Perhaps she already knows about our arrangement but refuses to acknowledge it.”

Mona’s smile had been tired but happy. “I think so, too, and you must know that for all her complaints and dreadful moods, she’s all about theater. She’s been without Father for too long, and she’s lonely. I think her turns to grumpiness are just her way of looking for attention.”

“I understand,” Alec had replied, and he did understand even if his landlady’s moods wore his nerves down. “If it’s any comfort, she has you and Tolly, and she dotes on her lodgers in her own way.”

Once he was finally alone and in bed, the hexed lamp already dimming to help him sleep, welcome memories such as those conversations enjoyed in stolen moments fed his sinking spirits. Surely his job as a teacher in a ragged school wasn’t in that much of a danger, but there had always been that risk. Working for a good and noble cause while depending on nothing else but wealthy people’s donations for his survival could only take him so far, and sometimes even generosity had its hard limits. 

He’d have to begin looking for work elsewhere, which would mean nothing in the way of teaching—a terrible blow to him since education had always been his passion even as a child. 

But what else was he good at? He was twenty-one years old, and all he’d ever done was teach reading, writing, and math to the poorest children. He’d never trained for anything else—not even in the same work his father (a groundskeeper for a wealthy family once upon a time) or his mother (a cook for the same family). If only they lived long enough to impart some wisdom into him for his own future. If only neither died from a flu epidemic that had devastated the region while Alec was only eight years old. 

Even the orphanage where he ended up had done nothing more than fan the flames of this passion, the teachers strict but fair and quick to praise and encourage where warranted. Alec had enjoyed such praise and encouragement, and it was there where his future had taken shape in his head—for all the good that did in the end. A love for learning might be a noble fire to keep alive in one’s heart, but being poor and without family or any other support had sent him down a very different path from where he’d hoped. 

“Tomorrow ought to be better,” he murmured into the darkness. 

If he dreamt at all that night, he could remember nothing more than inchoate images—fractured moments from the past, but his sleep wasn’t disturbed, at least. Perhaps it was because of the familiar magic of his father’s embrace, the overly large and thick coat the only physical representative left of his childhood.
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A fortnight passed, and along with it the final days of winter though the chill seemed to deepen and turn even more bitter before finally relinquishing its hold on the land. Like a dying miser, one of the lodgers once said, his teeth chattering as he sat alarmingly close to the fire in the parlor. 

The ragged school carried on, the teachers and the school’s founder, Mr. Brownlow, keeping their heads down and their minds on task despite the shadow of closure darkening every corner of the schoolroom. Had it not been for the twenty children they’d managed to entice to the school for education and safety from the boys’ favorite haunting grounds, they’d have given up and moved on.

The schoolroom was really Mr. Brownlow’s parlor and dining-room counted as one, the students divided into two groups with each occupying a room and further divided between two teachers. The founder himself taught alongside one of the other teachers while Alec, in the parlor with Robert Paisley, looked after his own little group of rough boys. Teaching four students was more than enough, he’d discovered quite early in his work, since the children came from either the streets or the poorest families with half of them vanishing only after a few sessions. 

It was, in truth, a ragged school in its barest form, lacking in the conveniences a true learning institution offered. Space, tables, chairs, books, and slates—all were cobbled together with the books and slates largely purchased second-hand from retired tutors and governesses using Mr. Brownlow’s own savings while everyone’s pay came from donated funds. How Mr. Brownlow managed to find people willing to donate money to his cause was a miracle the old gentleman—and he truly was a gentleman—refused to talk about. 

“Just take good care of the children, Mr. Herridge,” he’d said when Alec inquired. “It serves us no purpose, worrying over something we’ve no real control over.”

Only a pitiful few of the children stuck it out, showing up day after day following miserable hours spent in harsh work alongside family members. Those who were orphaned and had gone quite feral living on their own in the streets for so long rarely stayed and were replaced by new students, but the teachers were helpless against all this and were forced to keep things going for the sake of those who didn’t want to give up. 

“Have you heard any more news about the donors?” Alec asked Robert after that day’s session, watching the last child scurry off—clearly far more eager to be back in the streets than to stay in the schoolroom. 

Both teachers were now cleaning up, shedding their jackets and rolling up their shirtsleeves to begin the onerous task of washing down the chairs and tables and sweeping the floor. Many of the students appeared covered in dirt, dried muck, or reeking of the sewer. While things had improved with Mr. Brownlow’s rule of making the boys wash themselves before sitting down for their lessons, the schoolroom was still part of the gentleman’s private home and so required constant sanitizing and upkeep. 

Robert looked over his shoulder to the open door before answering.

“Yes, and it’s not good. I’m afraid we’ll be closing soon,” he replied quietly. “Our money came from two donors, and both have already pulled out.”

“Why, because we’re too small to be worth the trouble?” Alec demanded. His tone came out more bitter than he liked, and he offered Robert a wan, apologetic smile. 

“I suspect so. There’s talk going around about a bigger and more formal institution being planned, and it’s got the backing of a few aristocrats with a lot of influence. I reckon the move is for all the smaller schools to be consolidated into this new one.”

“The teachers? What about them?”

“Same thing—they’ll be brought on to teach there.” Robert sighed and shrugged. “Mr. Brownlow can always decline the offer of joining the new faculty, but he’s not rich, and what we have now is just something he’d thrown together out of nothing more than kindness.”

And Mr. Brownlow was already in his sixties and unlikely to agree to take up a position at another institution if he were to be offered one. His wife, who’d been the jolly angel ensuring the children had some bread and cheese to eat before their classes started, matched him in age and increasing frailty despite her energy. Both would simply withdraw in their quiet, unassuming way when the moment came, and the poor children being helped would be deprived of the only constant adult presence in their short lives unless they, too, were redirected. That all depended on the future institution’s location, of course, which meant the likelihood of the students enriching themselves further was painfully bleak.

Who would, after all, invest in a relatively small town like Everwinter when the more promising urban centers were everywhere? Alec could think of at least three of these bustling metropolises within twenty miles of his home. 

He didn’t speak for a time and went about his task automatically. Once more, the terrifying uncertainty of his future reared its head, and he was again feeling adrift and unable to reach for something solid and sure to hold on to. Already he’d been spending more time outside his lodgings, studying the town’s merchant scene and gauging his chances of finding work that didn’t require too much previous knowledge or experience. He was too young to be an expert in anything besides teaching and too old to be taught from the ground up—but he held on to hope all the same. Already a few tentative attempts at presenting himself as a potential employee had come to nothing, but there had to be something for him out there, surely!

It looked like he’d have to do another round of inquiring once he was done there.

“How about you?” he prodded. “What are your plans if—when—things go bad for us?”

Robert straightened and grimaced as he stretched sore muscles. “I’m thinking of moving elsewhere. See if I can find a situation somewhere larger and more promising. A proper school where I can actually settle in and grow roots. Or even work as a private tutor if it comes to that.”

Alec regarded him narrowly. “You despise rich people and their spoiled children.”

“I know. I’m afraid I’m in no position to be too fussy, Alec. I have to eat,” Robert replied with a resigned chuckle. Then he paused, a sober air about him now. “I’ll miss you and our talks about our rowdy days at the orphanage. I still can’t believe the luck of running into you here, of all places.”

“Scholarly types are drawn together, I suppose,” Alec said, surprised at the sudden tightness in his throat. “I’ll miss you and the others, too. You’ll write me, though, won’t you? You have my address. I doubt if I’ll be changing my lodgings anytime soon—perhaps ever, given my luck.”

“Stop it. You’ll find better prospects. Both of us will. It’s no use wallowing in self-pity and depressing thoughts, and if there’s anything more valuable than book-learning, it’s hope.” Robert paused and glanced down to ponder the filthy rag in his hands. “That’s all we have left, isn’t it? It’s gotten us this far, at least, and we know more about the world and how to adapt to disasters like this.”

Alec would have to agree to that but thought better than to give words to it. His mood had been quite low since the discovery of the ragged school’s possible closure, and now that things appeared to be moving inevitably in that direction, fighting off despair was beginning to wear him down. He shouldn’t be dragging his feet over his prospects like he’d been, and he really had no one else to blame but himself and his dogged hold on that specter called hope—hope that things would still stay the same despite all warnings.

It was dusk by the time Alec bade his fellow teachers goodbye, and the hexed lamps all over town were shattering the deepening gloom with their defiant light. Alec paused before one, marveling at the alchemy of magic long gone. It had been said that all magical codices had been lost on purpose centuries ago, the hexed lamps so ubiquitous everywhere a permanent fixture until the time came for new sorcery to take their place. And for better or for worse, the gift of light had been the only result of these arcane studies. Perhaps, Alec thought, that had been the point of their creation and the purposeful destruction of the books.

Like beacons in the night, they gave hope. That no weary traveler would falter, no frightened child would get lost, no person bent from the day’s burdens would fail to reach safety and comfort. Everlasting and fierce even in the darkest hour. It didn’t matter that the names of the lamps’ architects were forgotten or carefully erased perhaps by themselves. Their legacy was unmatched and offered humanity a chance to do better. 

Alec dug deep and found his bearings, the promise (however vague and tentative) of a better future now urging him on, and he silently thanked the hexed lamps for their unexpected guidance. 

The town square was still quite busy despite the evening’s progression, and shops appeared to enjoy steady—albeit declining—movement. Adjusting his book bag and ignoring the familiar pain of its weight, Alec decided to take a chance on one of the streets radiating outward from the town square. It was just as filled with shops and just as busy as the square, and Alec had yet to try his luck there.

People walking gave way to horses and smaller carriages, but none of the activity drew him from his purpose. One by one, he entered shops and inquired, putting on his best manner despite his exhaustion and attempted to charm proprietors with as engaging a smile as he could manage. And one by one, apologies and declinations answered him.

“Go try the dry goods shop down the block. You’ll have better luck there.”

“The stationers should have something for you.” 

And so on and so forth.

He eventually reached a small shop in front of which stood a handsome black horse and gig guarded by a scrawny, ill-dressed youth glaring magnificently at anyone daring to come close. In another second, the shop door swung open, and two figures emerged: a heavily bundled gentlewoman and a much younger man, perhaps her son. They carried themselves with the haughty reserve of the wealthy, barely giving their surroundings a whisper of attention as they neared the gig. 

The youth quickly stepped back as the woman was helped up, and he bowed clumsily and rained his thanks on the gentleman when he was paid for his trouble—handsomely, it seemed. Then he was gone in a flash while the gentleman got on the vehicle and took up the reins. He glanced at Alec just as the horse started to move—only a gaze that lasted a second or two and no more, yet Alec found himself rooted in place, unable to look away.

The man had about him a cold, distant air and the refined features of one born to the right bloodline. But that wasn’t the reason for Alec’s sudden immobility. 

An unexpected chill had gripped him, his skin prickling and his hair rising though he didn’t know why. It was an ordinary enough scene: mother and son going back home after shopping. But the sudden and sharp unease staggered him, leaving him confused and even breathless as he watched the gig carefully move past other carriages and into the night. 

“What the devil?” he whispered, blinking, as the chill faded with the pair, and normalcy resumed. 
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