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The wind blew and gusted through the eaves of Brendonwyr House, twisting and turning and humming across the maukwin bones as the rain funneled and dropped on the muted tin roof, making soothing music that helped the inhabitants of the great house sleep. Cochlon Baughn stepped carefully on the wooden stairs, mindful of timing the creak of the third stair just so, to make it blend with the music and mischief of the old house and not give her away to prying ears. The carpets at the base of the stairs were thick and lush, muting sound, so she could creep quickly and quietly across the study and into the main hall. 

Cochlon eased open the huge door, which was intricately carved with the sigil of Brendonwyr: a great flowering Harpwood tree, half in the blossom of spring, half bare-leafed in the dead of winter (for all great tales start with life and end in death). The door, for all its bulk, swung open easily on cleverly designed and well-oiled hinges. Careful not to let it swing too far open, Cochlon darted into the main hall, leaned her slight frame against the door to halt its ponderous opening, and then leaned back to ease it closed.

The hall stood empty and dark, hearth-fire long burnt down to cinders, ready to be stoked to a roaring blaze if needed. The throne of the Grand Bard lay cloaked and covered in dust above the dais 

where the thirteen Master Bards supped and sat in judgment of both talent and transgression.

Cochlon tiptoed through the hall, stepping lightly between the reeds strewn on the floor, the cold stone searing her unclad feet. The only sound of her passage through the cavernous hall was a slight rustling, hard to discern from the vermin that gorged on the remains of the great feast from the night before.

Cochlon slowed as she approached the stone archway that led to the kitchen. After a feast, the kennel master let the great hounds sleep in the hall, fully sated from eating the table scraps. They lay in a heap, great, sleek masses of muscle bunching and twitching as they chased rabbit and fox in their dreams. She placed her back against the arch and slid past them. Not that Cochlon was afraid of them, but she knew if she woke them, they would bark and nip, frolic and whine, and thus break the peace of the night and wake the house. Luckily, the music of the old house stilled the full-bellied hounds. Cochlon slipped by them and into the long hall that led to the kitchen.

A ruddy light flickered from the kitchen and Cochlon hesitated. Few were up this early, and the cook, Tael, was rarely up the morning after Feastday. Hopefully, it was Furlun, the apple-cheeked baker. She was friendly and would offer Cochlon a fresh pastry when she caught her in the kitchen. Tael, however, would shoo her away crossly, calling her Cochlon Underfoot.

Cochlon stepped carefully across the threshold, stifling a sigh of relief when she spied Furlun’s broad back as the baker methodically peeled apples. Moving slowly, Cochlon started towards the door to the pantry.

“Now, now,” Furlun said, not looking up from her work, “you may be able to blend in with the song of the house Cochlon, but the kitchen has a song all of its own, and I hear you.”

Cochlon stopped, embarrassed, and leaned against the wall, still hidden in shadow.

“Come, come, little one,” Furlun said in a sing-song voice. “Come out from the dark, little mouse, and have a pastry-pie.”

Cochlon snorted at the old nursery rhyme but came out of the dark to stand in front of Furlun.

“Now,” Furlun said, peeling an apple deftly with a paring knife, “what would little Underfoot be doing skulking around the pantry so early on a fall’s day such as this?”

Furlun spiraled the apple, tossed the peel in the slop bucket, then dropped the peeled apple in a bucket of water by her foot. She selected another apple and looked up at Cochlon with her red-rimmed eyes. She raised a bushy eyebrow questioningly, but Cochlon remained resolutely quiet, trying not to fidget. Furlun shook her head and went back to peeling the apple.

“I’m hoping,” Furlun said, “you’ll at least tell me when you find what you’re looking for. Your things are still well hidden in the pantry. There’s yesterday’s bread and some sheep’s cheese in your pack as well. Also, I have some meat pies just come from the oven.”

Furlun stabbed the knife in the side of the bucket and stood, her ponderous bulk moving with surprising grace and speed. She went to the cooling rack and wrapped a pie in cloth then handed it to Cochlon. It was still warm to the touch.

“Eat that quick or the rain will ruin it,” Furlun continued, “and wear your oilskin cape or you’ll be soaked to the bone.” Furlun waggled a finger at Cochlon. “And be back well before they’re up. After last night they’re bound to sleep in, but if any day you would be missed, it’s today. Why you need to go out on such a miserable night, and on the eve of Choosing Day to boot...” Furlun’s voice trailed off to muttering and she sat back down with her apples.

“Thank you,” Cochlon said quietly.

Furlun grunted and dismissed Cochlon with a wave of her knife. 

Making her escape before the baker could change her mind, Cochlon turned and darted into the pantry.

Once in the pantry, Cochlon stopped, pondering Furlun’s comment about the kitchen’s music being different. She tilted her head, listening, then let the music of the kitchen thrum over her: soft crackling fire, the hiss of boiling pots, the sound of apples being peeled. But the wind and rain on the walls and roof were different from the rest of the hall. The rain drummed a staccato beat of work work work. Even the creak of the floorboards in the pantry seemed to say hurry, work, hurry, as compared to the steady nighttime rustle against the eaves in the rest of the house of sleep, calm, sleep, dream. With a shudder Cochlon shook herself free from the music of the kitchen, wondering why the song was so different and what it meant.

She reached behind a barrel of molasses and pulled an oilskin-wrapped bundle towards her. Unfastening the belt that bound it, Cochlon unrolled the cape— a castoff from one of the hall guards— to reveal thick woolen leggings and a rough and ragged sweater, the color of dirty water, which she pulled over her shift. She tugged on the thick waterproof boots that a traveling journeyman had forgotten, making sure the stuffing of old socks was in place so that the boots would not chafe by being too loose. Finally, she draped the oilskin cape over her shoulders and clasped it about her waist with the worn belt. She opened the daypack and hesitated, wondering if she should eat the meat pie now or risk it splitting open inside the pack and spilling the tasty filling on her meager possessions. It was the rumbling of her stomach that decided for her. She was in a hurry to get out and back before the house woke, creaking and hungover, but she could scarcely sneak about with her stomach grumbling and growling.

Cochlon unwrapped the savory meat pie and bit into it hungrily. It was filled with slow-stewed mutton, button mushrooms, and parsnips seasoned with thyme and parsley. She bit back a growl of satisfaction as the juices ran down her chin. Now that she realized it, she was ravenous, as Furlun had probably surmised. She had eaten little the night before. Although it was Feast Night, Cochlon was not overly welcome in the Great Hall, and she refused to sit at the benches with the servants and eat the scraps left by the students. She gave a small benediction to Furlun as she finished the last crumb of the meat pie and licked her fingers, then threw the hood up on her cape and exited by the servant’s door.

Outside, the wind blew in fitful howls and the rain drizzled down. The full force of the fall storm had passed, this Cochlon knew, just as she knew that she had to be out in the storm-tossed forest. She always knew, which was why she could never explain to Furlun what she was searching for when she snuck out of Brendonwyr Hall. It was always when the storms came and quieted the house with their melody that Cochlon felt the restlessness, as if the winds themselves were calling her to dance and fly with them. She always waited until the worst was past, then slipped out. She had been caught before and punished, which was why she was so careful when leaving. But no one, especially not her uncle, Master Cadfairn, as stodgy and shortsighted as he was, had put together the puzzle of why Cochlon disappeared after storms. He wouldn’t think there was a reason, just that she was willful and disrespectful, and scatterbrained like all women.

Careful to not step in the muddy track leading away to the sheep pens and leave prints or a boot in the deep mud, Cochlon stepped to the side of the door and raced for the barn. She kept her shoulders hunched and darted between hay bales in case there was some watcher in the hall, disturbed from the quiet murmurings of the house by the effects of overindulgence. 

Cochlon slipped around the side of the hay barn, putting it between her and the sheep pens and shepherds who slept in the rumble-down shearing building. On the far side of the hay barn the land sloped down to the Alfonglais River that leapt and sprayed, full and silver, in the scarce moonlight. The water was high, brushing the base of the whitestone bridge that glinted like bones in the night. Half-sliding down the slope, Cochlon crept along the bank to the bridge and rushed across it. Her hands brushed across the smooth stone, carved with the swirls and knots of the ancient bridge-builders. As she ran across the bridge, her oversized boots slapped on the wet stone. Once across, Cochlon paused briefly to look back at the hulking manor on the hill, a black bulk hunched before the tattered clouds.

Fallow fields lay to her right, old Jack Crows with stuffed straw heads stood in lines across the broken sward, arms out, like crucified sentinels. Cochlon shivered once at the view, and not from the cold. She was twelve now and should not be afraid of the stuffed dolls used to scare away the birds, but the leering faces painted on the cloth sacks that made their heads still raised the flesh on her arms.

To her left, the ground rose slightly up again to the gnarled and cluttered trees of Bradaen’s Weald, an untamed and trackless forest said to stretch all the way to the Salthook Mountains and the legendary Singer’s Gate. Into Bradaen’s Weald was where Cochlon knew she must go. The wind whispered it to her, singing “Go! Go! Come dance in the storm-wracked woods.” It was a need. Much more than a desire, it was an imperative. 

Cochlon raced across the edge of the fields, ducking under the Jack Crows’ grasping straw hands. Oilskin cape flapping behind her, wet mist clinging to her face and dripping from her eyelashes, she ran to the edge of the great, wild wood.

The oaks, willows, maples, and pines rose up in a twisted wall before her, skirted with brambles and wild blackberry bushes. Spying a broken branch, Cochlon slid into the depths on a thin game trail that twisted and danced around the great boles of the trees. As she went deeper into the forest, the rain was filtered out, pouring in streams down rough trunks and cascading in splashes from great leaves. 

Cochlon knew what she was looking for, although it seemed as if she took a different path each time she came there in her dreams, as if it moved in the forest like a restless beast. She spotted the white gleaming in the forest and pushed aside a raspberry bush, now dry and leafless in the fall gloom, heedless of the thorns that caught and tugged at her woolen leggings.

Cochlon hissed as a thorn drew blood from her calf and jerked her leg from the spiny bush with a muttered curse. Squinting in the gloom, Cochlon rubbed her calf, feeling where the thick wool had parted, and the warm dampness of blood flowed. She licked the blood from her finger, tasting its salty iron tang, and stepped into a clearing. 

The clouds had broken, and the full moon gleamed on the moss-covered whitestone road. It was buckled and half-hidden with age, but she could still see the delicate patterns of the Bridge Builders. Cochlon looked right then left. To the right, the forest consumed the road as it led down into a briar thicket. To the left, the trees formed a tunnel bunched over the half-covered road. She turned left, feeling the pull of the night.

The stones were slippery with lichen and moss and Cochlon stepped carefully, not wanting to twist her ankle in the awkward boots. The road narrowed until it was barely an arms-breadth wide, and the trees and bushes crept in, getting lower and lower until Cochlon half stooped, arms in front of her in the darkness. The tunnel grew smaller and seemed to go on forever. Cochlon pushed down a spike of fear as an image of the hungry forest consuming her whole flashed through her mind. Taking a shuddering breath, she pushed on until the last branch gave way and she stepped into a large, moonlit  clearing.

Silvery light filled the hollow, making the black standing stones seem like sinister shadows. Cochlon walked hesitantly towards them. This is what she’d been searching for as the storms crashed against the tall cliffs behind Brendonwyr Hall. This is what she had seen, again and again in her dreams, as she tossed and turned in her tiny room under the eaves of the great house. This is what drove her out into the wilds.

The stones were three times Cochlon’s height and rough-hewn of black granite chased through with silver. There were eight stones standing in a rough circle. On each, a face was crudely chiseled into the rock just above the height of Cochlon’s head. She stepped to the center of the circle and, recalling her dreams, cleared her throat and began to sing.

It was a song without words or meaning, just pure voice. She started low, unsure of the notes she was singing. In the great Bard’s Hall, they had taught her none of their craft, for she was an orphan, a girl, and a half-breed to boot, but she had listened. One brought up around music can’t help but feel the magic and have some of it rub off on them. 

Cochlon’s voice, a low growl, fed from her stomach and out through her throat, growing with confidence as she felt it shift and slide until her chest tingled and she felt the strength of a True Note. The stone to her left chimed, the eyes in its carved face burning low blue fire. Its tone mingled with hers and Cochlon felt the note from her toes to her head. Breath exhausted, she quit, bent over and gasping. Cochlon took a calming breath, inhaled deeply, and sang a note higher. It was easier this time, her chest vibrating quickly as the next stone in the circle chimed and matched her. She sang the next note, and then the fourth, in the same breath. She did the same for the fifth, sixth, and seventh.

Cochlon had known that the first— the deepest—and the eighth— the highest— would be the hardest, and she had been right. The stones hummed around her, harmonies rising and falling with the wind. Cochlon sucked air and built the note up from where she had left off. Voice climbing, she tilted her chin up, perched on the tips of her toes. It rose, and Cochlon felt herself break out in a hot sweat that contrasted with the cold air. She almost panicked as she felt her air coming to an end, but she hit the high note, waivered for a moment, then struck the True Note. 

The stones all joined together, singing. The sound swirled around her, shaking her to her bones, until Cochlon collapsed, panting, in a pile at the center of the stone circle. And still the music chimed on, twisting and forcing, eight voices in one. Certain she would go deaf, Cochlon clamped her hands over her ears, but the music did not fade. It was inside her head and a force outside her body, pushing on her skin and pulling her hair. Surely, they would hear it at the Bard’s Hall. Grinding her teeth, Cochlon thought she would have to force herself to her feet and flee the hollow, when the sound stopped, drifting off, the high note to the sky, the other notes into the forest, the deep note into the earth with a rumble and a groan.

The hollow stood quiet, with no noise but dead leaves shaken from trees drifting to the ground. Cochlon lay curled in a ball, hands over her ears, and dared open her eyes. The forest seemed to be waiting in silent anticipation.

“Why do you call the singers,” came a mocking voice from the dark edge of the forest, “if you won’t listen, little one?”

Trembling, Cochlon removed her hands from her ears and pushed herself unsteadily to her knees.

“Who is there?” Cochlon asked.

“You don’t even know what you call with the Singing Stones.” The voice dripped with mockery.

“I,” Cochlon licked her lips, feeling like she was on trial, “I came because of a dream.”

“A dream?” The voice rang with silken laughter. “You called upon the Singing Stones, you called me, because of a dream?”

Angrily, Cochlon rose to her feet, fists clenched. The mocking laughter was too much akin to her cousin Emrick’s when he teased her for her Elodie blood.

“Yes,” she growled, “a dream, again and again, every time the storms came until I thought I would go mad. Until I finally fled into the forest every night to find this place.”

“Ah,” the voice from the dark said, some of the humor gone, “not a dream but a sending, a seeing. Easy now, child,” the voice said, now gentle. “Ease your anger; it is a physical force in a place like this.”

“I’m not a child,” Cochlon shouted. “I’m twelve!”

The light from the stones pulsed once with her anger.

“Is that old for a human?” The voice questioned. “You all seem so young to one such as me. Then what should I call you, if not youngling?”

“My name is Cochlon Baughn,” Cochlon said, and curtsied, remembering her manners.

“A true name?” The voice sounded shocked. “It is dangerous to share true names with one such as me, but I will take it as a gesture of trust. How trusting shall I be in turn?” The voice paused. “We shall see. You may call me Rostof, for now.”

Rostof slid into the hollow. It was as if a piece of the shadowed forest slunk into the moonlight. Long and sinuous, on four legs, with a narrow triangular head that seemed now cat-like, now wolf-like, now snake. The creature glided forward to the center of the stone circle on soft velvet paws and looked Cochlon face to face with brilliant emerald eyes.

Cochlon stiffened in terror as Rostof’s breath wafted over her face, redolent of rotting leaves and fresh meat.

“Ahhh,” Rostof purred, sensing her terror, “young Cochlon Baughn sees the truth. And,” he leaned in to sniff her neck, wiry whiskers scraping her cheek, “you are young, child, especially compared to me.”

Cochlon felt her knees tremble and fear-sweat break out on her lower back. She knew what he was; she had seen his like depicted in the great murals of Bard’s Hall in Brendonwyr. Scenes of blood and hunt, where the hunter was brought down as often as the hunted.

“Maukwin,” Rostof whispered, as if reading her thoughts. “I am maukwin. The bards built their house with my kind’s bones, our teeth the inlay on your instruments, our guts their strings. And. You. Stink. Of. Them.” 

Rostof’s voice rose in a caterwauling howl, and Cochlon found herself staring into Rostof’s mouth and row after row of sharp, white teeth. The stones flared again, bright enough to make Cochlon blink. Just as she thought she might wet herself in fear, the maukwin closed his mouth with a snap and sat down, his long, segmented tail wrapped around lean haunches.

“But,” Rostof said with a chuckle, “you did call me with eight True Notes, and drawn to it by a dream, at that. A strong and auspicious calling. I will do as bidden and give you a true seeing. I, for one, remember the compact. Even if,” his voice filled with scorn, “others have forgotten it.”

“A true seeing?” Cochlon asked, confused.

“Oh,” the maukwin answered, tail twitching in amusement, “it does not even know why it called. I have a feeling forces other than our humble selves are at work here. Definitely best to honor the compact.”

“Compact?” Cochlon asked, still confused. It seemed to her that the maukwin was having a conversation that only incidentally included her.

“Questions, questions!” Rostof said irritably. “Your kind always have questions. I have answered enough questions. Come here child.”

Fighting her fear, she stepped forward.

“Your hand,” Rostof said seductively. “I need a taste of your being.”

Shaking, Cochlon raised her left hand, palm out. Rostof brought up a massive paw. One ebony claw, the length of her middle finger, nicked her palm. Rostof leaned forward and licked the welling blood with a rough, black tongue.

“Mmm,” the maukwin purred, “I have not tasted your kind in ages. A heady brew, but I will not take more than is needed. That is in the compact as well.”

Cochlon felt an electric tingle as the maukwin pulled back, eyes going from green to milky white. When the creature spoke again, it was with a voice that seemed to float from the depths of time, rough and full of graveyard dust.

“The girl-child chosen, bard’s bane and bloody fingers,” the voice spoke through the maukwin, “stone and strike, bone and break, she will be the harper to open the Singer’s Gate, death will stalk her, dark will balk her, even the gods shall wait.”

The maukwin coughed once and the milky white of his eyes faded back to green.

“I hope that was enlightening, little one,” Rostof said and licked the last bit of Cochlon’s blood from his claw.

“But, what does it mean?” Cochlon asked, exasperated.

“That is the thing with omens and portents,” Rostof replied with a rough laugh. “They are meant to be obtuse and hard to understand until it is too late. But,” Rostof paused, taking pity on her, “I would say that you are to become a bard.”

“But,” Cochlon protested, “I’m a girl, and an orphan, and a half-breed to boot.”

“None of which matters, especially the last,” Rostof said, standing up and stretching. “When you inbreed too much within a kennel you get sports and monsters,” he turned and walked away, “and lap dogs...”

The maukwin melted back into the forest, leaving Cochlon alone in the stone circle. The lights faded until she could barely make out the faces carved in the stone. Slowly, the forest came back to life with the clack of insects, the drip of water, and the call of morning birds. With a start, Cochlon realized that the forest was lightening around her, that the moon was setting and the sun rising. She had been in the circle with the maukwin for much longer than she had thought.

With a curse, Cochlon turned and sped from the hollow, desperately searching for the whitestone road that had led her there.

* * *
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Brendonwyr House sprawled on its hill in the predawn light like a massive sleeping dog, its doors barred, and windows shuttered against the storm, now passed. Cochlon raced down the path towards the bridge, reckless in her haste. The stone path, wet from the rain, was treacherous and she slipped and fell with a jarring impact, sliding off the path and into the muddy field. She pulled herself up unsteadily and made a quick self-check. Her ankle hurt a bit from falling, and her elbow throbbed from hitting it on the slick rock, but she was otherwise unharmed. Carefully, she went as fast as she could down the steep hill to the bridge. Cochlon crossed the bridge quickly and raced up the slope, placing her back against the hay barn, gasping. She peeked around the corner of the barn to the pantry door. Taking a deep breath, she ran across the courtyard and skidded into the wall next to the door. 

Looking down, Cochlon saw that her boots and oilskin cape were caked with mud and dried blood stained her leggings and shift. She groaned and brushed at the blood, only to smear more on her shift from the scratch the maukwin had made on her palm. Cochlon quickly pulled her boots off and scraped some of the mud from the worn soles on the stone step before the door. She turned her oilskin cloak inside out and rolled the boots into it, then jammed the whole bundle into her pack, topping it off with the bloody leggings. Her feet quickly became numb on the cold, wet stone steps. Teeth chattering, Cochlon slowly eased the pantry door open, wincing at the slight creak of the hinges.

Cochlon breathed a sigh of relief as she eased inside the pantry and quickly stowed her pack behind the molasses barrel.

“So,” a creaky, malice-filled voice came from behind her, “a rat in the pantry, and a big one at that.”

A strong, boney hand grabbed Cochlon’s upper arm and spun her around. She found herself looking at the thin, crack-toothed face of Brendonwyr’s kitchen-master, Tael.

“What are you doing in here?” Tael looked around the pantry, and Cochlon carefully avoided looking at the molasses barrel. She was fervently glad that she had taken her muddy boots off, thus leaving no telltale footprints leading to her secret stash of gear.

“Stealing treats, I’m sure,” Tael dragged her from the room. “Cochlon Underfoot,” he said with disgust. “I’ll not have you in my kitchen, not on this day. It’s the Choosing, and we have guests of note. After last night, they’ll be up and hungry from the drink-sick. Now,” he pulled her across the kitchen and pushed her through the stone arch, “be gone, and don’t let me cast eyes on you, or your uncle will hear of it.”

Stumbling, Cochlon let herself be pushed out of the kitchen and into the corridor that led to the Great Hall. For all of his bluster and anger, Tael would not tell her uncle. The kitchen was his domain and he did not like Cochlon, but he would not risk the Lord Bard’s wrath for a child, even one he did not like.

Cochlon eased back into the Great Hall. Its cold stones seemed warm after the brisk chill of the forest. One of the great hounds stirred as she walked by and whined in greeting. She scratched it behind the ears, and it settled back to sleep with a huff. 

Cochlon allowed herself to relax once she entered the Great Hall, still empty with the rising sun. She sped quickly across the room, the reeds on the floor rustling with her passing. She had left and come back, and none were the wiser. She felt like skipping but stopped herself. It never did to show much joy in the grim house of the bards. Joy and love were things to be sung about, duty was truth, and truth is heavier than any weight.

Cochlon pulled open the ponderous door, slipped into the study, and pulled up short at the glowering image of her uncle, Master Bard Cadfairn Baughn. His wrinkled clothes stained with wine, his lined face set in a permanent scowl, he slouched in his chair, silver chalice in hand.

“Cochlon,” Cadfairn said it like a malediction, spittle and wine spraying from his mouth, “what are you doing skulking around when you should be abed like the rest of us?”

Cochlon might have asked her uncle the same thing, but she held her tongue; her uncle could be dangerous when he was like this.

“I was seeing if there were scraps in the kitchen for me to eat,” she said as meekly as she could.

“Scraps?” he said sourly. “More like prime cuts and good cider. Stealing,” Cadfairn’s voice rose, “from my kitchen. That’s your half-blood showing true. You stink of the Elodie. All thieves and liars, stealing, stealing, stealing. Just like your mother.” Cadfairn spat the words, full of hate. “She stole everything. Stole my brother’s heart and soul and left us none but you.” 

His voice trailed off with the last words, eyes drooping shut, and the chalice dropped from his hand to splash the soft carpet with blood-red wine.

Cochlon felt a surge of hate and imagined herself smashing the heavy chalice into his face again and again. With effort, she took a shuddering breath and walked to the stairs, stomping up them, not caring who heard her disturb the house’s song.
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Chapter Two
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Emrick Baughn adjusted the collar on his heavy brocade tunic and brushed his thick, black hair from his pale forehead as he walked down the stairs to his father’s study. His family’s chamberlain, Otha, scrubbed the floor next to his father’s chair, washing the wine from the thick carpet. This troubled Emrick. Not the wine, or Otha, but the fact that his father had been carried from the study upstairs to his room. After feast night, Bolachai, the House Master, had tuned the eaves and baffles to create soothing music for the drunken bards and help carry them off to a sound sleep so they would be rested and well for the Choosing. Emrick himself had slept well and, if he didn’t feel wonderful, he felt better than he had rights to. 

The night before had been the first time the elder apprentice bards had been allowed to partake in the strong wine brought up the Alfonglais by barge from Port Wyn. Not that Emrick had not been drunk before– he and other apprentices had snuck skins of the dark ale the bards made–  but he had never had something as strong as the wine before. Emrick remembered the night before proudly; it was the first night he had been allowed to drink with his elders, with his father. He felt that he had comported himself well enough, at least better than some of the other apprentices. After all, he had not thrown up until he had gotten back to his room. Luckily for him, as the son of a master bard, he had his own room and did not have to 

bed down in the apprentice dorm. From the grumbling of the servants, he gathered that the apprentice dorm had been quite a mess.

No, he thought, looking at Otha, he wasn’t worried about the stain. But he was worried about what it represented. His father had been up and about, still drinking, after the bards had gone to bed, soothed by the music of the house. But not his father. Emrick remembered his father excusing himself late in the evening and stumbling off, presumably to bed. But what had happened? Had he failed to sleep soundly? Had his father then gotten up to try and quell his sleeplessness with more wine? If so, it did not bode well. Emrick had noticed hints, things that only a son would see– that his father was not hearing the music of the house, perhaps not even the music of the masters and the journeymen. This troubled Emrick deeply. If Master Bard Cadfairn, the Grand Bard in all but name, was becoming deaf to the music, what did that mean to Brendonwyr, and to Emrick in particular?

Otha glanced up from her scrubbing at Emrick with a worried, questioning look, then quickly looked away. Shaking his head in irritation, Emrick turned and walked toward the doors to the Great Hall.

All thoughts of his father faded away when Emrick pushed the big doors open. Arches lined the huge room, leading to other master bards’ quarters, the journeymen’s hostel, the apprentice dormitory, school, servants’ quarters, kitchen, guest rooms, and the public entrance. Behind the master’s dais and the shrouded Grand Bard’s throne, the locked and shuttered rooms of the Grand Bard stood, shut now for over three hundred years. Rising in columns and arches from this base, the room went up and up in carved wood and stone to a bright, stained-glass window portraying Taelsyn, the First Bard, playing a song to soothe the Mad God Colchaine. The First Bard was portrayed as an older, gaunt man with long hair. The stained glass showed, in a purple so dark that it was almost black, the jagged scar that ran down Taelsyn’s face. The First Bard had received the mark dueling the Lord of the Underworld.

Emrick had grown up in Brendonwyr, but the Grand Hall still stunned him. He imagined himself on the dais with the other master bards weaving song and voice into magic. Sometimes, he even dared see himself sitting upon the Grand Bard’s throne, wise and all-powerful. And today he would take the next step. Today was the Choosing and Emrick would become a journeyman. But, for now, he was still an apprentice, and training did not stop, even on this hallowed day.

Emrick hurried through the hall, ignoring the red-eyed servants cleaning up the mess from the feast the night before, and exited through the arch to the common rooms and school.

* * *

[image: ]


“The Choosing,” Ofid, Master Bard of Instruments said, his bulk resting precariously on a wooden stool, “is upon us. This means,” he stood and started pacing slowly, “that you will get your instruments today. These will be the focus of your journeyman studies, so choose wisely. Yes?” Ofid stopped as a gangly apprentice named Donaf raised his hand. “Donaf, you have a question?”

Other masters, especially Emrick’s father Cadfairn, would have been irritated or downright hostile at being interrupted by an apprentice during a lecture, but Ofid cherished history, knowledge, and inquisitiveness.

“I had thought,” Donaf said, “that the instruments choose us, Master Ofid.” Son of a moneylender in Caulrush Hamlet and the first of his family to come to Brendonwyr, Donaf always managed to seem officious and obsequious at the same time.

“That is only in the case of a True Choosing,” Ofid said, an intent look on his craggy face, “and those are rare. Most likely you will not feel the pull, or if you do, it will be to something with a minor enchantment, not an Instrument Arcanae. You see,” Ofid pulled a stick of chalk from his dusty robe and walked to the slateboard, “the Choosing is a ritual that’s been handed down from our ancestors and relates to Taelsyn and his quest for the harp.”

Ofid wiped the board clean with the sleeve of his robe and began writing the genealogy of the Master Bards of Brendonwyr. Emrick’s attention flagged, as it often did in Ofid’s classes. The bard had a passion for history and genealogy and was easily distracted from the lecture of the day by a casual, or not so casual, question. 

As Ofid droned on about what masters had what instruments, Emrick turned inward, thinking of the Choosing. He thought of the legends of Taelsyn and how none could stand up to him and his magical harp, Fanseir. As always, Emrick imagined himself in the place of Taelsyn, riding a horse into battle against the highland tribes, against the Sultan’s armies. Playing sweet music to lull monsters into complacency before running them through with his sword. Courting fair maidens. Emrick could see himself, dark hair shining in the sun, as he rode into the Fair Lady’s court to free her from the Mad God Colchaine. He could see her gratitude, her full lips, her heaving bosom...

“Emrick,” Ofid’s deep, growling voice brought Emrick out of his daydream with a start. “Drifting off again, I see. Rescuing,” Ofid continued, “the Fair Lady from Mad Colchaine, I’d guess.”

“No, sir,” Emrick stuttered, flushing deeply at the accuracy of Ofid’s guess.

“Of course not,” Ofid said sarcastically. “Then,” Ofid pointed at the board where a long list of bards and instruments were scrawled in Ofid’s rough handwriting, “you won’t mind informing the class what instrument Grand Master Barton was paired with.”

Emrick blinked at the board, mouth open, at a loss.

“I thought not.” Ofid shook his shaggy head. “Whether or not you believe me, Emrick, this may come in handy. Not all of being a bard is rescuing fair damsels and fighting monsters. In fact,” Ofid looked at him with a sour glance, “most of it is teaching and entertaining. We are the ones who kept the knowledge during the dark times after the Bridge Builders fled. This,” the big bard tapped the board with a meaty finger, “is all that stood between civilization and savages dressed in skins eating each other. So,” he looked at Emrick pointedly, “try to pay attention, Emrick.”

Ofid turned back to the board and resumed his lecture. Emrick found his attention wandering again. Soon he would be done with these tedious classes, he thought. Soon he would be a journeyman, perhaps with a great instrument, maybe even one of the Arcana, traveling the world, and rescuing fair maidens from distress...

* * *

[image: ]


“Watch your fingering,” Master Bard Farling’s reedy voice said, cutting through the music. “It isn’t just about the soul of the music, your technique has to be perfect, Emrick. Once you start learning the soul-weaving, a slip in technique would be quite dangerous.”

Emrick nodded and focused on his hands, mentally cursing the stoop-shouldered bard. Watch his fingering, indeed. What did he care about the flute? When he was chosen it would be the harp, he was sure of it. The flute was an accompanying instrument, but the harp was the lead, it was what the great ballads were written for. The flute? Might as well be playing the bodhran and drum away in the background like poor Michtha. Both were peasant instruments as far as Emrick was concerned. They were not for him, son and grandson of master bards. But still, it was his last lesson before the Choosing, and he wished to impress Farling as much as he could before the master bard sat judgment on him later.

So, with effort, Emrick let himself go with the instrument, drifting on the music while still, somewhere in his mind, keeping sharp account of his fingers. He felt the notes flow and shape and intertwine with the harp and drum and, for a moment, Emrick felt it. What the journeymen and masters called the Keening, the moment when you lost yourself in the music, the first step to soul-weaving and magic. But then he lost it, as Donaf’s fingers stumbled on the harp and a false note rang out. Emrick tried to focus as Donaf attempted to recover, but the song soon fell apart.

“Fumble-fingered as always,” Farling said with a resigned sigh, and clouted the slim, fair-haired boy lightly on the back of the head. “Well, I suppose,” the master bard said wryly, “after tonight you’ll be someone else’s problem.” He paused and glowered at the three boys. “After tonight.” He waved his hand. “Dismissed. Go and prepare yourself.”

Released from their final duties as apprentices, the boys carefully replaced their instruments on the rack and then scuttled from the room, pushing and shoving each other in their exuberance. 

* * *

[image: ]


The grand hall was set. Candles jutted from the great chandelier like bright flowers and the tables were covered in rich linens brought across the Dochlon Wastes from the far Gaulthean Delta where flax and cotton were grown. The guests’ table had been pulled from storage and placed just below the Grand Bard’s chair in honor of the bards’ august visitors, Duke Jacobi and his lady.

Emrick stood under the Arch of the Apprentice with the ten other elder apprentices, trying not to fidget in his formal robe of deep blue. It was lined in gold as befit his stature and lineage. The collar was stiff and constricting, for he had been growing like a weed as of late. It needed taking out in the shoulders and neck but, since the Choosing was upon them, he had ignored the discomfort, knowing that he would soon be wearing the gray of the journeyman.

Old, blind Gawnan, a former Master Bard, stood before them, leaning heavily on his staff.

“I will tell you a story,” Gawnan wheezed, rheumy eyes skipping from apprentice to apprentice as if he could still see them, “of Taelsyn and the Harp Fanseir and the first Choosing.”

Emrick and the other boys stifled groans.

“Now, now,” Gawnan chastised, “I’m sure you’ve all heard the tale since you were in diapers, but this is a different story. This is the tale of the journeymen, and it carries their secrets, just as the tale of the apprentice and the tale of the masters carry their secrets.”

The boys quieted down, remembering the tale as told when they were first brought into the folds of Brendonwyr Hall. It had differed from the legend they had grown up hearing– it had told more of the story.

“As you have heard since your birthing,” Gawnan continued, “Taelsyn came across the ocean in a boat sewn from the hides of shaggy beasts and sealed with their fat and blood. Across mad-tossed waves and storms the size of mountains, he clung to his boat, singing away the storms, and luring the fish to him with the sweetness of his voice, so that he could eat. He beat a rhythm on the hide of his cockle and called the great whale Toocin from the depths to bargain for his passage.”

Emrick stopped himself from rolling his eyes; he was not a child. Exactly, he chided himself. He was not a child, and this was a profoundly serious and sacred day. There must be a purpose to Gawnan’s story. He forced himself to pay attention and conduct himself as his station demanded.

“Toocin,” the blind bard continued, “agreed to carry Taelsyn for as long as Taelsyn could sing. Taelsyn agreed and, to his horror, Toocin swallowed him and his boat whole.” 

Gawnan stopped, smacked his lips and took a long pull from the wineskin hanging at his side. Satisfied, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve and continued.

“We all know what happened next,” Gawnan said with a mischievous smile. “Taelsyn sang for seven days and seven nights, until his voice was hoarse and his throat raw and bloody, and finally Toocin spat him out on the shores of Wyndonwyr. And there, as we all know, he fought and claimed the great harp Fanseir. But,” Gawnan leaned in conspiratorially, “there is more that is not told. And that is the first of the journeymen’s secrets.”

The elder apprentices perked up at this, leaning in.

“What is not told,” Gawnan said, eyebrows raising over milky eyes, “is why Taelsyn made his journey across the sea. He heard a calling; he heard the calling. Fanseir, strongest of all the Instruments Arcanae, sang to him across the sea where he was content, singing in his father’s court. Fanseir Chose him. It sang to him in his sleep, spoke to him while he was awake, always calling, always beckoning. Until, driven near mad by the summons, Taelsyn built his boat and threw himself into the sea. 

“And so it should be with you.” Gawnan straightened up. “The instrument should call you, speak to your soul, whisper in your ear, beg you to play it. 

“But,” with this, a sad frown flitted across Gawnan’s seamed face, “there is another, newer, journeyman’s secret. A dark secret.” He sighed gustily and drank from the wineskin again, wine dripping down his chin like blood. “A sad secret. There has not been a True Choosing,” the old bard’s voice dropped low, and the boys leaned in to hear him, “in more than a generation. In fact, I am the last one alive who has seen a True Choosing, and when I am dead, it may be that, like fair Taelsyn, the Choosing fades into myth and legend.  There are already,” the old bard’s voice rose in almost a growl, “those amongst the Masters who discount my memory of Hantha and the Garden Drum and his True Choosing. But,” Gawnan’s face lit up, “there is always hope. Perhaps one of you will have a True Choosing. Keep your ears and heart open to the call of the music, the love of the instruments. If not...” Gawnan smiled sadly. “If you do not hear the Choosing, still decide wisely and follow your heart. Because you make a choice today that will bind you for life.”

Gawnan bowed stiffly, and the boys bowed deeper. Then he led them into the hall.

Duke Jacobi sat at his table, slightly elevated above the Master Bards. He was large and sinewy with the rough features of a man who preferred horseback and hunting to sitting in grand halls. Red-faced and lean, with a raptor’s nose and piercing dark eyes, he leaned back in his oversized chair, bored and fidgeting, a goblet of wine in his hand. Duchess Rhynn sat next to him. A counterpoint to his rough angularity, Duchess Rhynn was all soft curves and silk, easy to discount until you noticed her shrewd blue eyes that seemed to take in all of the Grand Hall, measuring, probing, and judging.

The elder apprentices were led before the Master’s Table and stood all in a row. Emrick tried not to fidget as the rustlings and mutterings of the Grand Hall died down into a stark silence. They stood in a narrow space, the journeymen on the left, standing at their tables, a sea of grey robes. There were breaks in that sea, journeymen out on their Wander, bringing music and magic to the people. But not many breaks. Most journeymen used the Choosing as an excuse to come back to Brendonwyr Hall, to see old friends and family, and sleep in a familiar bed. To their right stood the apprentices in their blue robes. In front of them, the Master Bards sat, dressed in crow-black, to pass judgment on the apprentices.

Emrick tried to catch his father’s eye, but Cadfairn sat, puffy eyes staring down at the table, a frown on his pale face. Out of the corner of his eye Emrick caught a flicker of movement, a dirty white shift standing out in the sea of color, and forced down his own frown. His cousin Cochlon fidgeted at the side of the hall, behind the Masters’ Table near the kitchen. Cochlon, always underfoot and lurking where she shouldn’t be. His odd half-breed cousin with her dark skin even in the depths of winter. And her ears! With their slight point almost as if they were meant to match the tilt of her unnaturally bright hazel eyes. She didn’t belong, and Emrick wondered, yet again, what his uncle had been thinking when he had brought his wild Elodie bride back to Brendonwyr. By all accounts, Emrick had heard that she was beautiful; although Emrick could not remember, since he had only been four when she had died giving birth to Cochlon. His uncle had died soon after, some said from a broken heart, but there were other, darker rumors. Hints and suggestions made by masters and journeymen, but nothing ever said outright.

Cadfairn stirred from his hung-over reverie, and Emrick brought his attention back to the Masters’ Table. His father pushed himself up, an unsteady hand resting on the table.

“We gather here,” his father said, voice raspy, “on the fall equinox, on the death of summer and the start of long nights, to judge.” 

Cadfairn raised his head, finally making eye contact with the Elder Apprentices. Emrick was shocked to see the redness of his father’s eyes, the sallow puffiness of his face.

“We judge these young men,” his father continued the familiar litany, voice bland and monotone, “to see if they are fit to rise in the ranks, to become journeymen, to Choose and be Chosen by their instruments.”

Even though Emrick knew that the judgment was just a formality, a tradition, that no apprentice had been rejected as far as memory reached, he still felt a stab of fear and worry deep in his gut. Taking a deep breath, he steadied himself. After all, if they had not been deemed worthy, they would have been washed out and sent home long ago. Why would they go through all of this if the Master Bards intended on casting them out or returning them to their studies? The thoughts should have calmed Emrick, but his stomach still roiled, and his knees felt weak.

His father motioned to the bard next to him, Master Farling, and sat down. Master Farling stood up with a crooked grin and looked at Emrick.

“Emrick Baughn,” Farling said in his high, thin voice, “step forward and be judged.”

For a moment Emrick couldn’t move. He felt sweat break out and roll down his back. With a shuddering breath, he forced himself to move and stepped forward. Hiding the fear on his face, he bowed deep, conscious of the eyes of the assembled house upon him. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence and Farling raised an eyebrow suggestively. Blushing fiercely, Emrick remembered the ritual response.

“I,” Emrick started, voice breaking. Muted, good-natured laughter flitted through the room. “I,” he started again, trying to make his 

voice low and firm, “Emrick Baughn, of the line of Baughn, do stand forward for judgment.”

“Excellent,” Farling said dryly, another titter of laughter rolled through the room. “Emrick Baughn,” Farling said, more formally this time, “I, and the Council of Master Bards, judge you fit, your talent and skill sufficient to raise you to journeyman status.” 

Emrick stiffened with pride, feeling like a weight had been lifted off him.

“Although,” Farling said with a wry grin, and Emrick felt his heart beat faster, “I still say you need to work on your fingering, which is why you will study under me.” 

There was another round of laughter and Master Farling made a shooing motion with his hand.

“You may step back,” Farling said, “having found yourself judged.”

Emrick bowed and stepped back, mind racing. He’d been assigned to Farling. He had assumed he would study under his father. But, perhaps, the Masters thought that would be a conflict. Did his father not want to teach him? No, it must be that they feared a conflict. 

His thoughts chasing themselves around like two dogs after a scent, the rest of the ceremony went by in a haze. A different master bard stood and judged each apprentice, each master judged the apprentice worthy and gave a wry quip about what the boy needed to improve on. There were only ten elder apprentices, so not all master bards took a journeyman, his father being one of them. This puzzled Emrick; his father loved teaching new journeymen. Troubled, Emrick bowed with the rest of the newly appointed journeymen and followed the master bards and Gawnan as they filed to the back of the room.

They walked to an old iron-bound wood door set in the stone next to the door to the Grand Bard’s rooms. Cadfairn took a large iron key from around his neck and unlocked the door. Worn stone stairs led down in a spiral, lit by guttering torches set far apart in sconces, creating warm pools of light separated by inky darkness. The masters filed down the steps followed by Emrick and the other boys.

Emrick stepped carefully in the semi-darkness. The steps were rounded and smooth from centuries of traffic and he wondered if they were older than even Brendonwyr Hall. 

Emrick could see bright light shining from the last turn of the stairs and then he stepped into a well-lit cave. At the end stood a round, stone door, twice as tall as a man, carved with the twisting knot-work of the Ancients. The master bards stopped and formed a semicircle in front of the door. Gawnan turned his blind eyes to the boys and unerringly pointed out worn spots in the stone floor.

“You boys,” Gawnan said with a gesture, “split into threes. Stand there, there, and there, and keep quiet, don’t interrupt the masters in their business.”

Emrick quickly went to the spot Gawnan had pointed to, but Gawnan snagged his arm.

“Not there,” Gawnan whispered. “You are the leader, so you stand in front, between the masters and the new journeymen.”

Proudly, Emrick let himself be drawn by Gawnan to a spot between the two groups. Once he was sure of the positioning of the boys, Gawnan faded back into the shadows by the stairs, his seeing-stick tapping on the worn stone.
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