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      You awake with a start, breathing hard and covered in a clammy sweat. In the predawn glow from the window, you recognize the trappings of your own bedroom. You hadn't been there a moment ago, or so you imagine. It must have been a dream.

      There was a chase. Someone was with me. Were they escaping with me, or chasing me? There was a forest ...

      The dream is a blur. You woke up too quickly to have retained more than impressions of it.

      You sit up and realize that you fell asleep fully clothed. You're even still wearing your boots.

      Shouting from the street outside draws your attention to the window. You rush over and see two figures running away. You lose sight of them among the narrow, building-choked streets of Marker's Point.

      The sight of the fleeing men gives you a sick lump in the pit of your stomach. There have been attempts to break into your offices before, and the thought of someone rummaging through your business ledgers gives you a chill. Your hands shake as you strike a flint and light the lamp at your bedside. Your bedroom is thrown into a contrast of light and shadow that does nothing to calm your unease.

      You venture out into the hall, intent on heading downstairs to check that the door is still securely barred. Before you can descend the stairs to the first-floor offices, you notice that your brother's door across the hall is ajar.

      "Averon?" you call softly, in case he is asleep. "Is everything all right? I thought I heard something."

      There is no reply. You push the door open and hold the lamp high. Your brother is lying in bed, twisted up among the blankets. He's drenched in blood.

      You gasp, and nearly lose your grasp of the lamp.

      "Avie!"

      You rush to the bedside, but stop short at the pool of blood by the bed. Averon is beyond your help. You grab a dry corner of blanket and draw it up over him to hide the gaping slice in his throat before the sight of it causes you to vomit.

      Your breath comes shallow as you realize that your brother is dead and you don't know who did it or why.

      Investigate Your Brother’s Room

      Report the Crime to the Authorities
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      You don't know who you can trust. You’ll have to figure out what you can on your own. Now that you divert your attention from your brother's body, you can see that Averon's room was ransacked. The desk drawers are pulled out. The wardrobe is open and the contents strewn on the floor.

      How did I sleep through all this?

      The thought of how such violence could have taken place across the hall without you noticing is unnerving. The thought dogs you as you rummage through your brother’s discarded personal effects.

      The papers in his desk drawers seem ordinary enough. There are bills of lading and shipping manifests, the draft of a contract, business letters. You scan a few of the letters for any clue of what might have set your brother afoul of men who would send hired knives in the night. Nothing in the letters sounds like the sort of thing men would kill over. One stands out, however; it's in a language you can't read.

      Marker's Point is one of the most cosmopolitan places in Tellurak. An island city in the middle of the Katamic Sea, it's a trade port and meeting place for every seafaring nation. As a shipping broker, you understand the languages of Feru Maru, Acardia, Takalia, and your own native Khesh. Averon was the glad-handing face of the business, not the brains. He spoke a bit of Acardian, but left the foreign negotiations to you. That he should have a letter that you can't read raises questions. How could he have read it?

      There's something about the symbols in the letter that strike you as familiar. You glance around the room a moment, and when your eyes encounter the symbols again, you momentarily get an impression of words. The impression fades as you study the letter, but you decide to stuff it in a pocket for later.

      It occurs to you that your brother keeps a journal. He's mentioned it before, but your brother is—was—no deep thinker. Whatever his journal might have said had never interested you. Until now.

      Where would Averon keep it hidden?

      You look around the room, but don't find any sign of a journal.

      An incongruous thought pops into your head, a memory of your younger days growing up with Averon. He was your elder by two years, and resented sharing a room in your parents’ small cottage.  He always kept his favorite toys hidden beneath his mattress. That fond memory is instantly clouded by disgust as you realize that checking Averon's bed means shifting his corpse and poking around the blood-soaked linens.

      You look away as you reach beneath the mattress, your primary concern not bloodying your hands with your brother's blood. Feeling around, you find a leather-bound book and slip it out. You notice that you’ve dragged your sleeve in blood, but the book remained unmarred.

      You hear a pounding on the door below.

      "Hello in there. We have reports of a disturbance."

      The Sea Watch.

      Despite their nautical origins, the Sea Watch keeps the peace in the streets of Marker's Point, not just the harbors. Someone must have seen the murderer leaving and called them. You look at your blood-stained arm and curse your impatience. Had you left the scene undisturbed, you could have made a convincing claim of innocence. Now? You'd be lucky to talk your way out of getting thrown in chains for his murder.

      I’m a good talker, it’s worth a try.

      This place has windows, right?
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      The Sea Watch keeps smugglers in check and pirates from operating near the city, but they aren’t keen investigators. They'd take you in and blame you for the murder—nice and tidy. You need an escape.

      You think to grab your brother's dagger, but realize that you haven't seen it in your search. It was expensive, jeweled, and carved with symbols that your brother had claimed were ancient Kheshi script. It must have been stolen by the murderer.

      You rush back to your own room and buckle on the belt that holds your own dagger sheath. It would do little good to escape the Sea Watch only to get stabbed in the streets. Unarmed folks are like chum in shark infested waters; they don’t last long in Marker's Point at night.

      The window overlooks what passes for a main street in the city. It's wide enough for a wagon in either direction, and cobbled. The twists and curves of Marker's Point's schizophrenic layout prevent a long view in either direction. You give a quick look and decide that while someone might notice you, the Sea Watch is not keeping an eye on the window.

      An instinct grabs hold of you.

      For a moment, you feel like you are exposed, rooted out. A thought burrows into your head that you aren't going to be coming back, ever.

      It's paranoia. I've got to keep my head clear.

      I need to fake my death. Burn the building.
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      It seems insane, but you trust to your instincts. Something is going on that you don't understand, and it may be better if no one is looking for you.

      You pry up a floorboard and take the purse with your savings inside. There are 5000 or so fonn inside, enough to live on for a while, but not a fortune to disappear with. Most of your wealth is tied up in business ventures that you will never see completion. With Averon’s journal, perhaps you can start over—assuming he kept some of your business dealings within.

      You open your wardrobe and spill the contents out onto the floor. You'd rather not see everything you own burn, but you are going to need to travel light. You climb up onto the window sill, lamp in hand.  With a deep breath, you throw the lamp to the floor, where it shatters, spilling oil amid the clothes and bedding you've spread. As the fire begins to take hold, you climb out the window. You hang on by the sill and drop to the ground. The impact hurts, but you manage not to injure yourself.

      Pressing yourself against the building, you look both ways down the street. You don't see anyone about. The windows all down the street are dark.

      From around the corner, you hear the Sea Watch pound against your door once more. "Open up, or we are within our rights to force entry."

      You smirk. Go right ahead.

      You look up and see smoke wafting out the window above you.

      I need to find answers about those two fleeing men.

      The journal has to have the answers. I need a place to read in peace.

      I'm exhausted. I need a safe place to spend the rest of the night.
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      Your nerves are frazzled. Your brother was murdered and you're likely going to be suspected. Your home and the business you've spent years nurturing are going up in flames. What was I thinking? You weren't thinking; you acted on instinct. Acting rashly is going to get you killed. You need to find a place to sleep so you can clear your head—someplace safe.

      Parts of Marker's Point slumber by night, but never the whole city. Ships come and go at all hours, and accommodations for passengers are always available. Your best bet is to head for the docks. Sticking to the shadows as best you can, you avoid the moonlit sides of streets and take alleys. A few roads bear lampposts that push back against the night's gloom, but those are best avoided. Subterfuge comes more naturally than you expected. As you glide through the streets, you feel more confident than you should with just a paltry blade at your belt for protection.

      Your eyes accustom themselves to the pale moonlight and the black crevices of the city where no light can reach. Eyes concealed in the shadows size you up. With a glance, you warn them away from you. There is a difference between predator and prey, and you cast yourself as someone who knows what they are doing.

      You reach the harbor without having to draw your blade. With Marker's Point sitting on the inside of a three-quarter atoll, there is never too long a walk to the waterfront, but the walk felt like longer given your situation. The Port-in-a-Storm Inn has a light hung out front, and is the first Inn you come across. You duck inside.

      A sleepy looking young man with a scratchy beard sits at the desk playing cards by himself. He looks up as you enter. "Looking for a room?"

      "Just for the night," you reply.

      "Fifty fonn," the man tells you. A merchant's instinct tells you to barter; fifty fonn ought to get you a nice room in a respectable inn. The Port-in-a-Storm seems to be nothing of the kind. It is run down, looks filthy, and smells of mold.

      You remember that you're not in a great position to bargain. You need a room. "Fine," you reply, biting your tongue.

      "What's the name?"

      None of his business.

      Lie. Make up a name to avoid suspicion.
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      "I'm not expecting any visitors," you reply. "No need to leave a name." You count out fifty fonn and place it on the desk next to the innkeeper's card game. On impulse, you count out another twenty. "Got it?"

      The innkeeper narrows his eyes and nods. He scoops up the seventy fonn and hands you a key, engraved with "33." You grab it and head up the stairs, wondering if your coins were enough to buy the innkeeper's discretion.

      Room 33 is utilitarian. The only light comes from a barred window, overlooking a three-story drop. All that the moonlight illuminates is a lumpy bed with a threadbare blanket, some uneven floorboards, and the door you entered by. The floor gives a reassuring creak with every step—as good an alarm as you're likely to find for the night. You close the door behind you and throw the bolt.  Upon considering how little protection the bolt might actually give, you to drag the bed over and use it to barricade the door.

      You sigh, feeling safe for the moment at least. You try to read your brother’s journal by the moonlight streaming in through the barred windows. It details the mundane happenings of Averon's life. There may be clues within, but no quick answers. A drifting cloud blocks your light. Instead of waiting for it to pass, you shut the journal and rub your eyes.
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