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Chapter One


Viola huddled in darkness, shivering. The sobs and whimpers of the other children echoed in the close, stale air. Her back ached from hours—or has it been days?—of sitting on hard stone.

Confusion drowned out her fear. How could Papa abandon me?

She hugged her knees tighter and rocked. “Bright Lady, hear me and protect me in my hour of need.” She whispered the prayer over and over, clinging to the litany like a lifeline. She wouldn’t succumb to her terror.

The door swung open and she shielded her eyes from the harsh light.

“Up, little ’uns.” A man’s voice, gruff, impatient. “Time to meet your master.”

Viola tried to stand, but her legs refused to cooperate. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. She swallowed. Her tongue felt thick and coarse, her throat filled with grit.

“Up, I said!”

Viola lowered her hands and blinked back tears. A bearded man stared down, the fire in his eyes matching the torch in his hands. She shrank back, for the first time realizing she was alone in the cell.

The man snarled. “Are you deaf, child?”

Viola shook her head.

“Just stupid and useless, are you?”

Again, Viola shook her head. Her parched throat refused to form words.

“Then why in the Watcher’s horny elbows are you not on your feet?”

She struggled to stand, but her knees gave way. With a curse, the man seized her and dragged her upright. His fingers dug into her arm and she cried out.

He shoved her forward. “Now, walk!”

Viola stumbled toward the door and caught herself on the frame. Her legs wobbled, but she stood.

The man pushed past. “Keep up or else…”

She shuffled to catch up to the other children. After the rank air of the room, Viola welcomed the musty odor of the passageways. Flickering torchlight set the shadows dancing through the tunnels of earth and stone. The dim light sent an eerie glow over the markings etched into the walls. She shivered.

The sound of sobs and shuffling filled the tunnels. The passageways twisted and turned, rising up a gentle incline. Before she’d taken a dozen steps, Viola’s lungs begged for air and her legs burned. She refused to slow. It would make the man angry. He looked meaner than her father, even after Papa had drunk too much.

The stone walls and low roof gave way to a massive open space. Lanterns hung from the walls, casting light on an enormous chamber nearly the size of Old Town Market. The ceiling rose beyond the torchlight and a chill wind gusted through the room.

A man stood in the center. His beard looked like Papa’s after a week without shaving. A tall hat flopped at an awkward angle. Silver shone in both his ears and in one of his teeth.

He spread his arms wide. “Come in, my little cherubs, come in. Stand over there. And you, take your place there. Over there, my lad. Yes, good.” He rubbed his hands together.

His smile reminded Viola of Master Umlai’s cat after he caught a mouse, though with fewer teeth. But it was his waistcoat that drew Viola’s eye. Bright as a tomato, it looked out of place against the rest of the man’s dun-colored clothing.

The man stared at them, a beatific smile on his face. “Welcome, my sweets. I know some of you are quite uncertain of what is going on, but rest assured, all of your questions will be answered in time.”

Viola’s knees trembled. Something about the grinning man in his bright red vest sent a chill down her spine.

He rubbed his stomach with a filthy hand. “You may call me Master Velvet. For the next ten years, the Night Guild will be as mother and father to you. For a short time, you, my dears, will be as my children. It’s my duty to work the useless out of you. By the time you leave these walls, you’ll be ready to join the ranks of productive Guild members.”

Ten years? A tear squeezed from Viola’s eye and a sob burst from her throat. A boy on her left snuffled and wiped snot on his shirt.

“You, my pet. Yes, you! Come up here.” He pointed at her with a crooked finger.

She didn’t want to go, but what would he do if she refused? Hands trembling, her stomach in knots, she shuffled forward.

Master Velvet wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “What’s your name, child?” Up close, he looked even more like a grinning cat. Viola expected him to pounce and gobble her up.

She broke into shaking sobs. “I want to go home to my papa!”

“Well, that sounds like a silly name for such a pretty little thing.” Master Velvet smiled his gap-toothed grin. “Tell me your name, my sweet.”

“V-Viola.”

“Look at me, Viola.” He gripped her chin and tilted her face up. Viola flinched and tried to push his hands away, but he held her fast. “Your name was Viola. No longer. You have no name.”

He turned to the rest of the children. “All of you. Forget the name your mother screamed when she birthed you. Forget the name your father spat as he beat you. The names you once knew are gone. You are all nameless. And nameless you will remain until you have proven yourselves worthy.” He glared down at Viola. “Do you understand?”

She wiped her tears and nodded. “Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

The chill in his voice made Viola shudder. “Yes, Master V-Velvet.” She swallowed the lump in her throat.

“Good.” Master Velvet released her face and shoved her toward the huddled children. He clasped his hands behind his back and paced up the line. “Now, pay attention, my pretties. Forget your homes. Forget your families. You will never see them again. You belong to the Night Guild now.”

Master Velvet stopped and stared at each child in turn. The smile on his face failed to reach his cold, dark eyes.

“You represent a significant investment on the part of the Night Guild.” He stabbed a finger at the huddled mass. “Each of you has been paid for with Guild coin. Your eighth nameday has come and gone and now you belong to us. We do not take investments lightly. You will be given the skills needed to repay our investment. Those who do not…” The feline smile widened his face. “Suffice it to say, my darlings, you do not want to find out what happens to those who fail to provide a return.”

Master Velvet reached into the breast pocket of his waistcoat. “Look at this coin. A silver drake, as ordinary as each of you. But watch!”

Master Velvet waved his hands and a silk cloth replaced the coin. The children gasped in surprise and delight.

“It has become a handkerchief, fit for any gentleman in the King’s Court. Or has it?” Fire blazed, and the cloth burned away to reveal a dagger. “A steel blade, perfect for all manner of useful tasks.” The dagger danced in his fingers, reflecting the torchlight.

Viola gaped, her eyes transfixed by the flashing steel. Suddenly, the dagger vanished and the silver drake reappeared in Master Velvet’s fingers. He rolled the coin from knuckle to knuckle, flipped it in the air, and held it up for them to see.

“It must be magic!” His snaggletooth grin turned into a sneer and he drew the scarf and dagger from within his sleeves. “Wrong. There is no magic here. The magic is in your fingers, in your minds, and in your tongues. You will learn to harness this magic. You will learn the skills that will keep you alive as you serve the Night Guild.”

He stopped beside Viola and placed a hand on her shoulder. The gesture reminded her of Mama, but his eyes held the chill she’d seen in Papa’s before he handed her to Iltair.

“Get this through your head. We are not your family. We are your masters, and you will serve without hesitation. Obey, and the rewards will be great. Disobey, and the consequences will be severe. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes.” Viola’s parched throat made it difficult to croak out the words.

Master Velvet turned his gaze on the other children. “All of you, heed my warning. Look around you.” His gesture encompassed the massive room. “Take it in, for this will be your new home. You will not see the sun until you have earned the right to breathe clean air. Know this: you belong to the Night Guild, body and soul.”

The growl of Viola’s stomach sounded loud in the large room.

Master Velvet’s feline grin returned. “My poor little angels, you must all be hungry and thirsty. It is a good thing we have prepared a feast in your honor.” He released Viola’s shoulder and beckoned for the children to follow. “Come this way, my pretties. See how we reward those who heed.”

Viola followed Master Velvet to the table at the far end of the room. The smell of fresh bread wafted from cloth-covered baskets. Bowls filled with nuts and dried fruits sat next to trays heaped high with sweetmeats. Viola joined the others in a mad rush to the table. She bit into a pastry, heedless of the grime staining her hands. The sweet taste of heavy cream filled her mouth. The pastry disappeared in two bites and she reached for another.

Master Velvet stood on the other side of the table, the catlike grin on his unkempt face. “Yes, my dearies. Eat up. Plenty of sweets for the sweet.” He held out a cup. “You must be thirsty, little one.”

Viola drained the honeyed water in a single draught. A fistful of raisins and a third cream-filled pastry followed. Her stomach soon protested, yet she ate until the table stood bare.

“Come, come, my darlings.” Master Velvet wiped traces of food from the corner of one young boy’s mouth. “You must be sleepy. We have cozy beds where you can sleep the night through.”

Seizing a torch, he led them down a short hall. He opened the door and stepped into a darkened chamber. The torchlight revealed a windowless room filled with rows of bunks lining the walls.

“This, my cherubs, is where you will make your home for the immediate future. Choose your beds wisely.”

The children rushed into the room, knocking Viola to the floor. Someone stepped on her arm and she cried out.

Master Velvet didn’t bother to help her up. “Hurry, child, or all the good cots will be taken.”

Viola climbed to her feet and shuffled toward the nearest available bed, cradling her throbbing arm against her chest. Tears carved streaks through the dust on her cheeks.

Master Velvet murmured in her ear. “Before you allow those tears to stain your new blanket, my pretty, give thanks to the gods that you were sent here.” He leered at her and her stomach recoiled from his breath. He smelled like Master Umlai’s slaughterhouse on a hot day. “There are worse fates than this. That, I can promise you.”

Viola nodded and wiped her cheeks. “Y-Yes, Master Velvet.”

Master Velvet patted her head and placed a kiss on her forehead. “There’s a good girl.”

Viola suppressed a shudder. She wanted to pull away, but that would make him angry. He had the same wild look she’d seen in Papa’s eyes when he found his bottle empty.

“Now, off with you.”

Stomach twisting, Viola hurried to her bunk. A ratty, moth-eaten blanket lay in a heap at one end of the bed. The straw-tick mattress was lumpy and uneven, and the wooden frame dug into her back.

Maybe Papa will come for me in the morning and take me home. He had to. She didn’t want to spend another day in this dark place. She hated the way Master Velvet touched her and looked. I just want to go back to my sewing, mending, and gardening.

Master Velvet’s voice brought her hopes crashing to the ground. “Sleep well, my cherubs. Tomorrow, you begin a new life.”

The door shut with a clang, plunging them into darkness. The room filled with hushed sobs and whimpers. Viola shivered and pulled the ragged blanket up around her shoulders. She longed for her own bed, with her comforter that smelled like Mama. She wanted to smell the violas, lilies, and roses in her garden, feel the soft earth beneath her toes.

Mama’s words came to her. “Stand tall, my flower, no matter what. Always keep your head up.”

Tears flowed anew and she didn’t stop them. I’m trying to stand tall, Mama, but I’m scared.

When she closed her eyes, Master Velvet and his leering grin filled her world.
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Chapter Two


“Please!” Papa knelt in the mud, fighting to break free. “Give me a little more time and you’ll have the gold I owe you.” Terror echoed in his voice. “My family will starve!”

A giant stood over Papa, a nightstick in his scarred hand. “You know the rules, Girard. This is the second month now. The Night Guild has to maintain a standard.”

“But, Grien—”

The truncheon struck and bright crimson sprayed from Papa’s nose. He cried out and crumpled, but the monster didn’t stop hitting. The meaty crunch of the blows assaulted her ears. The reek of urine, blood, and fear filled the air. The giant monster’s roaring laughter set the ground trembling.

Why is he doing this? A spark of anger surged. She charged the big man and beat at his legs with tiny fists. “Don’t hurt my papa!”

The door to the cell clanged open. Bright light streamed into the room, jolting Viola from her nightmares.

Master Velvet’s voice greeted her. “Wake up, my little tyros! A new day awaits.”

She rubbed eyelids puffy from crying and heavy with fatigue. How long did I sleep? Tears soaked her pillow still. Not more than an hour or two had passed.

“Get up, the lot of you.” His kind demeanor fled, replaced by harsh impatience.

Viola forced herself to stand. Why is he waking us up now?

“Last one up forgoes breakfast.”

His words galvanized the others to action. Blankets rustled and feet thumped to the floor behind her. Viola lowered her hands as her eyes adjusted to the light. Master Velvet stood in the doorway, torch in hand. He looked no more kempt than yesterday. Indeed, he wore the same clothes. His bright waistcoat contrasted with the dull colors of the windowless chamber.

“Your first day in service to the Guild begins.” Master Velvet’s dark eyes studied them, his voice cracking like a whip. He tossed a sack into the center of the room. “First order of business, get dressed.”

The sack fell open, revealing dun-colored tunics and breeks.

“The clothing you now wear is your final connection to the life that once was. No more. Shed your former lives to don the robes that mark you as apprentices of the Night Guild.”

The other children scrambled and fought for clothing, though all were identical. Someone shoved Viola backward, sending her sprawling. By the time she regained her feet, only one item of clothing remained in the satchel. She held it up—it looked twice her size.

“Give me that!” A heavy-set boy snatched the garments from her hands. “These are more your size.” He threw another set of clothing in her face.

The boy towered over her, and she shrank beneath his glare. He’ll just hurt me!

Viola swallowed her angry words and pulled the floral dress over her head, taking it off. She shuddered. Master Velvet’s eyes lingered on her for too long. Hunching to hide herself, she tugged on the breeches and tunic. A tear slipped down her cheek as she fingered the pink ribbons.

“Now, bring your clothing here.” He retrieved the sack and held it open.

The children shoved and pushed to be the first to deposit their garments into the bag. Viola hesitated, not wanting to part with her dress—she’d worked so hard on it. Master Velvet’s eyes skewered her, chilling her to the bone. She skittered forward to comply.

“And those.” He yanked at the ribbons in her hair.

Swallowing, Viola pulled the bright bows free and dropped them into the sack.

Master Velvet hefted the bag. “Say goodbye to these, my tyros. You will never see them again. The clothes you now wear are the only robes you will own until you have proven yourself worthy.”

Worthy of what? Viola wanted to ask, but feared his reaction.

“Now fall in.”

Viola stared at Master Velvet, confused.

“When I say ‘fall in’, you poxy runts, you form up in a line.” Master Velvet’s face reddened and his voice rose in pitch. “Got it?!”

Viola hurried to join the line of children.

Master Velvet bared his teeth. “I said, do you understand?”

“Yes!” Viola added her voice to the chorus.

“Yes, what?” The look in Master Velvet’s eyes threatened torment.

“Yes, Master Velvet!”

“Good.” Master Velvet stroked his scruffy chin and jerked his head toward the open door. “To the Menagerie, single file. You will each be given a number. That is your name for as long as you are under my charge.”

“Yes, Master Velvet!”

Master Velvet counted each of the children as they passed through the door, shouting each child’s number into their face.

“Seven!” He sprayed spittle.

Viola clenched her fists and waited until she’d rounded the corner to wipe her face. It will just make him angry.

Master Velvet jogged past. “Hurry it up, tyros! No dawdling.”

Viola broke into a run, trying to keep up with Master Velvet’s long-legged pace. She hadn’t slept enough and the food from last night churned in her stomach. Her heart thundered in nervous anticipation.

Master Velvet led them to the huge room where they’d eaten the night before. Lanterns and torches filled the open space with dazzling light, illuminating every corner. The wooden table stood bare. A dozen wooden pails surrounded a pair of barrels at one end of the monstrous chamber.

“Your training begins here in the Menagerie, my little tyros. Each of you, take a pail.”

Viola shuffled forward, too tired to move faster.

“Hurry it up! Your breakfast depends on your speed, tyros.”

Viola gripped a pail, but the big boy who’d taken her clothes ripped it from her hand and shoved her away. “Get your own!”

“Twelve!” Master Velvet’s voice cracked. “Not a word from you! Get in line.”

With a sneer, the heavyset boy hurried to fall in.

“Seven!” Master Velvet glared at her. “Get your pail and get in line! Or do you not want to eat today?”

He’s talking to me! I’m Seven! She stabbed a finger at Twelve. “But he—”

“One more word of excuse, Seven, and you won’t see food for a week. Is that understood?”

Viola snapped her mouth shut. Seizing a bucket, she took her place in line. Her hands trembled and anger twisted her stomach in knots.

Master Velvet clasped his hands behind his back. “Your training today is simple, tyros. These buckets in your hand are the first tools of your trade. Fill them in this barrel and bring the water to the barrel down there.” He pointed to the far end of the room. A second pair of barrels stood there, a seemingly endless distance away. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master Velvet!”

Master Velvet nodded. “Three, step forward and fill your bucket.”

The boy named Three obeyed. Filling his bucket, he staggered across the room. One by one, the children responded to Master Velvet’s barked orders.

“Spill a drop and skip your meal, tyros!”

When Viola’s turn came, she groaned at the weight. Water sloshed with every step. Smaller than the others, she struggled to keep pace.

Master Velvet walked alongside them, shouting at the top of his lungs. “The first one of you to set down their bucket will carry double on the return trip. Do not let those buckets touch the ground or by the Thirteen, you will feel my wrath.”

Every muscle in her body ached. Her lungs burned. The bucket handle cut into her hands and she couldn’t feel her fingers. Yet she refused to give in. I have to do it, no matter what! She didn’t want to find out what happened to those who failed.

“Keep up, little girl, or get out of my way!” The heavyset boy hurried past, carrying his bucket as if it weighed nothing.

Water spilled as, one by one, the other children emptied their buckets into the barrel.

“Seven, you’re falling behind!” Master Velvet stood beside her, his dark eyes and scruffy face uncomfortably close to her. “If you want anything more than a crust of stale bread to eat, you’d better pick it up!”

Viola shrank from Master Velvet’s anger. She wanted to cry, to scream, to protest that the bucket was too heavy. I won’t! Not with Master Velvet so close.

Gasping for breath, she staggered on until she reached the barrel.

Master Velvet screamed in her ear. “Now, empty it into the barrel!”

Her head barely reached the barrel’s top. Muscles quivering, Viola wrestled the bucket toward the wooden lip. When she shifted her grip, the pail emptied its contents all over her.

“Seven!” Master Velvet’s eyes blazed. “What did I tell you would happen if you spilled?”

Viola cringed. “N-No food, Master Velvet.”

“Then why in the name of the gods did you spill, tyro?”

A sob burst from her throat. “I-It was too h-heavy, Master V—”

“Excuses!” Master Velvet’s voice cracked like a whip. “Now you’ll have to start all over again.”

“B-But…”

“Did I give you leave to speak, tyro?”

Viola shook her head.

“Then do as you are commanded,” Master Velvet growled and stepped forward. “Now!”

Tears streaming, Viola hurried across the empty space. Sobs shook her shoulders. It’s not fair!

“I said run, tyro!”

Viola sprinted, ignoring the protest in her legs. Fear of Master Velvet lent wings to her feet. The rattling pail mocked her failure with every step. Reaching the barrel, she refilled her bucket. Water soaked the front of her tunic and breeches as she carried it, dripping and splashing, back across the room. Her cheeks flared. It’s not fair! Anger and frustration burned in her chest. She refused to meet Master Velvet’s eyes or glance at the other children.

“Faster, Seven, or by the gods, you will fail. You don’t want to find out what happens to tyros who fail on their first day.”

Arms shaking, lungs afire, she lifted the bucket and splashed its contents into the barrel.

“Get in line, Seven!” Master Velvet beckoned and Viola hurried toward him.

“Fill the bucket again!”

The second barrel held rocks. Master Velvet helped pile her bucket high and shoved her on her way. Viola’s hands ached, but she refused to set the bucket down. The anger in Master Velvet’s eyes reminded her of the way Papa had looked at her.

Better to be quiet, just like in the house with Papa. I can handle a little pain.
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Chapter Three


We’ve been at this for hours! When will he let us rest? Mind numb from hunger and fatigue, Viola placed one weary foot in front of the other. Blood dripped from cuts in her hands, arms, and forehead.

Master Velvet refused to let up. “Your past is gone, your families forgotten. You have no names, no identities. You are nothing more than a number until it is deemed fit to give you a name.”

The children called out as one, “Yes, Master Velvet!”

“Everything you are, everything you will be, you owe to the Night Guild. We are your masters, your creators, your gods.” The tirade had repeated for endless hours, but Master Velvet never seemed to have enough.

“Yes, Master Velvet!”

Master Velvet’s voice cracked like a carter’s whip. “Disobedience will be punished harshly. Obedience will be rewarded well. Learn this and you will flourish in the Night Guild.”

Viola’s legs wobbled, her shoulders ached, and her arms shook from exertion. “Yes, Master Velvet!”

“Forget everything you know. Forget life outside this room. You eat, sleep, and shit at my command.”

“Yes, Master Velvet!” Viola’s voice cracked from thirst and fatigue. She wanted to lie down, to close her eyes, to sleep.

Master Velvet snarled in her ear. “You live and die at the pleasure of the Night Guild. You belong to the Guild mind, body, and soul. What are you?”

“We are tyros, Master Velvet.”

He crouched beside her. “And what are tyros?”

“Lower than dirt, Master Velvet!”

A satisfied smile spread across his face. “Empty your buckets and set them on the floor beside the barrels. Double speed, my drudges.”

Viola tried to move faster, but her feet refused. By the time she reached the barrel at the far end of the room, only one other child remained. The boy, barely taller than her, had yet to empty his bucket. He strained to lift his heavy load. His hands trembled uncontrollably—a permanent condition that made even eating and drinking difficult. Water splashed down his tunic, turning the dirt to mud.

Emptying her pail, Viola dropped to the sodden ground with a half-sob, half-groan of relief.

“Get up, tyros!” Master Velvet would not let them rest.

Tears of exhaustion and frustration streaming, she climbed to her feet. Though her back protested, she forced herself straight when Master Velvet approached.

Stand tall, no matter what. Mama’s words echoed in her thoughts. I’m trying, Mama, but I’m so tired!

“Chow time, my drudges. You’ll find that table over there loaded with delights to fill your little bellies. Eat. You have done well.”

Someone had piled the table high with fruits, sweetmeats, and treats. She’d been too exhausted to notice. The scent of fresh bread, cinnamon rolls, and pastries wafted toward her. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation.

Master Velvet placed a hand on her shoulder. “Not you, Seven. You were the first to fail, so an example must be made.”

“B-But…” Viola couldn’t put up more than a weak protest.

“Off with you, Seven. To your bunk and reflect on your weakness.” His dark eyes held no kindness. “Pray to the Watcher for strength to survive.”

“Y-Yes, Master Velvet.” She turned away to hide her tears.

“Perhaps you’ll try harder tomorrow, Seven.” He spoke without a trace of compassion or pity in his voice. “If you want to have any hope of survival here in the Night Guild, this will be the last time you fail.”

Hunger gnawed at Viola’s belly, but it could not outweigh the bone-deep weariness. She forced herself not to look at the other children, to block out the sounds of their eating. Feet leaden, she turned to the tunnel that led to their sleeping quarters.

Tears flowed in earnest once she reached the darkness of the passage. Sobs of anger, desperation, and frustration washed over her, shaking her body like a leaf in a whirlwind.

Slamming the door shut behind her, she threw herself onto her bunk and buried her head in the thin pillow. She didn’t care that her clothes were soaking wet or that she hadn’t had any water to drink for hours. She wouldn’t allow any of the others to see her cry.

Bright Lady, hear me and protect me in my hour of need. Her parched throat refused to form the words.

The prayer had comforted her in the past, but now it felt empty. The hunger, exhaustion, and thirst remained. Minutes ticked by in silence. Nothing happened.

She balled her fists and swallowed the ache in her belly. Down here, she was all alone. The Bright Lady can’t hear me.

Why would she? The goddess of healing hadn’t heard when she’d prayed for Mama and baby Rose. The gods were far away, if they cared at all. Mama was gone and Papa had left her here. In this place, she was the only one she could count on. She had to be strong, just as she had been after Mama died.

I will get through another day. Just one more.

*     *     *

The nightmare came again.

“Don’t hurt my papa!”

The giant snorted and seized her wrists, squeezing hard. His face blocked the sun as he bent low. “You’re a fiery little’un, aren’t you?”

Terror raced through her at the sight of his crooked nose and blood-colored beard. An inferno raged behind his eyes and the heat of his breath burned her skin.

“Your papa owes us a lot of money, little one. We’re just here to collect.” He revealed long fangs dripping crimson saliva. “Just be thankful we’re not taking you as payment.”

Her eyes fixed on the big stick as it rose and fell.

“He knows why we have to do this. He brought this on himself.”

Something cracked. Papa screamed and slumped as the giants released his arms. Blood mixed with the mud of the street, staining the cobblestones bright red.

A brilliant figure bathed in white light burst into view. Mama. “Leave them alone!” She reached for Viola, but one of the monsters seized her and held her tight.

“Mama!” The girl struggled in the giant’s iron grip. “He’s hurting me!”

“Please,” Mama cried. “Let the little one go! She has nothing to do with this.”

The fiery-eyed monster released her and she fled toward the bright figure.

“Go, Viola,” Mama urged. “Run to the garden and stay there!”

The little girl dashed away and stepped into a garden of perfection. The smell of dirt and grass, of roses, lilies, and violas soothed her. She loved the garden; she could play in the soil, work with Mama, and care for the vegetables and herbs. It would hide her from the monsters that hurt Papa and made Mama cry.

She fell to her knees and bowed her head. “Bright Lady, hear us and protect us in our hour of need.”

Mama taught her this simple prayer to the goddess of healing, long ago. The Bright Lady has to hear and protect Papa.

She would stay in the garden until the angel told her she was safe.

*     *     *

Viola awoke with a cry. She reached for the rose bush, but found only scratchy blankets and a hard bed. Fear coursed through her and she shrank back under the covers.

She lay there until she could no longer ignore the growling in her belly. Curling into a ball, she pushed back thoughts of food and drink. Her stomach gnawed at itself. Her throat cried out for water.

The sounds of snoring and deep breathing echoed in the darkness. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried in vain to sleep. She clenched her fists in frustration.

Her right hand gripped something soft. Someone had placed something in her hand as she slept. She couldn’t see it in the darkness, but there was no mistaking the aroma of fresh bread.

She bolted upright, eyes wide.

Who brought me this?

Master Velvet? No, he’d used her failure as a lesson for the others. From what she’d seen of him, he hadn’t a kind bone in his body.

One of the other children, then. It had to be. But which one?

She swallowed the small bite of food, barely enough to silence the monster in her gut. Though it only added to her thirst, she ate slowly, savoring each bite of fresh bread. She curled into a ball again, her hunger diminished.

Thank you, whoever you are. She would find a way to repay the kindness.
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Chapter Four


The loaded bucket made it impossible for Viola to scramble out of Twelve’s way.

“Move faster, Seven, or you’re going to get us all in trouble!” The heavy boy knocked her aside.

She fell hard, her load of rocks spilling across the muddy floor. Anger and frustration burned in her chest, but she couldn’t muster the vehemence. She was just too tired.

“Watcher take you, Seven!” Master Velvet stormed toward her, eyes blazing. “How many times are you going to slow the line? Stumbling around like a babe out of swaddling, falling everywhere. I grow weary of your failures, tyro!”

“B-But, he—”

“Excuses!” Master Velvet hauled her to her feet with rough hands. “Clean that up and get the bucket across the Menagerie now. Or have you not missed enough meals in the last two weeks?”

Has it been two weeks already? Two weeks of not eating, sleeping, or drinking anywhere near enough. Every muscle in her body protested as she climbed to her feet. With stiff, mechanical movements and fingers numbed by pain, she scooped the rocks into the bucket. Panting children gave her a wide berth as they carried their loads across the vast room. None spoke or offered assistance; Master Velvet would punish them if they did.

Her throat begged for water and hunger gnawed at her stomach. The fog in her head refused to dissipate. She couldn’t think clearly, could barely form coherent sentences. In the haze of exhaustion, dehydration, and starvation, her grasp on reality was slipping. Even her name had begun to elude her.

It’s too much. I can’t do it! She bit back frustrated tears as she straightened and lifted the bucket. The weight threatened to rip her arms from their sockets.

No! I won’t give in. Fixing her gaze on the barrel, she stumbled forward with every shred of tenacity inside her. She’d grown strong since Mama’s death. She would not break, no matter how hard Master Velvet pushed. With a sob, she dumped the contents into the barrel and slumped atop her empty bucket.

“Good.” Master Velvet nodded. “You’re progressing slowly, Seven. But by the gods, I’ll make a proper tyro out of you yet. Food and water, and we’re moving on.”

Her arms shook, her eyelids sagged, and her legs refused to move.

“It looks like Seven is dying, Master Velvet.”

“Shut it, Twelve! Unless you want to be the one to bury her corpse.”

She floated in the haze of exhaustion and numbness, her pain and hunger fading into a dull throbbing.

Master Velvet’s voice drifted from afar. “Three, Four, Nine, get Seven up and over to the table.”

A gentle hand shook her shoulder. “Get up, Seven,” a voice whispered. “If you don’t, we’re all going to pay for it.”

She opened her eyes. “W-Where…?”

Three, a boy with curly brown hair, dark eyes, and pale skin stood over her, gripping her shoulder. Beside him stood Four, a taller boy with pale hair down to his shoulders and bright blue eyes.

Three straightened. “She’s awake, Master Velvet.”

“Thank you, Three.” Master Velvet waved at the table. “Now, get some food in her and get her back on her feet or you’ll all be hauling her load.”

With a groan, Three helped her to her feet. “Here, Four, take her arms.”

Together, the two boys helped her stumble to a bench. Seven slumped onto the hard wood with a grateful nod. The third tyro, Nine, passed her a cup of honeyed water and a crust of bread. The tremor in his hand sent the liquid sloshing out of the goblet, but she was too exhausted to care.

“Eat up, Seven.” Three slipped onto the bench beside her and nibbled at an apple. Dark circles showed under his eyes, but he gave her a bright smile.

“Thank you.” Her words came out in a croak.

“Of course.” Three spoke in a low voice. “We tyros have to stick together.”

She emptied the cup of honeyed water with a grimace. The cloying liquid turned her saliva viscous and made her mouth tingle. Her teeth ached with every bite of the flaky-crust pastry. She forced herself to eat until her stomach churned—she needed the energy.

Three squeezed her hand and, with a wink, climbed to his feet.

The room swam in her vision and she felt herself falling. Her head struck something hard. Blood filled her mouth and she found herself on the ground.

“Back away, tyros.” Master Velvet’s voice sounded distant. His strong hand gripped her shoulder. With effort, Seven focused on his ugly grin. “Here. Eat this.”

She took the proffered item and stuffed it in her mouth. Her eyes widened at the familiar taste of meat. Though it made her teeth ache and twisted her stomach, she devoured it. They hadn’t had meat in…how long? She couldn’t remember the last time they’d had anything but pastries, fruit, and honeyed water.

“That will suffice.” Master Velvet’s voice cracked like a whip and he snatched the meat from her hands. “Greedy little thing, aren’t you? We just need you back on your feet. Can’t risk breaking your conditioning. On your feet!”

Seven groaned. I’m so tired! Every joint and muscle ached, but she forced herself to stand straight, head held high, eyes forward, arms by her side.

“Form up, tyros!”

Viola joined the other children in the line before Master Velvet. The rest of the tyros looked as bedraggled and exhausted as she. Their dun-colored clothing hung loose on all save Twelve.

Master Velvet scratched his scruffy cheek. “I’ve been taking it easy on you so far. But now, it’s time to see what you’re made of!” He stabbed a finger at something behind them.

At his gesture, Viola turned. A cart had somehow appeared in the Menagerie, no doubt brought in while she ate.

“Twelve, Nine, you’re up first.”

Twelve smirked as he took his place in the yoke, but tears streamed down Nine’s pale, dirt-stained cheeks.

Seven sighed. Thank the Bright Lady. I can rest. The quiver in her legs and shoulders faded with every heartbeat, but the haze in her mind remained.

Master Velvet pointed to the far end of the room. “Get the cart over to that barrel and you’re free to return to your bunk.”

The two tyros threw themselves against the yoke and the cart creaked forward. Nine strained and grunted, but his efforts had no more effect than a mosquito struggling to topple a mountain. Twelve had muscle on his heavy frame, and he kept the cart moving at a ponderous pace across the muddy ground. Master Velvet walked alongside the slow-moving wagon, shouting at the tyros. Both Twelve and Nine slumped to the ground when Master Velvet gave the command to halt.

“Seven, Eight!” Master Velvet waved them to the other side of the room. “Over here, double time!”

Eight, a lanky youth with two missing teeth and a scar across his forehead, stumbled from the pack of tyros.

“Now, Seven!”

It took a moment to realize Master Velvet spoke to her. She staggered after Eight, her cheeks burning.

“Hurry it up, Seven, or you’ll haul the Keeper-damned thing alone!” Fire blazed in Master Velvet’s eyes.

“Yes, Master Velvet!” Gasping for breath, she took her place beside Eight. Knots twisted in her stomach.

“Now, get it moving! Double quick, tyros.”

She threw her weight against the wooden yoke. Eight groaned beside her.

“Keeper take you both! Get the poxy cart moving or you’ll spend the rest of the day hauling rocks.”

The wagon refused to move. It’s too heavy! We’re not strong enough.

She strained with every shred of strength in her exhausted arms and legs. With a horrible sucking sound, the wheels of the cart pulled free of the mud. She stumbled forward and fell face-first into the muck. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs.

“Find your feet, Seven!”

She and Eight heaved the wagon into motion once more. Fire burned from her neck down to her legs.

Master Velvet kept pace, shouting in her face. “What is your name, tyro?”

Seven opened her mouth, but no words came forth. I had a name once, a beautiful one. But what was it? She couldn’t think beyond the exertion and exhaustion.

Master Velvet’s spittle splashed her face. “I asked, what is your name, tyro?”

The haze in her mind drowned out everything else. “I-I can’t remember, Master Velvet.” Angry tears coursed down her cheeks.

“That is because you have no name, tyro.”

“Yes, Master Velvet.” Her breath came in shuddering gasps.

“You are Seven, tyro, and Seven you shall remain until you have earned your place in the Menagerie. Do you understand, Seven?”

Sweat stung her eyes. “Yes, Master Velvet.”

“So what is your name, tyro?”

“I have no name, Master Velvet.” She gritted her teeth and pushed. “I am Seven.”

*     *     *

Seven lay in her bunk, eyes wide and staring into darkness. She was exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep for the heaving in her stomach.

“You awake, Seven?” Three’s whisper floated toward her.

She didn’t answer. Leave me alone! Let me sleep. Master Velvet would come for them soon. It could be in one minute, one hour, or one day. With no way to mark the time, day and night had started to blur into unending misery. She knew only hunger, thirst, fear, and exhaustion. But that’s the point of this, isn’t it? She couldn’t remember anything beyond their lightless, timeless prison of the bunk room, the tunnel, and the Menagerie.

“It’s not so bad, you know. It’s tiring work, but we’ll get through it soon enough. We have to.”

“How?” Her voice cracked with thirst and hunger. Master Velvet couldn’t overhear her, so she spoke without restraint. “I can’t take another day of this. It’s torture.”

“You have to, Seven. We all have to.”

She snorted. “It’s easy for you to say. You’re a boy.”

“So? Just because you’re a girl doesn’t mean you’re weaker, Seven.”

Anger burned through her. “Of course I’m weaker! I can’t carry as much as you. Look at Twelve!”

“Yeah, but we can’t all be that big, bull-headed bastard.”

Despite her exhaustion, Seven giggled. It felt good to have someone to talk to, someone to share the misery of her situation.

“Remember, Seven, being able to move heavy things isn’t the only sort of strength.”

In this horrible place, what else is there?

“Besides, they’re not going to kill us. They want to turn us into one of them.”

Fire coursed through her veins. “They’re doing an awful job of keeping us alive!” Her stomach growled for emphasis.

“They’re just trying to break us.” Excitement filled Three’s voice. “But I heard Master Velvet talking to himself over supper. He says we’re almost ready.”

“Almost ready? What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure, Seven, but I know it has to be better than this. Don’t give up. Stay strong and we’ll get through this together.”

She clenched her fists and nodded, though he couldn’t see her. “I will get through one more day.”

“Good. Keep saying that. And get some rest.”

Blankets rustled for a moment. Then silence filled the room.

I can do it. I can be as tough as any of the others. She may not have the strength of body, but no one—not even Master Velvet—would break her will.

Someone—she could no longer remember who—had taught her something important. I will stand tall, no matter what.

*     *     *

A new dream filled her night.

“This is all her fault, you know!” Anger filled Papa’s voice.

Shivering, the little girl pulled the tattered blanket tighter. What did I do?

“If that damned child hadn’t fallen out of that tree and—”

“Girard, she’s barely six years old.” The angel’s voice soothed her.

“Old enough to know that climbing too high can be dangerous. Because of her, we are where we are. Owing money to the Night Guild. I swore I would never—Twisted hell, Liora, not so tight.”

Sorrow tinged Mama’s voice. “We’ll survive, Girard. We always do.”

“I’m not so certain, Liora. You’ve been looking poorly of late.”

“Just a touch of the summer heat is all.” The girl knew the angel lied. She could hear it in Mama’s voice.

“Be that as it may, I’m still worried. You’re taking on far less mending work than you once did.”

“Starting next week, I’ll take in more orders. I’m sure I’ll be rested by then.”

More work? The girl sniffled and wiped her nose. Mama never seemed to have time to play anymore.

“Good. We need it,” Papa hissed between his teeth.

“There, finished. Now, you stay there and I’ll check in on Viola.”

Papa muttered something under his breath, but there was no mistaking the anger in his tone.

“She needs me, Girard. No doubt the poor thing is terrified. I’ll be down in a few minutes and…”

She awoke and found her pillow stained with tears. Huddling under her blanket, she closed her eyes and tried to find the memory of Mama. Sleep would not come.
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Chapter Five


“Pick up the pace, tyros!” Master Velvet’s voice cracked like a whip. “My crippled grandmother works faster than you lot. How in the twisted hell did the gods see fit to saddle me with such useless clods?”

Seven ignored Master Velvet’s tirade. She grunted and groaned beneath the weight of her bucket. Her hands ached and her shoulders burned. But, somehow, the effort seemed less than the day before. Something within her had changed.

It’s almost over. She clung to Three’s words. We’re almost ready. For what, she had no idea. But just knowing the torment had almost reached its end made it easier to survive.

“Double time, Seven!” Master Velvet kept pace with her. His long legs made him look like a crimson-bellied spider. “You’re falling behind the others. You don’t want to miss another meal, do you, tyro?”

“No, Master Velvet!”

“Then get moving, Keeper take it!”

Gritting her teeth, she stumbled faster. Rocks rattled in time with her steps. Every muscle in her back, legs, and arms ached, but she would not put the bucket down.

I won’t fail, not again!

With a grunt, she staggered the few remaining paces and emptied her bucket into the barrel. She slumped to the floor, sweat streaming, gasping for breath. Closing her eyes, she leaned back against the wood. The fire in her muscles drowned out the cold, wet squelching of the mud that stained her britches and caked her hands. A shadow fell across her face and the reek of stale alcohol assaulted her senses. She opened her eyes.

Master Velvet crouched before her. “Better.” His silver tooth glistened in the torchlight.

“Thank you, Master Velvet,” she panted.

“Up.” He thrust out a hand and pulled her to her feet. “Get some food.” He patted her back as she stumbled toward the table, his hand lingering.

Suppressing a shudder, she slipped onto the bench beside Three.

“Here.” He handed her an apple and a fist-sized chunk of bread. She nodded and stuffed the bread into her mouth. Her stomach complained, but she was too hungry to heed. She drained two cups of honeyed water before moving on to the apple. Her teeth ached and, with every bite, her gums left bloodstains on the fruit.

“You did good, Seven.” Three turned to his own meal.

Twelve snorted behind her. “Don’t encourage her, runt!”

Three met the bigger boy’s glare with defiance. “Why not?”

“’Cause she’s a girl, that’s why.” Twelve seized her shoulder and spun her around. He sneered. “You don’t belong here, girlie. You have no place in the Night Guild. You’re just a puny girl!”

Seven stared up at the big boy, taking in his face: a broad, flat forehead, heavy nose, wide-set eyes, pudgy cheeks, and thick lips. He stood a handspan taller than she did, his shoulders much wider. His round body looked soft, but she knew better. He’d hauled the buckets across the room with barely a protest.

She snatched her arm from his grasp. “Leave me alone. Let me eat in peace.” She turned her back on Twelve to hide her fear. Please, leave me be! She didn’t have the energy to deal with him.

He spun her around again, nearly pulling her from the bench. “What’cha going to do, girl? Cry to Master Velvet?”

Three gripped the bigger boy’s arm. “Leave her alone, Twelve.” His hand looked small on Twelve’s pudgy bicep.

Seven’s heart sank. No, Three! Twelve would fly into a rage at the smallest provocation. What are you doing? He’s going to hurt you!

Twelve shoved Three away. “Sit down, runt.”

The smaller boy stumbled backward, crying out as he landed in the wet mud.

No! Seven’s anger and frustration bubbled to the surface. Before she realized, her hand cracked across Twelve’s cheek.

The bigger boy’s eyes went wide and his hand flew to his face. Pain and surprise registered, replaced a moment later by outrage. “How dare you—!”

The force of his blow knocked her from the bench. She hit the ground, hard, and a weight slammed into her back. Twelve seized the back of her neck and shoved her face into the mud. “You bloody hit me!” Anger, tinged with a hint of madness, filled his voice. “Don’t you ever hit me again, you hear?”

Seven struggled in vain against his grip. Mud filled her mouth and nose. She fought to breathe.

“Get off her, Twelve! You’re killing her!”

“You’re next, Three. Just wait until I’m done with you…”

Twelve far outweighed her and was far stronger. She choked and coughed, unable to suck in air. Her pulse pounded in her ears.

“You stupid—” Twelve’s tirade cut off sharply with a thud.

The weight fell from atop Seven and she rolled to her back, gasping for breath. She spat mud and wiped muck from her face. Beside her lay Twelve, gasping and clutching his face.

Master Velvet stood astride Twelve, teeth bared in a snarl, eyes ablaze. “I am the one who metes out judgment here, tyro!” He held his clenched fist poised to strike again.

“But, Master Velvet, she—”

Master Velvet slammed a boot into Twelve’s side, eliciting a yelp. Over and over, he kicked the boy, snarling curses and shouting at the tyro. The sound of boots and fists striking flesh echoed in the Menagerie, accompanied by Twelve’s sobbing protests.

Satisfaction penetrated Seven’s horror. Finally, he gets what he deserves!

Master Velvet delivered one final kick and, breathing hard, crouched over the sobbing Twelve. “Following in your father’s footsteps’ll only earn you misery in here. The Duke did that bastard Jerek a kindness by hanging him when he deserved far worse for what he did.”

Seven exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Three.

Master Velvet lowered his voice. “But the torments your father inflicted on those women will be nothing compared what I do to you if you ever lay a hand on your fellow tyros in my sight. Do you understand, tyro?”

The blood from his split lip and broken nose muffled Twelve’s reply.

“What was that?”

Twelve blubbered. “Yef, Mafter Velvet!”

Master Velvet straightened and glared at each tyro in turn. “Let this be a lesson to all of you!” Fire burned in his eyes. “You belong to the Night Guild, an investment that we expect you to repay in your future. But tell me, Twelve, how will Seven earn her keep if she is DEAD?”

A deafening silence fell over the Menagerie. The only sound came from the sobbing Twelve, curled in a ball on the floor.

“There will be many opportunities in your future to be beaten or killed in service to the Guild. I expect you all to live that long.” The dagger appeared in his fingers as if by magic. “If I have to repeat this lesson, I will not be lenient.”

*     *     *

Seven’s cheek ached every time she moved, but she couldn’t help the smile that spread her lips. It had felt good to fight back. Twelve huddled in his blankets, facing the wall. His whimpers filled the room.

Good. He should feel every bit of pain he’s inflicted on the rest of us!

The other tyros trooped into the room without a word. Only the rustling of blankets and the creak of the wooden bunks broke the silence.

Three slipped into his bunk beside her.

“Thank you.” Seven opened her hand to reveal the pear she had smuggled from the table.

Three took it with a grateful smile. “The only way we’re going to get through this alive is if we runts look out for each other.”

“Deal.” She reached out a hand, and he clasped it.

“Do you remember anything before all this?”

She screwed up her face in concentration. “I-I get these dreams…memories, maybe.” The mind-numbing fog of exhaustion made it hard to think.

“That why you cry out in the night? Not happy memories, then.”

Seven dropped her eyes, her face burning.

Three grinned. “Tell you what? You can have one of mine.” He lowered his voice. “I’ve seen a face, smiling, laughing. A little sister, I think.”

Something tugged at the back of Seven’s mind. She’d had a sister, too, hadn’t she?

“A voice tells me I need to look out for her.” Three’s smile wavered. A tear glistened in his eye. “I think something happened to her, but I can’t remember what.” He squeezed her hand. “But I’ve got you now. We can take care of each—”

“Silence!” Master Velvet stood at the door, torch in hand, his expression somber. “Get to sleep, my little tyros. I hope today’s lesson was…illuminating.” No one said a word and he nodded. “Tomorrow, you learn the skills that will keep you alive in the Night Guild.”

The door clanged shut behind him, plunging the room into darkness. Seven stared at the stone ceiling, unable to sleep. Her heart raced and her limbs trembled—from fear and excitement.

She’d done it. She’d stood her ground against someone twice her size. I stood tall, Mama. You’d be proud of me. Twelve had nearly killed her, but his beating at Master Velvet’s hands had been worth a bruised face.

I can do it. I might not be as strong as the others, but I will be every bit as tough. She would work hard and become the best of the lot. No one will ever be able to say I don’t belong in the Night Guild!
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Chapter Six


“Empty your loads and gather around, tyros.” Master Velvet waved them over. “Time for a change.”

Seven dropped her burden with a groan. Thank the Bright Lady! No more buckets. She hurried to sit in the semi-circle forming before Master Velvet.

He paced the room, hands thrust into his waistcoat pockets. “Today, my little drudges, begins the first day of your real training. To be a productive member of the Night Guild, there are certain skills you must master.”

Seven perked up. Maybe these new skills will be easier. Anything would be an improvement over endless hours of hauling.

“The Night Guild is in the business of acquiring possessions and monies from people too ignorant or careless to be worthy of ownership.”

Master Velvet drew his hands from his pockets, a pair of gold coins clutched between his fingers. A wiggle of his fingers set them dancing from knuckle to knuckle. A collective gasp rose from the tyros huddled on the floor.

“To the uninitiated, the things we do may seem like magic or sorcery.” The coins sparkled in the torchlight. “But you will learn how these things are done, learn them so well they’ll become second nature to you.”

Master Velvet’s long, lean fingers twitched and the coins disappeared.

“I warn you, tyros, these skills are not easily mastered. Years of training await each of you. The journey will not be an easy one, but I swear on the Watcher’s name, you will become proper members of the Night Guild.” His eyes narrowed. “Or die trying!”

A dagger appeared in his hand. The tyros nearest him flinched. Vicious glee filled Master Velvet’s smile. “Now, on your feet, all of you! Your training begins now.”

*     *     *

“Are you sure you’re doing it right, Seven?”

Seven scrunched her face, concentrating hard. “I’m doing it just like he showed us, Three. See?” She attempted to snatch the purse.

Three patted the oversized waistcoat Master Velvet had given him.

“I could still feel it. So you’re doing something wrong.”

Frustration mounting, Seven tried again, doing exactly as Master Velvet had taught them. Walk toward the mark. Bump into him. Dip two fingers into his pocket to hook the purse. Apologize to the mark and touch him with my free hand. Hide the purse in my palm and hurry away.

He shook his head. “That time, too. I can feel you pulling the purse out when you move away. Maybe you need to do it faster.”

“I can’t do it faster, Three. Not yet, at least.” Seven clenched her fists in frustration.

He held up a hand. “It’s okay, Seven. Give it time. You’ll get it.”

“Here.” She threw him the bulging, cloth-stuffed purse. “Let me try again.” Even as she tugged the purse free, the look on Three’s face told her she’d failed.

Her friend shrugged. “Still felt it.”

Seven ground her teeth. Master Velvet said this is supposed to be easy. So why can’t I get it right?

Three tugged the vest over his head. “Let’s give the bump a break for a moment.” He pulled a dun-colored cloak around his shoulders. “What say we give the snatch a try?”

Seven nodded. The snatch required timing and dexterity, but she’d grown adept at it. She walked toward Three, brushed against his cloak, and lifted the purse from the hidden pocket, all without breaking stride.

Three’s eyes widened. “Damn, Seven. I didn’t feel a thing!”

She beamed. “Well, at least there’s one thing I’m good at.”

Master Velvet strode up behind her and took her small, muddy hands. “You’ve got good finger-work, tyro.” He ran his calloused hands over her fingers. “They’re quick and nimble. With the right training, you could become quite the purse collector.”

“Thank you, Master Velvet.” She flushed at his praise. It was the first full compliment she’d ever heard pass his lips.

“Keep it up, Seven. Three.” With a nod, he moved to the next pair of tyros.

Three slapped her on the shoulder. “Look at that! You’re getting there.”

“Yeah. Now if only I could get the bump down properly.” She held out her arms. “Here, give me the vest and cloak. You’ve got to practice, too.”

As Three passed her the clothing, Twelve’s shout echoed through the Menagerie. “Damn it! You’re doing it wrong, you stupid sack of shite.”

Two met Twelve’s glare without a trace of fear. “How in the Keeper’s name can I be doing it wrong, Twelve?” Two was taller than Twelve, though not as broad. “I’m standing here in this vest. You’re supposed to be pulling the damned purse.”

“Well…” Twelve faltered, his face reddening. With a snarl, he threw the purse in Two’s face and stormed off.

Three snorted. “Looks like he’s not doing much better than you are, Seven.”

Seven glared at her friend. “That’s not saying much for me, you know. With those fat sausage fingers, he can barely fit his hands in the pocket.”

“There you go.” He gave her a broad grin. “You’ve got the advantage, at least over him. Just give it time and you’ll get better at it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, let’s see how good you are.”

“I’ll bet you a peach I can do the bump better than you.”

“You’re on!”

*     *     *

“Fitchets make our work easy, but not everyone is fortunate enough to have them in their robes.” Master Velvet held up a cloak, showing them the two horizontal slits at waist level. “Here you can see where the wearer would carry his purse.”

He turned the coat inside out. “Now, look here. As you can see, there is a hidden pocket inside the coat. With practice, you should be able to spot a fitchet without having to reach into the cloak. Who can tell me how?”

Seven raised her hand. “You can see stitching on the outside of the cloak.” She had a faint memory of sewing a torn pocket.

Master Velvet nodded. “Very good, Seven.”

Behind her, Twelve snorted and whispered to no one in particular, “Of course the girl knows that one.” Seven ignored the gibe.

Master Velvet didn’t seem to hear him. He dropped the coat and retrieved another. “But look. On this cloak, there is nowhere for the mark to store their purse. No fitchets on the inside or outside. Where would the owner of this cloak hide his wealth?”

Two raised a hand. “On his belt?”

“Very good, Two.” He lifted his namesake velvet waistcoat, revealing a thick leather belt. A purse dangled at his hip. “But how can you remove the purse without your mark noticing? Anyone care to venture a guess?”

His eyes roamed the crowd of silent tyros.

“Seven, come up here.”

Seven jumped to her feet at the barked command and hurried to his side.

“How would you take it from me, tyro?”

Seven studied the purse a moment. Her fingers fumbled at the complicated knot. It refused to budge. Nothing short of unbuckling the belt would allow her to slip it off. She tugged at the purse, but the strings held.

Master Velvet clucked his tongue and wagged his finger. “Ah, poor tyro. Alas for you, I have now hooked you,”—his fingers clamped around her wrist and squeezed—“and you are off to the Sheriff’s picture frame.” He mimed a hangman’s noose and released her hand.

Seven rubbed her wrist, her face burning.

“There, there, Seven.” Master Velvet patted her head, which only made her blood run hotter. “Back to your place.”

Seven took her place beside Three, ignoring Twelve’s sniggering.

“Let me show you the tools you will need for this.” Master Velvet produced a ring from his coat. Made of dull metal, it slipped onto his index finger with practiced ease.

“Notice the blade?” He held out his hand, revealing a short, curved knife extending from the ring, sharp edge facing away from his palm. “This little piece of jewelry will be your best friend from now until the day you leave the streets.”

Gripping the purse between his pinky and ring finger, he pulled the string taut with his middle finger and, with a flick of his index finger, severed the cord neatly. He held up his trophy. “That, my tyros, is how you lift a purse from a belt.”

He drew a dozen smaller rings from within his cloak and tossed them to the ground. Seven scrambled with the other tyros, trying to find one that fit her small fingers.

“If you learn nothing else today, remember this: keep the blade sharp, and you stand a better chance of avoiding an early grave.”

*     *     *

“Take a good look at these, tyros.” Master Velvet stood behind a table strewn with weapons of various shapes and sizes. “This is the hardware you will keep on your person at all times. Never, of course, to be used on each other or your esteemed companions of the Night Guild. But only for the more…dire situations. Emergencies, if you will.”

“What kind of emergency?”

“A good question, Six.” Master Velvet tapped a pair of knuckledusters. “Let’s say you’re walking about town, minding your own business like the obedient tyros you are. Then someone comes up to you and tries to take what’s rightfully yours. What do you do? Why you slip this wicked duo on your fists and give him the business.” He threw a few quick jabs at empty air before returning the brass knuckles to the table.

“But what if they refuse to be convinced?” He ran his fingers over a set of bright push-daggers. “For the more stubborn opponents, you may need something a bit more…permanent.”

Seven shivered at his wolfish grin.

Master Velvet passed over an assortment of short, curved blades and hefted what looked like a stuffed sock. “This, my drudges, is a cosh, or blackjack, the sort of weapon you want to always have at hand. It may not look like much, but if you fling it around properly,”—he slammed the cosh onto the table with a bang and the tyros all jumped—“it can be quite the useful tool. Hit a full grown man in the right place and you can drop him in his tracks.”

Replacing the blackjack, he waved at the assorted weaponry. “Come up here and take one for yourselves. Get used to the feel of the thing and learn its secrets.”

The other children leapt to their feet and someone—It had to be Twelve!—shoved her hard. Biting down on her anger, Seven raced toward the children scrabbling and clawing for the weapons on the table. Unable to break through the melee, she edged her way around to the other side. Three followed at her heel.

By the time she found an opening in the press of children, only a few weapons remained. She didn’t bother with the knuckledusters or the push-daggers. They looked like they were meant to be wielded by a strong hand. The cosh looked practical, but something about a long, straight-bladed dagger drew her attention.

She closed her hand around the leather-bound hilt and slid the dagger from its sheath with a whisper of steel on leather. She gave a few experimental thrusts and swipes. It felt comfortable in her hand, almost familiar—she had a fleeting memory of the smell of roses and lilies.

Master Velvet scowled and hopped out of reach. “Watch what you’re doing, tyro! Damn fool, going to get someone killed.”

Seven’s face burned. “Sorry, Master Velvet.” With awkward, jerky movements, she wrestled the dagger back into its scabbard.

“Like this, tyro.” Master Velvet drew the blade and sheathed it with practiced ease. “Keep your wrists loose and let the edge of the blade slide along the sides of the scabbard.”

She ducked her head. “Yes, Master Velvet.”

He drew the blade again. “A good choice, this one. Not too long for you, but with just enough bite behind it. Keep the edge honed and it will serve you well.”

“Yes, Master Velvet.”

“Now, you lot, time to practice on some real opponents!” Master Velvet raised his arms, a mocking smile on his face. “Behold your foes, the mighty men of hay!”

Against the near wall stood a handful of straw dummies. The others laid into them with gusto, all save Nine. The boy stood staring at his club, mouth agape, a tremor setting his weapon trembling.

“Get over there, Seven!” Master Velvet shoved her hard, sending her stumbling. “See what that thing can do.”

Seven shuffled toward the straw man Three and Four had claimed. Three swung a cosh with wild, erratic movements, nearly hitting Four.

Four glared. “Watch what you’re doing, idiot!”

Three’s face turned bright pink and he mumbled an apology. With an angry look, Four returned to punching the dummy, a push-dagger in each fist. Every time his hands thwacked into the straw, golden strands fell to the floor. He nodded at the weapons with a contented smile.

Three, however, looked less than pleased and slipped back to the table. He returned a moment later with a pair of knuckledusters. His punches barely made a sound and he turned an even brighter shade of red.

When he fled to retrieve another weapon, Seven stepped up to the dummy and drew the blade. She lashed out at the straw man, slashing, hacking, and thrusting. The dagger sliced only a few strands with every cut, but the weapon felt good in her hand.

Perfect. She’d made the right choice.

Loud grunting and growling drew her attention. She stopped and realized that most of the other children had paused as well. All eyes were on Twelve.

The big boy pounded the straw dummy. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped into his wide eyes. A snarl twisted his lips, baring his teeth, and his voice rose in a growl. The knuckledusters on his fists all but demolished the hay-covered figure. Only once he’d reached wood did he stop, chest heaving, eyes unseeing, face a dark red.

He turned and saw Seven staring at him, open-mouthed. “What are you looking at, girl?”

Seven turned away and attacked the straw dummy. She lashed out with weak, aimless blows, her heart pounding. The sound of weapons striking straw and wood once more echoed in the Menagerie. That maniacal, enraged look on Twelve’s face, she’d seen it before…

“Damn it!” Three threw his cosh to the floor and rubbed his wrist. “I’m no good at this!”

“Try another one,” Four offered.

“I tried them all. They’re just not for me.” Three waved to catch Master Velvet’s attention. “Master Velvet?”

“Speak, tyro.”

“Can we talk in private?”

Master Velvet eyeballed the small boy and stroked his chin. With a grunt, he jerked his head and led Three a few steps away. The two shared a brief exchange, Three holding out his hands as if asking for a favor. The expression on Master Velvet’s face showed his reluctance, but he shrugged and nodded.

“I’ll see what I can do, tyro. This sort of thing is not often done, but it’s known to happen now and again.”

“Thank you, Master Velvet!” Three’s face broke into a smile. “I promise you will not regret it!”

“I better not, boy.”

Three hurried back to the dummy and retrieved the cosh from the floor. His blows were no less weak or ineffective, but his eyes burned with delight.

Seven couldn’t help her curiosity. “What did you ask for?”

“You’ll see,” was all Three would say.
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Chapter Seven


Seven bit back a cry as the little knife struck wood. Her sweat-soaked palms slipped and the grip twisted in her hand. A sharp pain flashed through her wrist.

Master Velvet strolled over and inspected her handiwork. “Good work, Seven. Just remember to lean into the thrusts a bit more. Don’t just use your arm, but put your back into it. Gives you more power.”

She cradled her hand to her chest. “Yes, Master Velvet.”

Despite the pain, Seven studied the dummy with pride. In the last two days, she had hacked, cut, and sliced away the hay-covered torso. Only the sturdy wooden post remained, with bite marks left by her dagger.

Finally, something I’m good at!

The little blade fit in her hand as if crafted for her. In addition to the techniques Master Velvet had taught her, Ten—a lanky boy with a mop of curly brown hair and a face like a grinning skull—had given her a few pointers. The boy knew his way around a blade. He’d shown her where to stick it to make someone bleed out quickly and where to put it for a painful but non-lethal wound. She still had much to learn, but the progress encouraged her. Her confidence grew with every strike.

Three panted beside her. “You’re getting better, you know.”

“Thanks. I wish I could say the same for you, but I’ve seen the way you fling that thing around.” She eyed the cosh hanging limp in his hand. “You might have a chance with a feral squirrel or a hungry rat, but not much else.” The smile spreading her lips was genuine—the first real smile in what felt like forever.

“Please, Seven.” Three rolled his eyes. “I’ve seen you swinging this thing around as well, and you’re not much better.”

“Yes, but at least I have this.” She brandished the dagger.

“Just wait!” The enigmatic smile returned. He swiveled his head to glance at Master Velvet, who ignored him.

Seven read disappointment in the slump of his shoulders. “What are you hoping for, Three?” Her curiosity burned.

“You’ll see.”

“Enough chatter, tyros!” Master Velvet’s voice cracked like a whip. “One little compliment, Seven, and it goes to your head. Think you’re too good to train?”

“No, Master Velvet.” Face burning, she returned to hacking the straw dummy. She worked the underarms, aiming for the spot Ten had pointed out. A thrust meant to slip between the ribs—a strike only used in desperation.

Her muscles ached and her lungs begged for air, yet she felt more alive than ever. Master Velvet had actually given them a small serving of meat and cheese with their last two meals. Seven had noticed the difference almost immediately. The fog in her mind diminished, though it refused to clear completely. She recalled Master Velvet’s instructions with ease. Her muscles responded better to the demands of the training. She’d made marked improvements in her training. Only her memories of life before the Night Guild remained spotty.

Seven lowered her voice. “Do you remember what you were before…all this?”

Three didn’t pause in his half-hearted assault on the dummy. “Not really. I just remember being hungry a lot. You? You remember your name?”

She tried to think back. She had a faint memory of a stream and a few bushes. Bright cloth with a flower pattern. Sorrow at some loss she couldn’t quite remember. But no name. Just empty holes where images of her past should have been. She shook her head.

Three shrugged. “No sense thinking about it. Even if we could remember, we couldn’t get out of here. We don’t know our way out. We don’t have the time.”

Master Velvet had kept them training for hours, only stopping to eat, sleep, and relieve themselves. They alternated between weapons practice and picking pockets. When not training, they ran and hauled buckets. Seven felt her body adapting to the physical demands of the work. The buckets of rocks and water seemed lighter, the distance between barrels less vast.

Since that first day, she—and all the children—had made a point of staying out of Twelve’s way. The heavy boy had not repeated his performance, but he still laid into the dummies with wild abandon. The crack of his knuckledusters against the wood post brought a smile to his face. When Master Velvet called an end to the training, the tyros gave the big boy a wide berth. Twelve looked like he wanted to lay into them next. Only Master Velvet’s eagle eye stopped him.

That didn’t prevent him from shoving them aside at meals. Seven rubbed the bruise in her side where Twelve’s elbow had knocked her off the bench. She’d started eating away from the table, unwilling to risk his ire.

If only there was something I could do about him. Maybe if I had help, but most of the others are afraid, too.

Two showed no sign of fear. Every time Twelve threatened or glared at one of the smaller tyros, Two interposed himself. The look in his eyes dared Twelve to strike. The tension between the two was one wrong word from snapping.

Master Velvet’s shout echoed in the Menagerie. “Weapons away! Get those cloaks on and get practicing your lifts. Bump and snatch. Hop to it.”

Seven and Three paired off, with Three donning the cloak. With a smile, he patted the purse in the hidden pocket. “Let’s see if you’re any better than you were yesterday.”

Seven ground her teeth when, predictably, her attempt failed. She still struggled with the bump, though she could pull off the snatch without thinking. Three was still hopeless at both, and even worse with the weapons.

Over and over, she tried and failed. Her fingers nudged the coat just a bit too much. The purse caught on the pocket seam. She stumbled and fell, bringing Three to the floor with her.

“Damn it!” Seven brushed dirt from her clothing. “I can’t figure out what I’m doing wrong.”

“Seven! Three!” Master Velvet beckoned. “Over here. Drop the cloak, Three.”

They obeyed and trotted over to stand before Master Velvet.

“You’ve been at this for a week now, more than enough practice. Time to put you to a real test.” He held up a slim wallet and slipped it into the outer pocket of his vest. “Bump it.”

Seven studied him, wary. It can’t be that easy. With Master Velvet, nothing ever is.

His eyes revealed nothing. “Now, Seven!”

Seven affected a limp and moved toward him. She stumbled at the last moment, bumping into him with her left shoulder as she dipped into the vest pocket with her right hand. Something bit into her fingers and, screaming, she whipped her hand free. Bright blood dripped from deep gashes across her fingertips, staining the fabric of Master Velvet’s vest.

She expected him to react in anger. Instead, he bared his teeth in a mocking grin. “What happened, tyro?”

“Y-Your vest…” Seven stammered. “It cut me!”

“Of course it did. That’s what you get for not being good enough.”

What? Seven studied him, mouth agape. “B-but…” Her face burned and her fingers throbbed. She squeezed the wound to staunch the flow of blood.

Master Velvet patted the vest pockets. “Razor blades. They’re a quick teacher, let me tell you. You make that mistake once, you’ll never make it again.”

Tears formed in the corner of her eyes, but she gritted her teeth to hold them back. I won’t cry, won’t give him the satisfaction!

Master Velvet turned to the other tyros. All activity had ceased, and the children now stared at Seven with wide eyes. “Let this be a lesson to you. Do it right or don’t bother doing it at all.” He stabbed a finger at Seven. “You think a little cut is bad? Imagine what will happen when you’re dancing at the end of a rope or losing a hand for thieving.”

His head swiveled to pierce Seven with a glare. “Get your hands right above the pocket, dip, and pull. Do that over and over. Next time, you may lose more than just a bit of blood.”

Seven nodded, unable to find words, and stared at the bright crimson drops on his vest. So that’s where his name comes from.

*     *     *

Seven bit back a whimper as she slipped into her bunk. Blood soaked through the cloth bandages on her hands.

Master Velvet strode up to her. “Put this on the wounds.” He proffered a jar. “It’ll help with the pain and speed up healing.”

Seven ducked her head. “Thank you, Master Velvet.”

Wincing at the throbbing in her fingers, she unwrapped the bloody bindings. Several cuts—most shallow, one near to the bone—leaked crimson onto the dirt floor. Master Velvet removed the lid and held out the jar. Seven recoiled in disgust.

“It may smell horrible, but the gokulah unguent does a wondrous job.”

Seven dipped her pinky into the unguent, careful not to drip blood. She dabbed the foul-smelling stuff on her lacerated fingers. A jolt of heat and pain coursed through her hands and up to her shoulders, eliciting a wince.

“Stings, doesn’t it? In a few minutes, the heat will die down and your hands will go numb. That’s when you know the gokulah is doing its job.”

She swallowed a whimper. “Thank you, Master Velvet.”

Master Velvet visited the others in turn, offering the unguent to the tyros. The rancid stench of the gokulah leaf permeated the room, thick and suffocating. But to Seven, it was far better than the pain of her sliced fingers.

She’d tried the bump a dozen times and had the wounds to prove it. Three had fared little better. His cuts were deeper and longer than hers. He just couldn’t get it right. Master Velvet’s razor coat was as unforgiving as the man himself.

None of the other tyros had escaped unscathed, either. Four had managed to perform the bump correctly on the second try and Eight only suffered a few shallow wounds before getting it right. The others had failed miserably, Nine worst of all. Seven actually felt a fleeting moment of pity for the trembling little tyro. Every attempt at the bump had left him bleeding heavily. Even Twelve managed to complete it with fewer gashes.

Master Velvet paused before exiting the room. “We repeat this lesson every day, tyros. You will bleed to get this right.”

The slam of the door rattled Seven’s fingers. Thankfully, the gokulah had begun to take effect. She lay on her bunk, staring into the darkness.

“You there, Three?”

“Yes,” Three whispered, tears in his voice.

“We’re going to get it. We’re going to practice over and over until we get it right.”

A muffled sob rose from the bunk next to her. She reached out for him. Ignoring the pain in her fingers, she gripped the small boy’s hand and clung to it.

“You’ll get it right, Three. We all will.”

Dread sat like a weight in her stomach. What other choice do we have?
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Chapter Eight


The nightmares came again.

“By the Apprentice, Liora, how could you allow this to happen? One is already more than we can handle!”

The angry man with the bottle in his hand sent a shiver of fear through the little girl. She huddled deeper into her chair. Maybe he won’t notice me. He can’t be angry when he sees how hard I’m working!

The angel just looked tired. “But Girard, Viola needs a sister. Or a brother.”

“Curse it all, Liora, you know how poorly things are at the chandlery. What with this limp, I can’t get around like I used to. I had to hire Guill to make deliveries for me and that sets me back more drakes each month than we can afford.”

“But the mending is picking up! Now that Viola is helping—”

“The child ruins more clothing than she repairs, Liora!”

The girl bit her lip to hold back a tear. Mama told me I’m getting better…

“She is barely into her seventh year, Girard. Give her time.”

“Time! That is something I wish I had. The Night Guild is hounding me every second day for the money I owe.”

“I thought you paid them.” Viola recognized Mama’s angry voice. “Don’t tell me you gambled it away at the Hound’s—”

“I was winning, Keeper take it!” The dining room table trembled beneath the impact of Papa’s fist. “Until Rainen showed up and cheated. If I get my hands around his scrawny neck, by the Watcher, I’ll—”

Viola covered her ears and buried her face in the oversized chair. It smelled like the angel, its familiarity soothing.

The angry man turned to the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours, Liora. I have to go into the chandlery for a few hours.”

Mama closed the door and turned to the little girl. “You’re going to have a little sister or brother, you know?”

“Really, Mama? I’ve always wanted someone to play with!”

A thrill of excitement ran through her. She thought, I can teach a little brother or sister how to dig for worms in the garden or how to hide from the angry dog outside the chandlery. I’ll have someone to sleep with, to hold on to in the darkness.

“And in a few months, you will. The Bright Lady has seen fit to bless us with a new little life.” Mama’s face fell when she looked around the room. “Though we have precious little to offer.”

The angel covered her mouth and turned away, her shoulders racked with a cough she tried to hide. When she turned back to the little girl, her hand was tucked against her side.

“Now, put down your sewing. I say we go out into the garden and spend a few minutes practicing your dances.”

“That would be wonderful, Mama. But can I finish this tunic first? That way, when the baker comes by tomorrow, all of his clothes will be done.” She couldn’t let Mama do all the work; Mama was already exhausted enough.

“Of course, my flower.”

As the angel turned away, bright red stained her dress where she’d wiped her hand.

The scene changed.

Now, the little girl stood beside the angel’s bed. Sweat plastered her perfect hair to her forehead, and a pile of stained and rumpled bedclothes lay piled against the wall. She looked so frail in her bed.

The bundle in Mama’s arms stirred and whined. She rocked the baby, singing a lullaby Viola had always loved.

The little girl kissed the infant’s forehead. “She’s beautiful, Mama.”

“She is, isn’t she?” Exhaustion showed through the angel’s smile, but the dark circles faded against the happiness filling them.

The girl reached out a hand to stroke the tiny head. “What are we going to name her?”

“What if we call her Rose? Like the flower.”

“I’d like that. And we can give her the rose bush next to my violas, right?”

“Of course, my princess.” Coughing shook the angel’s body and she turned her head away from the baby. She wiped her mouth, but a trace of crimson remained at her lips.

The little girl pretended not to notice. She held out her arms. “Can I hold her?”

Mama nodded between convulsive coughs, and the girl took the baby.

“Hello, Rose.” She kissed the perfect little nose. “I’m Viola. I’m going to teach you how to play, how to sew, how to grow flowers and, most of all, how to dance!” She wouldn’t let the angel see her worry.

Mama smiled at her. “You will be a wonderful older sister.”

The little girl sat in the chair by Mama’s bed, marveling at the bundle in her arms. She sang to the baby, hoping Rose wouldn’t have to hear the angel’s coughing.

“No, Mama!” Seven jerked awake, reaching for the angel. Her hands met empty air.

She lay back and balled her fists, trying to cling to the dream. Already, it had begun to fade. Exhaustion dragged her back into a dreamless sleep, until no traces of the images remained.

*     *     *

Seven flexed her fingers. I can’t believe it! How is it possible? The gokulah had done its work. She could grip her knife with only minor discomfort.

Beside her, Three pounded at the straw dummy. His attacks were listless, his eyes red-rimmed and puffy.

He looks exhausted—more exhausted, rather.

His gaze returned time and again to the tunnel down which Master Velvet had disappeared a few minutes earlier.

“Don’t get distracted, Three. He’ll be angry if he sees you like this.”

Three gave her a weak smile.

“Your fingers hurting?”

Three shook his head.

“Then what is it?”

“Listen up, tyros!” Master Velvet’s voice neutered Three’s retort. “One of your number is too good to use the tools of the trade offered him by the Night Guild.”

Three’s face reddened and he dropped his eyes.

Master Velvet strode toward Three and thrust something into his chest, sending the small boy stumbling.

“You think you’re special, tyro?”

Three managed a squeak. “No, Master Velvet!”

“Well, I got you what you asked for. Now it’s time to prove yourself deserving of the special treatment.” He bent until his long nose touched Three’s. “Show me what you can do, tyro.”

Three stumbled backward, clutching the items Master Velvet had given him: a long strip of leather and a bag filled with something heavy. He ran his fingers over the leather and nodded.

“Thank you, Master Velvet. I won’t let you down, I promise!” Three backed away from the straw dummies, his lips moving as he counted paces. “Twenty.”

He fiddled in the purse and produced a handful of smooth, rounded stones. Dropping the pouch, he gripped the strip of leather at both ends. He slipped a stone into the cradle in the middle of the strip. A confident smile broadened his face. “Watch this!”

He whipped his arm up and whirled the strip around his head. When he released one end of the leather, the stone skidded a few paces across the floor.

“Sorry,” Three mumbled, his face reddening.

Twelve snorted. “Impressive! As long as your enemies stand a few feet away from you and don’t mind waiting while you spin that stupid thing—” He cringed beneath Master Velvet’s glare and snapped his mouth shut.

Three reached for another stone. “One more chance, please, Master Velvet.”

At Master Velvet’s nod, he slipped the stone into the cradle. He scrunched up his face, biting his lip, and whirled the strip of leather around his head. This time, when he released it, the stone struck the wall of the Menagerie with an audible crack.

Master Velvet’s eyebrows quirked. “Try again, Three. This time, hit one of the straw men.”

Three’s face blazed crimson. The confident smile returned when his stone slammed into one of the dummies. A loud thud echoed and the straw dummy’s head burst beneath the impact.

Master Velvet beckoned Three. “Let me see that.”

Trembling, Three placed the strip of leather into Master Velvet’s hand.

“You called this thing a sling, tyro?”

“Yes, Master Velvet.”

Master Velvet studied the simple weapon. “Impressive.”

Words tumbled from Three’s mouth. “I’m out of practice, Master Velvet, but I promise I’ll do better next time if you let me keep it. I—”

“Silence.” Master Velvet glared at Three. “You have two days. Two days to show me what you can do with that thing.”

“Yes, Master Velvet.”

“If, at the end of those two days, you perform better than you did today, you can keep it. If not…”

Three’s eyes shone with delight. “Thank you, Master Velvet!”

“Don’t let me down, tyro.” Master Velvet’s face turned ugly. “You don’t want to find out what happens to those who waste my time.”
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Chapter Nine


Thwack! Thwack! Straw exploded beneath the impact of Three’s hurled stones.

“Well done, tyro!” Master Velvet applauded. “That’s impressive work. I see you’ve spent the last two days in a productive manner.”

Three ducked his head but couldn’t hide his smile. “Yes, Master Velvet. Every spare moment, sir.”

“It shows, lad. You may be hopeless at lifting valuables, but that little trick of yours will serve you well on the streets.”

“Thank you, Master Velvet.”

Master Velvet raised an eyebrow. “Though I worry what will happen should your opponent close the distance before you can let fly.”

Three’s face fell. “I hadn’t thought of that, sir.”

“No, you hadn’t. Get over to that table and fetch a dagger. Ask Ten to teach you a few tricks. He’s done well with Seven. With any luck, you’ll make half as much progress as she has.”

Seven stifled a grin. High praise, coming from Master Velvet.

“Yes, sir.” Three tucked the sling into his belt and hurried to the table. He returned with a dagger matching Seven’s.

“Ten. Lend the little’un a hand, will you?”

“Yes, Master Velvet.” Ten beckoned Three to join him.

“Back to work, tyros!”

For the next hour, Seven thrust, cut, and sliced at the straw dummy, practicing the strikes Ten had taught her. Master Velvet watched with a wary eye. He only spoke to correct her form or offer pointers before moving on to the other tyros. Seven allowed her mind to wander as her body went through the motions of the knife work.

Master Velvet’s voice signaled the end of training. “Enough, drudges. Weapons away!”

Groans of relief echoed around the Menagerie. Seven slumped to the floor beside Three, gasping for breath. She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. Her hands and wrists ached from the repeated strikes.

“No time for dawdling, tyros. On your feet and form up!”

Seven obeyed, though her body protested the movement. She hustled into the line facing Master Velvet.

“Cloaks on! Time to show me your nimble little fingers at work. Or would you prefer to test your skills on my vest?”

Seven scanned the crowd for Three and found him talking to Ten. The two boys paired off, leaving her to work with Four. The lank-haired, sunken-cheeked boy thrust the cloak at her. “You first.”

Seven donned the cloak. “The purse is here in the inner pocket.”

Four grunted and nodded. He performed the snatch with jerky movements and cursed at his repeated failures.

“Here, try this.” She showed him how to position his hand properly. “That way, you’ll catch the purse as the cloak flares out.”

He tried again and managed to snatch the purse without tugging on the cloak.

She beamed. “Well done!”

The corner of Four’s mouth twitched and he nodded. “Let’s do the bump.”

He obliged, with surprising skill. “Damn, Four! That was amazing. I didn’t feel a thing! How do you do that?”

Four’s face split into a smile and he shrugged. “Comes naturally, I guess.”

“Can you show me how you do it? I can’t get it right no matter how many times I try.” She held up her hands. Blood trickled from a freshly-opened wound. Master Velvet’s vest showed less pity than the man himself.

“It’s easy, really. Just position your hand above the pocket, dip with your two fingers, and use your wrist to pull it free. Try not to use your arm.”

Seven threw the cloak at him. “Here. Let me try it.” She tried the bump the way he showed her, her movements deliberate, cautious.

Four nodded. “Good, just like that. Faster this time.”

When she came away with the purse, she knew she’d done it correctly.

“A few more times and you’ll have it down pat.”

Seven performed the bump again, and Four corrected her mistakes. She repeated it until she had it just right.

“Your turn.” She reached for the cloak. “Let me help you with the snatch.”

When Master Velvet called an end to the practice, Seven couldn’t contain her excitement. Her hand shot up the moment he called for a volunteer.

“All right, Seven,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Let’s see what you can do.”

I have to do it! Time to stand tall.

Heart pounding, Seven walked toward Master Velvet. She kept her pace slow and her breathing measured. Feigning a misstep, she stumbled into Master Velvet, dipped her fingers into the pocket, and tugged. With a grin, she held up the purse.

“Well done, tyro.” Master Velvet nodded and jerked his head toward the table. “You’ve earned your meal.”

Her smile refused to leave as she took her place on the bench. For the first time, she had her pick of the food. There was no one to shove her aside or knock her to the floor. Master Velvet was right.

I earned this!

*     *     *

“That was amazing, Seven! I don’t know how you did it…”

“Four helped me.” She nodded to the blue-eyed tyro. “And I helped him with the snatch.”

“If only there was someone who could help me.”

“At least you’re not as bad as Twelve.” She glanced over at the heavy boy, who hugged his bloodied hands to his chest.

“Yeah, but that’s not saying much. Look at me.” Three groaned and held up his lacerated hands. Gokulah unguent glistened in the torchlight, the smell permeating the room.

“Tomorrow. I’ll show you how to do it right.”

“Thanks, Seven. It’s tough to use the sling with my fingers all stiff and aching.”

“Where did you learn to use that thing?”

Three scrunched up his face. “My father, I think. I have a memory of a man, though it’s pretty vague. I remember hurling stones at birds. But that’s it.”

Seven’s memories hadn’t returned either, though the haze in her head had cleared. “Well, it’s a good thing he did. You’re terrible with the other weapons…”

Three punched her, forgetting the pain in his hands. He groaned and they laughed together.

“Don’t worry, Three. You’ll get better at lifting, even if we have to spend every waking hour practicing.”

*     *     *

“Damn it, Seven! We’ve been at it for hours and I’m not getting any better!”

“Yes you are, Three.”

It was a lie. Three managed the snatch five times out of ten, but failed every attempt at the bump. He lacked the dexterity.

“Come on. Try again.”

Three growled in frustration when, predictably, he failed. “It’s no good! I’m hopeless at this.”

“You have to keep trying. I doubt Master Velvet will go easy on you. At least you’re not as bad as Twelve.”

Twelve fumbled at the inner pocket of the cloak hanging from Eleven’s shoulders. Sweat coated the heavy boy’s face, and Seven read failure in his expression. Face red, Twelve snarled at Eleven. The smaller boy shied away, eliciting a bark of laughter from Twelve.

“Yeah, there’s that, at least.” Three’s face brightened. “Let’s try it again.”

Seven adjusted the cloak so the outer pocket hung within easy reach. “Now, when you go in for the bump, hold your fingers like this.” She showed him how to position his hand, as Four had taught her. “Take it slow, but concentrate on holding your hand just so.”

Three did as instructed and managed to pull off the bump with only a slight tug at her robe.

“You’re getting it! A few more tries and you’ll—”

“Grub’s up, tyros.” Master Velvet’s voice echoed loud in the cavernous Menagerie. “Drop those cloaks and get some food in your bellies.”

Seven shrugged out of the heavy garment and followed the others toward the table.

“Of course, if you want to eat, you’ll need to earn it.”

With a groan, the children turned back to Master Velvet, who grinned like a cat standing over a mouse. “Who’s first?”

Four’s hand shot up just ahead of hers, and he lifted the purse on the first try.

“Good for you, Four. You’re almost ready.”

Seven’s mind raced. For what?

Master Velvet, however, seemed disinclined to offer more. Seven volunteered to go next and pulled off the bump with a minor scratch.

Master Velvet nodded. “Off with you, Seven.”

With a smile for Four, Seven took her place on the bench. She munched on a handful of dried fruits and watched the other tyros. Eight and Two performed the bump with ease, and even Three managed it on the third try. Tears shone in his eyes and he clutched his lacerated fingers as he hurried toward the table, but he wore a smile. Nine’s blood added to the deep crimson of Master Velvet’s vest. Only after a dozen tries and a dozen deep wounds did he succeed.

Only Twelve remained.

“Well, well.” Master Velvet stroked his chin and stared down at the boy. “Here we are again, Twelve. Don’t tell me you’re still failing miserably.”

Twelve hung his head and held his peace.

Master Velvet sighed. “Well then, let’s get this out of the way.”

Twelve yelped as the razor lining sliced his fingers.

“Hopeless. Dumber’n your father, and that’s saying a lot. If you weren’t such a vicious cunt with your fists, I’d despair of ever finding use for you.” He rubbed his eyes. “Thank the Watcher we have use for the thick lads like you.”

“Yes, Master Velvet,” Twelve mumbled, his face burning.

“Off with you.” Master Velvet made a shooing gesture. “Soon enough, it won’t matter that you’re the worst lifter I’ve ever seen.”

Twelve hurried toward the table, his face burning, a storm brewing behind his eyes. His path led him straight at Seven.

She hustled out of the bigger boy’s way. Better avoid him when he’s like this. No telling what he’ll do.

Two, however, ignored Twelve. He remained seated, content to munch at the food spread out before him.

Twelve snarled. “Move.”

A memory flitted through Seven’s head: a man sat at a table, growling at her to work. She couldn’t remember the face, but would never forget the anger.

Two didn’t move. He reached for an apple, turned to face Twelve, and took a noisy bite from the fruit. He leaned back against the table, arms folded across his chest.

Twelve’s face burned and his fists clenched at his side. “Get out of my way, Two!”

“No.” Two returned the angry glare. “You’re just another one of us. You don’t give commands here.”

Twelve swung, a blow aimed at Two’s jaw. The taller boy blocked the punch and slammed the apple into Twelve’s mouth. Blood mixed with crushed apple pulp and Twelve fell back.

“Go away, Twelve.” Two crossed his arms again. “Leave us—”

With a roar, Twelve launched himself at Two’s midsection. The taller boy twisted aside, but Twelve’s heavy arms wrapped around his waist. Snarling, Twelve heaved Two from his feet and slammed him onto the table.

The impact knocked the breath from Two’s lungs and his head struck a cup. He lay there, dazed, as Twelve leapt onto the table. The big boy’s boot slammed into Two’s ribs. Seven winced at the crack.

Twelve dropped atop Two, his elbow plowing into the boy’s face. Blood spurted from Two’s nose and lip. He tried to protect his face as Twelve rained down blow after blow. The heavier boy’s face twisted into a mask of insane rage, his lips curled back, and spittle flew from his mouth.

“Enough!” Master Velvet seized Twelve by the scruff of his collar and yanked the boy off Two. He threw the heavy tyro to the floor, knelt on his chest, and slapped him hard. “I told you I would not abide any sort of fighting.”

Twelve had lost his mind. His eyes were glazed, unfocused, his face red, his fists striking at Master Velvet.

Master Velvet slapped Twelve hard again, twice, three times. The blows cracked across his cheek and rocked the big boy’s head. “Lie still, boy, or by the Watcher, I’ll beat you so bad the Long Keeper himself won’t be able to tell you from a pile of shite!”

Master Velvet’s words penetrated the boy’s anger-fueled daze. Twelve’s fists stopped pumping in the air and his arms dropped. He lay on his back, gasping for air, his teeth still bared in a snarl.

Master Velvet looked over at Two. “You’ll live?”

Two wheezed, coughed blood, and mumbled something incoherent.

“Good. Three, Four, Eleven. Get him back to his bunk. I’ll be in shortly with something for the injuries.”

The three named tyros hurried to help the taller boy and, together, they stumbled from the room.

“Now what to do with you, Twelve?” Master Velvet looked down at the boy beneath him.

He yanked Twelve to his feet and dragged him toward the weapons table.

“It seems my first lesson didn’t penetrate your thick skull. Perhaps this will help you to remember!” Seizing the cosh, he laid into the boy, striking the tyro’s arms, shoulders, chest, abdomen, legs, and head. Twelve cried out and tried to protect himself. “You’re a vicious cunt, lad, but there’s a time and place for that!”

Master Velvet slammed his fist into the boy’s gut, doubling him over. He kicked the back of Twelve’s knees. Twelve fell to the floor, weeping and curling into a ball.

He knelt beside the boy, bent low, and whispered something into his ear.

“Yes, Master Velvet,” Twelve sobbed.

“I won’t be repeating myself, tyro. Unless you want to find out what happens to those who disobey, this is the end of it.”

Master Velvet stood, and Seven averted her eyes. She pushed away her bowl of gruel; her appetite had fled.

“Look at him, tyros. Look at him well.”

Seven obeyed, her stomach in knots.

Master Velvet stabbed a warning finger at the sobbing figure huddled on the floor. “Let this be a lesson. No fighting amongst each other. If I am forced to say it again, I will not stop at just a beating. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master Velvet!”

“Good. Now off with you.” A look in Master Velvet’s eye promised Twelve’s suffering had just begun.

Seven hurried from the Menagerie, the other tyros close on her heels. She cast a glance over her shoulder and caught a glint of steel in Master Velvet’s hand. Rushing into the room, she climbed onto her bunk and buried her head in her pillow. The thick wool failed to block out Twelve’s screams.
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Chapter Ten


The bunk room door banged open and Master Velvet strode in. “Today is the day, my drudges! Today, you prove yourselves worthy to join the Night Guild.”

Seven groaned and rolled to her feet, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“You have learned much in these months of training. Some more than others.” Master Velvet threw a dark bundle into the center of the room. “Don these with pride, tyros, and prepare to be tested.”

Tested? Seven’s stomach churned as she pushed forward and pawed through the clothing on the floor. She managed to grab a pair of breeches and a tunic about her size before being shoved aside. What new torture has he dreamed up?

“These tests will not be easy. They will challenge your mind and your body. Pray to the Watcher to guide your thoughts and actions. You do not wish to discover the price of failure.”

Seven slipped out of the stiff brown tunic she had worn for…

How long has it been? When was the last time we had fresh clothing? The clean fabric felt wonderful on her skin.

“Form up!”

Seven scrambled into line with the other tyros.

Master Velvet paced, hands clasped behind his back. “These clothes mark you as belonging to the Night Guild. The moment you don these robes, you accept your role in the Guild. Today, my drudges, marks the beginning of your apprenticeship.”

Seven’s heart leapt. Could it be? No more hauling buckets. No more fear of Master Velvet’s razor-lined vest. It’s almost over!

Master Velvet rounded on them, eyes blazing. “But be warned, little ones! Do not let me down.” Torchlight glinted off the blade that appeared as if by magic. “You do not wish to suffer the…consequences.” He let the word hang in the air.

Seven shuddered. Her eyes followed the hypnotic dance of the knife.

Master Velvet’s expression softened and his feline grin returned. “But I have trained you well, my drudges. I know you will do me proud.”

She met his gaze and a chill ran down her spine. His eyes held no warmth or pity. He would not hesitate to carry out his word if she failed.

“Come now.” Master Velvet pulled the bunk room door open. “To the Menagerie.”

Seven stumbled into the tunnel, fear and apprehension twisting her stomach in knots. What awaited her in the Menagerie? What were these tests Master Velvet promised? She clenched her fists to stop her hands trembling.

It doesn’t matter. I will stand tall.

Master Velvet held up a hand. “Be patient, tyros. Soon enough, you will have your chance to prove yourselves. Remain here until I come for you.” He strode toward the Menagerie and disappeared into the massive room.

Eight whimpered at the head of the line. Seven didn’t envy him; he would face the test firsts. She craned her neck. Three stood in last place. His lip quivered, but he stood with a straight back and head held high. Seven smiled and he nodded to her.

He will pass. He has to!

Master Velvet appeared at the mouth of the tunnel. “Eight.” He beckoned. “Your time has come.”

With a quiet sob, Eight shambled forward. Seven wanted to wish him luck, but couldn’t form the words around the lump in her throat. A tense silence filled the passage as she waited. The thump, thump of her heart grew louder.

She wished she could watch Eight. She could see what the tests were and would be ready for—

A terrified shriek echoed in the Menagerie. That was Eight! Seven’s heart drummed against her ribs.

What’s happening? Her mind conjured nightmarish horrors. Sweat trickled down her back. She wiped damp palms against her robes.

Master Velvet beckoned to her. “It’s time.”

Seven forced herself forward on trembling legs. What happens if I fail?

Master Velvet radiated barely controlled rage. “May the Watcher have mercy on you,” he muttered. “You know the price of failure.”

Seven’s eyes darted to the knife in his belt. Her hands shook and her feet refused to move. I…I can’t!

“Now, tyro!”

She leapt at his snarl and stumbled after him. He led her to the heart of the Menagerie. “Stand here.”

Seven’s pulse raced. Silent figures lined the edge of the room, faces hidden in cowls. Colorful banners adorned the walls of the Menagerie. They stood in sharp contrast with the room’s muted hues. Together with the robed and hooded figures surrounding her, they imparted a sense of solemnity and ritual.

In front of the sea of standing people, eight cloaked figures sat on wooden chairs. Each bore an armband of a different color; the only feature distinguishing them from the rest. Their eyes bored into her, judging her, as if expecting her to fail. She hunched, weighed down by the burden of anticipation.

One of the seated figures rose. “Step forward, tyro.” He wore a golden armband.

Swallowing her fear, she complied. Hands clasped behind her, back straight, head up, as Master Velvet had instructed. Stand tall, no matter what. She clung to those words like a lifeline.

“What is the child’s name, Master Velvet?”

“She is called Seven, Master Gold.”

Master Gold turned to her. “Seven, you come before the Assembly this day as an applicant to the Night Guild. You seek apprenticeship in the ancient ways, is that so?”

Seven repeated the words Master Velvet had taught her. “Y-Yes, it is so.” Her hands trembled. She clenched her fists. Don’t let them see how afraid you are.

“Is there any who would speak against the tyro? Any reason she should not undergo the tests?”

Silence.

“Then, in the eyes of the Watcher, let us judge her and decide if she is worthy to be a member of the Night Guild.”

A figure broke from the sea of shadows and moved toward her. “Come, child. Your first test awaits.”

A woman? Seven followed, too surprised to hesitate.

The woman led her to a small table with a lantern and a single piece of parchment. “Can you read, tyro?”

Seven nodded. “Y-Yes.”

“Then read the words and give me your answer.”

Seven held the parchment to the lantern.

Each morning I appear

To lie at your feet,

All day I follow

No matter how fast you run,

Yet I nearly perish

In the midday sun.

She read the words over, her mind racing.

What is it? The answer would not come. Her eyes wandered the Menagerie as she tried to guess. The torches on the wall drew her attention. They cast dancing shadows across the row of hooded figures. Could it be…?

“Sh-Shadows.” She swallowed hard. “Th-They appear each morning when the sun comes up and follow at our feet as we run. When the midday sun is high, they all but disappear. The answer is shadows.”

The woman turned to the seated figures. Without a word, each of the eight tossed something onto the dirt floor of the Menagerie. Seven squinted.

Stones. Eight white stones sparkled in the flickering torchlight.

“Come, tyro. The tests continue.”

Mind awhirl, Seven followed. What do the stones mean?

The woman led her to a groove etched into the dirt. “Stand here.” Seven complied, and the woman turned her to face another dark, hooded figure a few paces away. “Face him.”

The figure remained motionless. Seven’s heart thundered as she studied it. What now?

The hooded man moved with startling speed. His arm flashed up and forward, and something hurtled toward her. A terrified cry burst from her lips. Acting on instinct, she hunched, arms clasped over her head.

A stone clattered on the ground behind her. The woman spoke in a harsh voice. “Catch it, tyro, or fail.”

What? Her eyes widened. I’m meant to catch the stone?

Heart thudding, Seven forced herself straight. Her hands trembled in nervous anticipation. Again, the man launched a stone. She tried not to flinch, but her body acted on instinct. She twisted aside, her hand flashing out. Biting back a cry of pain, she opened her hand to reveal the rock.

The woman nodded. “Again.”

Before Seven could react, the man’s arm flashed once, twice. Her eyes widened as two rocks hurtled toward her. Time slowed in that heartbeat. Her hands moved as if through mud. The first rock smacked into her palm. The second struck her fingers with a crack. Agony raced through her right hand. Screaming, she clutched it to her chest.

Please, no more, she wanted to beg. It would be useless. Injured or not, the tests would go on.

The woman shook her head. “It is enough.” She turned to the figures in the wooden chairs.

Relief flooded Seven. More stones clattered onto the ground. Black pebbles joined the white ones.

The woman turned to her. “Judgement is passed. On to the next.”

Seven cradled her arm to her chest and gritted her teeth, trying to ignore the throbbing in her right hand. Her mind raced. There was no mistaking the meaning of the stones. White, she passed. Black, she failed. Her eyes darted to the stones. A near-even number of white and black pebbles littered the ground.

The woman pointed to a row of wooden pails. “Lift these, if you can.”

Seven’s heart sank. Rocks and sand filled the buckets to varying degrees. All looked too heavy for her to lift. Pain flared in her fingers as she grasped the handle of the emptiest pail. Grunting, she threw her back into the effort. The weight threatened to drag her arms from their sockets. Agony coursed up her right arm. The injured finger stiffened and refused to bend.

With a gasp, she dropped the bucket. “I-I can’t!”

She turned to the seated figures, dread like a cold knife in her heart. They cast their judgment, and the black stones outnumbered the white.

Seven wanted to shout in anger and frustration. It would do no good. She had only one choice: continue and try to succeed at the next tests. Fear sat like a rock in her stomach. An image of Master Velvet’s dancing knife flashed through her mind.

“Come, tyro.” The woman beckoned. “To the next.”

Seven followed the woman, her hands and knees trembling. Nervous sweat soaked through her tunic. Her parched throat begged for water.

The next test consisted of a clay pitcher resting upon a three-legged wooden stool. Seven eyed it, uncertain what to do.

The woman pointed to a bucket of water. “Fill the pitcher to the brim.”

Water sloshed as Seven lifted the wooden bucket. She tried to move with caution. The narrow base of the pitcher and the unsteady wooden stool made it near-impossible to avoid spilling. The handle crushed her injured finger, sending spikes of pain shooting up her arm. She clenched her jaw, biting back the sob that threatened to burst from her throat.

I have to do it! I can’t fail. I-I can’t…

The bucket slipped from her grip. Water cascaded from the bucket, splashing over the stool. She could do nothing but watch, helpless, as the clay pitcher tilted, toppled, and crashed against the floor. Tears of frustration streamed down her cheek. Frustrated, she hurled the bucket to the now-sodden ground. She refused to look at the pile of stones before the seated figures.

“Come, tyro.” The woman’s voice held no trace of mercy. “The final test awaits.”

Seven clutched her injured hand to her chest. Master Velvet’s warning words echoed in her mind. She shuddered; she didn’t want to picture what awaited her if she failed the last test. Her hand trembled and tears slid unchecked down her cheeks.

The woman motioned her forward. “The Watcher have mercy on you, tyro.”

Seven studied the next test, her heart sinking. They’d saved the hardest for last.

Two barrels stood a few paces apart. A wooden beam had been lashed in place atop the barrels, forming a narrow bridge.

A cowled figure stepped up beside her and reached out a masculine hand. “Up you go, tyro.”

Seven allowed the man to help her up. She spread her arms to steady herself and studied the wooden beam. It was no thicker than her ankle. The distance between the two ends seemed endless, the floor so far below.

How can they possibly expect me to balance on something so thin?

Her eyes flashed to the pile of stones on the floor. So many black, so few white. She’d already failed, hadn’t she? She had no hope of success, even if she somehow managed to pass the test. All her time spent working to be accepted into the Night Guild, wasted because she wasn’t good enough. She pictured Master Velvet’s knife and shuddered. He hadn’t washed her bloodstains off his vest—what were a few more?

A lump rose in her throat and her lungs constricted. Her breath came in ragged gasps. It was impossible. She would fail. She wavered, the barrel wobbling beneath her. Her hand ached every time she moved. Her knees threatened to give out.

No! She gritted her teeth. I can’t give up. I haven’t failed, not yet.

She had one more test, one more chance to pass. If she could succeed, maybe the Night Guild wouldn’t give her to Master Velvet’s knife. She’d proven her pocket-picking skills, shown herself useful with a blade. She wasn’t strong like Twelve or Two, but surely there was a place for her in the Guild. There had to be!

Seven closed her eyes. She wouldn’t look at the stones, no matter what. She wouldn’t look at Master Velvet or anyone else. The only thing that mattered was the test. What came after…she wouldn’t let that stop her from doing her best.

She placed a tentative foot on the plank and stepped forward. A voice drifted through her mind.

“Bend your knees a little, lift your head, shoulders back, and hold your arms out. See how it helps you to keep your balance?”

Seven stumbled at the memory. Who was that? She hadn’t heard it in…she couldn’t remember how long. She couldn’t remember the face the voice belonged to.

She took a deep breath and obeyed the voice. Bend my knees. Lift my head. Shoulders back. Arms out. Focus on something in the distance. Ignore everything but the straight line. Block out the pain. Stand tall, no matter what.

The world faded around her. One step forward, two, three. She fixed her eyes on a large brown banner hanging at the far end of the hall. As she placed one foot carefully before the other, she studied the emblazoned figure of a hawk. Its wings spread wide, just as her arms now were. Her toes gripped the beam as the hawk’s talons gripped its prey. Its eyes bored into her, holding her gaze as she moved toward it.

Instinct told her to look down. She had to watch her steps or else fall off the narrow plank. She wouldn’t do it, wouldn’t give in to the panic that overrode the voice in her head. Nothing else mattered but the plank beneath her feet.

“Tyro!”

Seven’s concentration snapped. Gasping, she wobbled and nearly lost her balance.

“It is done.” The woman held out a hand.

I…I did it? Seven looked down. Her right foot extended over empty air. She’d made it across. Shocked surprise raced through her. I did it!

She took the woman’s offered hand and dropped to the floor. Her knees wobbled and she sagged. Her heart pounded—not from fear or worry, but from excitement. She forced herself to stand straight. This last test had looked impossible, but she’d done it. She could be proud of that, come what may.

The woman nodded. “It is done, tyro. Return to your place before the Assembly.”

The woman led her to the center of the Menagerie and, with a nod, rejoined the ranks of hooded figures before her. The seated figures cast their judgement. Black and white stones mingled on the ground. She couldn’t tell which outnumbered the other. Had she passed?

Master Gold’s voice boomed. “You have faced the tests of the Night Guild, tyro. Final judgment will be passed among the assembled Masters once your fellows have done likewise. Go and bear witness to the prowess of your companions.”

A hand rested on her shoulder. Master Velvet’s face showed no sign of approval or anger as he drew her to one side of the room.

“Stand here.” He pointed to a portion of wall clear of hooded figures. “Do not move, no matter what happens.”

Eight huddled on the floor, tears streaming down his face. He didn’t look up as she took her place beside him.

Her hands trembled at her side and her breath came in ragged gasps, but she stared ahead with confidence, head held high. She wouldn’t let them see her fear.
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Chapter Eleven


Seven’s stomach bottomed out as Two wobbled atop the balance beam. She clenched her fists. Come on, Two. You can do it!

The larger boy wavered and stumbled, nearly falling. He managed to right himself and lurched across the beam. Seven released her breath as he dropped to the dirt floor of the Menagerie.

He did it! She eyed the assortment of stones on the ground; black and white lay scattered in equal measure.

The somber voice echoed in the vaulted room. “You have faced the tests of the Night Guild, tyro. Final judgment will be passed among the assembled Masters once your fellows have done likewise. Go and bear witness to the prowess of your companions.”

Two hurried to join the rest of the tyros standing against the wall. He returned Seven’s grin with a weak smile, taking his place beside her. He’d filled the pitcher without spilling and excelled at the strength test. But, like most of the others, he couldn’t read.

Agony flashed through her injured finger. She forced herself to stand straight, biting back a whimper. She studied the other children. All stood silent and still. Sweat stood out on more than one forehead. None of the others had passed all the tests. Four had come the closest. He’d caught both rocks, lifted a bucket far heavier than hers, and walked half the distance of the beam before falling. Had he known how to read, she had no doubt he would have passed that test as well. White had far outnumbered black when he stood beside her.

Twelve stood at the end of the line, avoiding the gazes of his fellows. He favored his right leg and kept his left hand tucked into his sleeve. He’d failed all but the strength test. Seven’s mouth had dropped at the sight of him lifting the heaviest bucket. He’d caught the first stone, but he hadn’t come close when both were hurled. The bloodstained bandage around his hand hadn’t helped.

Nine sat curled in a ball, sobs shaking his shoulders. The tremor in his hands had gotten so bad he’d fallen from the beam before he’d even fully mounted. He’d dropped the full bucket, shattering the clay pitcher and splashing water onto the seated Masters. Seven hadn’t bothered to count the pitiful number of white stones mixed among the black.

Seven’s stomach tightened in anticipation. Only Three remained. Eyes downcast, shoulders hunched, he stood in the heart of the Menagerie. He looked so small and frail beside Master Velvet.

“In the eyes of the Watcher,” Master Gold proclaimed, “let us judge him and decide if he is worthy to be a member of the Night Guild.”

Three shuffled toward the first test, hands shaking as he took the parchment. The moment he saw the words, his demeanor changed. A smile brightened his face and he shouted the answer. “Shadows!”

White stones clattered on the dirt floor. Seven grinned and exhaled. He can do this.

Her grin faded at the next test. Three cringed from the hurled rocks, not even attempting a half-hearted grab. Disappointment filled his eyes and he turned a bright red. Black pebbles joined the ranks of white.

His face fell at sight of the strength test. He seized the same bucket that had foiled her and strained. His face reddened with exertion, his slim shoulders shook, and he dropped the bucket with a gasp.

Seven’s heart sank. Come on, Three! You have to do better than that. An army of black rocks surrounded white.

He approached the pitcher test with grim determination. With shaking hands, he lifted the bucket and poured with caution. Seven’s eyes widened at the steady stream of water trickling into the narrow-based pitcher. Not a drop spilled on the scale. The clay jug remained upright.

Yes! She wanted to call out encouragement to her friend, but dared not. The ominous hooded figures lining the walls made her stand silent and still. White and black stones littered the floor in a near-even number.

Last test, Three. You can do this.

Three climbed atop the barrels. He took an unsteady step forward, wobbled, and nearly fell. Seven squeezed her eyes shut as he slipped at the mid-point and crashed to the hard-packed dirt. With a groan, the boy climbed to his feet, brushed himself off, and limped to the center of the room.

Seven squinted at the black and white rocks in the dirt. She couldn’t count, but the number looked about even.

He has a chance! But did she? Her knees shook and her stomach churned. What now?

Master Gold stood once more. “Tyros!” His booming voice echoed in the cavernous room. “Take your place before the Assembly and face your judgment.”

Feet leaden, Seven joined the others surging in a haphazard parade toward the heart of the Menagerie.

“Form up,” Master Velvet snapped with a withering glare.

They formed a tight line facing the seated figures. Ominous silence filled the Menagerie.

Seven waited, heart thundering. What are they waiting for? She squeezed Three’s trembling hand, for her comfort as much as his.

A hooded figure strode forward, carrying a cloth-wrapped bundle.

Master Gold turned to the seated figures. “One and all, you have borne witness to the skills of these tyros. Ponder with care what you have seen.” He threw back the cloth, revealing twelve identical daggers. He lifted one and held it up for all to see. “Their lives are in your hands.”

He placed the blade on the ground before Twelve. The big boy stiffened, but Master Gold turned and retrieved another knife. He moved down the line until all twelve daggers lay in front of the standing tyros.

Seven couldn’t wrench her gaze from the glittering dagger at her feet. Her palms turned clammy and a drop of cold sweat rolled down her spine. Master Velvet hadn’t told them about this part of the test.

What does he mean by “their lives are in your hands”? Surely he couldn’t—

“Masters of the Night Guild!” The booming voice snapped Seven’s eyes to the seated figures. “Stake your claim, and may the Watcher have mercy on the rest.”

One of the seated figures rose. A crimson armband wound around his right bicep. He towered head and shoulders above Master Gold. He strode toward Twelve, knelt, and retrieved the dagger. He moved down the line, studying each in turn. Seven cringed beneath his gaze, but he moved on with barely a glance. Picking up One’s dagger, he returned to his seat.

Master Gold nodded. “Master Bloodbear has chosen. House Bloodbear would have One and Twelve. Is there any to dispute his claim?” When no one stepped forward, he crossed his hands over his chest and bowed his head. “Then they shall take their place as apprentices to the Bloodbears. May the Watcher guide them in their paths.”

Master Velvet shoved the selected tyros forward. “Go, stand by your new master.” The two hurried to take their place behind the huge man’s chair.

Seven’s stomach twisted at Twelve’s smug expression. Damn him!

Another figure stood, this one with a white armband stark against his black cloak. He moved with purpose, his gait confident. He lifted Eight’s dagger, turned, and stalked back to his seat.

“Master Hound has chosen. House Hound would have Eight. Is there any dispute to his claim?”

“Aye.” A man with a green armband rose. “I would accept him into House Serpent.”

“Master Serpent. Master Hound. Approach.”

The two men approached the speaker, and a hushed conversation passed among the three. Seven strained her ears, but couldn’t make out the whispered words.

Master Gold bowed. “So be it. You are content, Masters?”

Both men nodded and returned to their seats.

“Eight has been chosen by House Hound. May the Watcher guide him in his path.” Eight hurried toward his new master, the man with the white armband.

The man who rose next wore an orange band. He scurried forward, as if nervous, and retrieved three of the daggers before returning to his chair.

“Master Fox has chosen. House Fox would have Four, Five, and Ten to serve as apprentices. Is there any to dispute his claim?” No one stepped forward. He crossed his arms and bowed. “They have been chosen. May the Watcher guide them in their paths.”

Seven risked a glance from the corner of her eye. Only six remained: Two, Three, Six, Nine, Eleven, and her. She clenched her fists to stop her hands shaking. Three shifted beside her, a slight tremor in his hands.

The man with the green armband climbed to his feet and strode toward Two. He studied the boy for a long moment, arms folded across his chest. The larger boy returned his gaze with no sign of fear. With a slight nod, the man knelt and retrieved his dagger before slipping back to his seat.

“Master Serpent has chosen. House Serpent would have Two as servant. Is there any to dispute the claim?” Silence. “Then Two shall serve as apprentice to House Serpent. May the Watcher guide him in his path.”

Seven’s stomach twisted. Only five left. Knives of worry twisted in her gut. Would anyone claim her, a girl? She’d done her best under Master Velvet and on the tests. But what if it wasn’t enough? What if none of the Houses chose her? What would become of her? Her gaze dropped to the glinting steel at her feet, and she shuddered.

The man who stood next wore a black armband. His head barely reached the top of his chair and he looked as round as he was tall. Seven’s heart leapt as he pointed at Three.

“Master Scorpion has chosen. House Scorpion would have Three for an apprentice. Is there any to dispute his claim?” Silence filled the Menagerie. “Three shall serve House Scorpion. May the Watcher guide him in his path.”

Master Velvet whispered in Three’s ear. The boy stooped, retrieved the dagger, and hurried toward his new master. The wooden chair creaked beneath Master Scorpion’s bulk as he lowered himself into his seat.

Seven let out her breath. They chose him! They chose Three. Relief for her friend filled her, replaced a moment later by fear. She looked to her right and her excitement faded. Only four of us now.

A quiet gasp sounded among the hooded figures. The man with the brown armband rose. He moved with fluid grace, coming to stand before her. Seven’s heart thudded as she stared up at him. She couldn’t see his features within the hood, but felt his gaze boring into her. He knelt and retrieved her dagger, then returned to his seat.

“Master Hawk has chosen. House Hawk would have Seven for service. Is there any to dispute his claim?”

The hawk! She’d gazed into the eyes of the raptor on the banner. Something about the majestic bird had arrested her attention. Now, Master Hawk had chosen her!

Master Gold crossed his arms and bowed. “Then Seven shall serve as apprentice to House Hawk.”

The rest of the words faded as Seven stumbled to take her place beside Master Hawk. Elation coursed through her, setting every nerve on fire. He…chose me!

Master Gold turned to the only figure that had remained seated. “House Grubber, do you accept these three as apprentices?”

The man climbed to his feet, adjusted his ragged grey armband, and shuffled across the empty space. “House Grubber would have the tyros known as Eleven and Six.”

“Are you certain, Master Grubber? You know the fate that awaits the other.”

Master Grubber cleared his throat. “I am certain.”

Master Gold bowed. “So be it. Eleven and Six are pledged to House Grubber. May the Watcher guide them in their paths.” The two tyros hurried to take their places beside Master Grubber.

Nine stood in the center of the room. A flash of pity raced through Seven. The boy looked so small in the empty space, his face pale, his eyes wide. His body shook and tears streamed down his face.

Master Gold spoke in a somber voice. “Master Velvet, you know your duty.”

Master Velvet knelt and retrieved the dagger. “As you say, Your Eminence.” Gripping Nine by the shoulders, he led the boy from the Menagerie.

Seven couldn’t take her eyes off Nine. Where are they taking him? What will happen to him? A howl echoed from the tunnel as the small boy disappeared from view.

Master Hawk placed a hand on her shoulder. “Come, Seven.” He spoke with a rough, harsh voice. “It is time you join your fellows in House Hawk.”

With a heavy heart and Nine’s terrified wail echoing in her ears, Seven followed her new master from the Menagerie.
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Chapter Twelve


The still, silent air of the Night Guild tunnels pressed in on Seven. She trotted after Master Hawk, her stomach in knots. Master Hawk seemed to fill the corridor, his looming presence somber and ominous. Seven dared not speak. The man radiated menace in a way Master Velvet never had. Her nervousness at the tests and excitement at being chosen drained away, leaving her empty. Fatigue and fear set her hands shaking. Her finger throbbed, sending spikes of pain up her arm with every step.

Master Hawk’s long-legged gait made it hard to keep up. She soon lost her way in the labyrinthine passages.

What now? She’d been chosen by House Hawk, but why? Apprehension raced through her. Behind her lay the only life she could remember. The gloomy Menagerie and her cramped bunk room had been her world for so long. And what of her friends? What lay in store for them in their houses?

Master Hawk stopped at a set of double doors emblazoned with twin hawks. He lifted the ornate ring, clutched in the talons of the House’s namesake bird.

“Welcome to the Aerie, apprentice.” He pushed and the heavy doors swung open.

Seven stepped into the room, and her fear and worry evaporated in a heartbeat. For the first time in months, she saw daylight. Bright sunlight streamed in from slits set high on the wall, bathing the room in a crimson glow.

Sunset. Her favorite time of day. Blinking back tears, Seven shielded her eyes. She hadn’t realized until this moment how much she hated torchlight.

She basked in the warmth, her eyes adjusting to the brightness, and drank in every detail of the high-vaulted room. An intricate network of ladders, ropes, walkways, and structures rose to the ceiling dozens of paces overhead. Shelves and tables laden with ropes, hooks, whips, knives, swords, and an assortment of unknown weaponry lined one wall. Along the opposite wall stood rack after rack of dark cloaks, hoods, garments, and boots of all shapes and sizes.

Seven glanced back at Master Hawk. He drew back his hood, revealing a hooked nose, dark eyes beneath slim eyebrows, angular features, and a grizzled face. His eyes locked with hers and his brow furrowed in a scowl. “We paid handsomely for you, Seven. Don’t make me regret it.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode from the room. The heavy double doors clanged shut behind him with a ring of finality. But instead of the fear she’d felt trapped in the bunkroom with the other tyros, excitement coursed through her.

I am home.

She found herself running toward a rope ladder. Before she knew it, she’d climbed a half-dozen rungs. She hung there, closing her eyes and relishing the gentle sway. After months trapped underground, she nearly wept at the sensation. It felt wonderful to be free of the earth.

“Well, well.” A voice broke into her reverie. “Less than an hour after being chosen and our new apprentice takes to the skies already.”

Seven jerked in surprise and nearly fell from the ladder. A boy stood in the doorway, staring up at her with an amused expression.

She scrambled to the ground, her face burning, and forced a smile. “Hello! I’m Seven.”

The boy stood a full head taller than her, with wide shoulders, and a confident smile. A messy mop of brown hair hung in his face and he pushed a strand from his dark eyes. He held out his hand. “You can call me Denber. Welcome to House Hawk.”

Seven shook Denber’s hand. A pair of boys trooped through the heavy double doors and stopped when they saw her. She eyed them, feeling awkward and shy.

“What’s this? Fresh meat?” The boy who spoke had sandy hair, green eyes, and freckles that matched his mischievous grin.

His companion, who resembled the tow-haired boy but with fewer freckles, studied her. “I thought he said no more apprentices after you, Lem. Gods know you’re enough to make the most patient House Master pull his hair out. Now he chooses another—a girl, no less. What was Master Hawk thinking?”

Denber rounded on them. “Oh, shut it, Werrin. You saw how she performed that test. Far better than you ever did.”

Werrin’s freckled face reddened, and his companion snickered.

Denber raised an eyebrow. “Tell me, Willem, how go the reading lessons?”

Willem’s mocking laughter died and his face fell. “That’s not fair, Denber! Not all of us were born with a silver spoon shoved up our—”

Denber stepped forward. “Go ahead, Willem, finish that sentence.”

Willem held up his hands with a grin. “Easy!” He offered his hand to Seven. “I’m Willem, but my friends call me Lem.”

“Seven.” She took it with her left hand, hugging her injured right hand to her chest.

Willem shoved Werrin forward. “This dung-for-brains is Werrin. He may not look like much, but wait until you see him dance the ropes.”

Seven gripped Werrin’s hand. “I can’t wait.”

Denber waved them away. “Off with you idiots. You still have a few tasks to finish before your duties officially pass on to Seven.”

“Can’t say I’ll lose much sleep over it.” Willem threw his arm around Werrin’s shoulder. “Last day of cleaning up after this lot of slobs.”

“You’re the worst of all, Willem!” Denber turned back to Seven and grinned. “Not too bright, but they’ll be good to have on a job. Come, it’s time for you to meet Conn.”

“Journeyman Conn, soon enough.”

Seven whirled. The approaching boy looked older than Denber, with the first hints of stubble on his broad face.

He studied her with an expression that bordered on disdain. “So, you’re the new apprentice.”

Seven held out her hand. “Seven.”

Conn ignored it. “Until you get your new name, Seven will have to do. I see you’ve met the twins.”

“Twins?”

“Werrin and Willem.”

Denber shrugged. “They’re not really twins. We just call them that because they do everything together.”

Conn studied her, his expression severe. “Take her to get that finger looked at, Denber.”

Denber looked like he wanted to retort. “Sure thing, Conn.”

“See you tomorrow, Seven.” Conn gave her a curt nod and strode away.

Seven forced a grin, but her stomach roiled. I don’t like Conn. He’s too angry.

Denber muttered to himself. “Stuffy, pretentious twat!” As if remembering he wasn’t alone, he grinned sheepishly. “But one hell of an instructor.” He clapped her on the back. “Come on, let’s see if we can’t do something about that broken finger.”

“Broken?” Seven held up the injured hand.

“All puffy and purple like that, has to be. Don’t worry, though. We’ll get it sorted out.”

He led her toward the tunnels at the far end of the Aerie.

Seven pointed at the towering structure. “So what is all this?”

Denber grinned. “We call it the Perch. It’s a training ground, the place where we learn the skills needed to be Hawks.”

Seven stopped him, a curious expression on her face. “And what is a Hawk? Or a Hound, a Bloodbear, or a Fox, for that matter? What are the Houses?”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “I thought Master Velvet would have explained it to you by now. The old bastard is getting forgetful.”

She studied the maze of ropes, ladders, and beams. “So, what kind of skills do we learn?”

“The Hawks rule the skies. That means we do all the work high off the ground. Third-story work.”

Seven turned to him, a confused look on her face.

“You’ll see, soon enough. Each House has its own specialty. We all serve as a spoke in the wheel that is the Night Guild. The Serpents are daggers for hire, the Scorpions handle poisons, and the Bloodbears are strong-arms and skull-crackers. The Foxes and Grubbers rule the streets—snatchers and rufflers.”

“Rufflers?”

“Beggars.” Denber strode down a tunnel.

Seven hesitated, her heart sinking. After so much time in the Menagerie, she hated to leave the sunlight and return to the gloom of torch and lamplight.

Denber seemed not to notice. “Then you have the Hounds, the bounty collectors. Trackers. They hunt down people who don’t want to be found.”

Swallowing, Seven ran to catch up. “So the tests, they’re to help us find a House?”

Denber nodded. “The Masters choose new apprentices according to their skills. Master Hawk hasn’t chosen new apprentices in years—not since the twins. It’s a high honor.”

“He said he paid handsomely for me.”

“The Houses pay a fee for each apprentice. Helps with the feeding, clothing, and training of the next batch of tyros.”

“When will that be?”

Denber shrugged. “Usually a fresh wave comes once or twice a year. Gives Master Velvet plenty of time with them before they’re tested. Guild custom dictates that the tests can only take place on an equinox. Superstitions, I guess.”

He pushed open a wooden door and gestured for her to enter. “This is where you’ll be staying.” He pointed to the nearest entrance. “That one’s yours.”

Seven sat on the bed. “It’s so comfortable. Much better than the bunk room.”

“That’s the point. Once you spend a few months with Master Velvet, everything else feels like paradise. Now, stay here, and I’ll be back with something for your finger.”

Seven lay back on the bed and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, letting the tension of the tests drain from her body. She hadn’t realized how exhausted she was. Undergoing the tests, standing for hours as the other tyros performed, and the nervous tension of waiting to be selected had taken a toll.

The sounds around her faded into dull, soothing murmurs and she drifted into peaceful sleep.

*     *     *

With a scream, Seven jerked awake and bolted upright.

“Easy, Seven!” Denber’s face hovered over her. “Take a deep breath and the pain will pass.”

Agony radiated up her arm. Denber grasped her wrist and forearm, holding it in place as a man she didn’t recognize tugged at her finger. Another wave of pain washed over her, and she tried to snatch her hand back.

The man’s eyes flashed to meet hers. “Be still, child! I’m trying to set the finger.” He tugged again. Seven screamed and clutched her sheets.

Denber’s brow furrowed. “Is it almost done, Journeyman?”

“Soon enough.”

Denber squeezed her arm as Seven tried to tug free.

Tears streamed down her cheeks. “It hurts!” Agony raced through her hand and up her arm.

“I know it does, child, but it has to be set. You don’t want the finger to heal crooked, do you?” Seven shook her head. “Just one more, I promise.”

Seven screamed as the Journeyman pulled hard.

“It is done!” With deft movements, he lashed a splint around her fingers. When he finished, Seven clutched the arm to her chest, sobbing. The agony in her hand had dimmed, but not gone.

The man rounded on the older boy. “You waited too long to call me, Denber.” His dark eyes flashed, his thin lips pressing into a frown.

“She was sleeping and looked so exhausted that—”

“Excuses! You know better than that, young Hawk.”

Denber hung his head. “Yes, Journeyman Tyman.”

“Good.” Journeyman Tyman nodded and raised a bushy eyebrow. “I trust you’ll be a bit hastier next time?”

“Yes, Journeyman.”

With a nod, Journeyman Tyman turned to Seven. “Rest, child. I know it hurts, but drink a bit of this.” He pressed her back on the bed with surprising strength from such lean hands and fingers, and produced a small flask from a pouch at his side. “It will help with the pain.”

She took the unstoppered flask and grimaced at the noxious odor of its contents.

Tyman wagged a slim finger at her. “Ignore the smell. Drink it down.”

Denber eyed the bottle. “What’s in it?”

“Ever the curious one, aren’t we? Let’s see…” Tyman scratched his chin. “A bit of devil’s claw, some birch leaf, willow bark, and holy basil. That, and a few other ingredients of my own creation.”

Seven gulped down the foul brew, coughing at the bitter taste.

Journeyman Tyman took the flask from her. “Rest now, if you can. The pain should fade in a few minutes and the more you sleep, the faster your body will heal.”

She swallowed her whimpers and nodded. “Yes, Journeyman.”

“A quick learner, this one.” He climbed to his feet. “I’ll return in a week or two to check on you. The splint stays on, no matter what. Understand?”

Seven nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Journeyman.” Denber extended his hand and Tyman shook it.

“Of course, Denber. Glad to be of service. You will, of course, remember me next time you run across a bottle of that Nyslian wine I am fond of?”

“Of course, sir.”

Journeyman Tyman smiled and clapped Denber on the shoulder. “I’m off.” He turned back to her. “The splint does not come off.”

“Yes, sir.”

With a nod, Tyman strode from the room.

When the door clicked shut, Denber turned to her. “You heard him, Seven. Get some rest. The others will be back in a few minutes.”

“Back?” For the first time, Seven noticed that the room stood empty, save for her and Denber.

“At dinner. Where I should be. If Tyman hadn’t been so damned hard to find…” He shrugged and stood. “I’ll bring you something when I return.”

Seven nodded. She winced at the throbbing ache in her finger. Damn, this hurts!

Denber eyed the injury. “It’ll heal. I saw it before Tyman put the splint on. It was broken, but I’ve seen worse. You’re in good hands with Tyman. He’s one of the best House Scorpion has. He even trained at the Sanctuary, from what I’ve heard.”

“He was a priest of the Bright Lady?”

“Well, I don’t know about a priest. But I haven’t heard all the details. Anyone who does know isn’t going to tell an apprentice.”

Seven smiled. “Thank you. For getting him.”

“Of course. We at House Hawk have to look out for one another. After all, there are so few of us. It takes a certain sort of fool to do what we do. Now get some rest.”

Seven closed her eyes as the door creaked shut behind Denber. True to his word, Journeyman Tyman’s potion worked. The throbbing in her finger diminished to a dull ache. She tried to rest, but sleep evaded her. She was content to lie there with her eyes closed and her body relaxed. The atmosphere in House Hawk contrasted sharply with life under Master Velvet. She felt no fear or apprehension of what lay ahead, only excitement.

I am a Hawk, whatever that means. She couldn’t wait to find out.

She opened her eyes at the sound of the creaking door. Willem and Werrin slipped into the room, along with three other boys she didn’t know.

Willem stopped when he saw her. “Oh, you’re awake.” His face fell. “We were trying to be quiet—”

Werrin shoved him and laughed. “You couldn’t sneak through an empty field on a moonless night, Lem.” He sat on the edge of Seven’s bed, careful of her finger. “How’s it doing?”

“It hurts, but Journeyman Tyman says it will heal.”

“Tyman?” Willem’s eyebrows rose. “Denber must have called in a big chit to bring him here.”

“He said something about wine…”

“Ah, of course. Tyman does love his Nyslian reds. Nearly got pinched last time I had to filch a bottle from—”

“Enough of your prattling, Lem.” Werrin smacked the back of Willem’s head. “I’m sure Prynn, Bert, and Jarl here want to meet the fresh meat.” He snickered, and Willem rolled his eyes.

A dark-haired boy with a sharp chin and full lips stepped forward. “My name’s Bertimastus, but everyone calls me Bert.”

She smiled. “Nice to meet you. I’m Seven.”

Prynn had sandy hair, vivid blue eyes, and pale skin dotted with freckles. “Pleased to meet you, Seven.”

The one named Jarl grunted a greeting. He crossed thick arms across a broad chest and stared at her from beneath bushy brows. A patchy blond beard covered his square jaw and wide cheeks.

Werrin shoved Willem and raised an eyebrow at his “twin”.

Willem cleared his throat. “Right, well. We’ve been talking, together with Denber, and we think we’ve come up with a good name for you.”

“A name?”

“We can’t just call you ‘Seven’ all the time. Whenever a new apprentice is accepted into a House, they are given a name. Master Hawk and the Journeymen don’t get involved, and Conn is too wise and sage-like to give a damn what happens to us apprentices outside of training and chores. That means we have the honor of giving you a name.”

“I-I…” She faltered. What could she say?

“You ready to hear it?” Willem’s eyes widened in excitement.

Seven nodded.

“We want to call you ‘Ilanna’. What do you think?”

Seven tried it out. “Ilanna. Ilanna.” A smile broadened her face. “I like it! What does it mean?”

Willem shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t much care, either. It’s just a name, but I think it suits you nicely.”

She grinned. “It does.”

At that moment, Denber entered.

“Denber, what do you think of my new name?”

“Ilanna? It was my idea. Are these idiots trying to take credit for it?”

Seven laughed. “No, they just told me about it. But I love it!”

“Good. Here.” He held out a large roll, with a fragrant sausage stuffed in the middle. “As promised.”

“Thank you!” She took the bread and bit into it. The sausage was spicy and rich, the bread fresh. Much better than the food she had eaten as a tyro.

Conn stepped into the room. He took in the boys clustered around Seven’s bed and his eyebrows furrowed. “Enough, lads. Off to bed with you.”

Willem turned to Werrin and shook his head. “Lads, he calls us?”

“And to think that he’s only a few years older than—”

“Enough!” Conn’s face showed no hint of laughter. “Training starts bright and early.”

Seven devoured the sausage roll as her fellow Hawks climbed into their bunks. Denber and Conn left the room together, the older boy putting out the lantern before shutting the door. She lay back on the bed, her appetite satiated. The glow of happiness drowned out the pain in her finger.

She had a House. She had a name.

I am Ilanna of House Hawk.
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Chapter Thirteen


“Ilanna.” A hand shook Seven’s shoulder. “Get up, Ilanna.”

She didn’t recognize the voice or the name. Groaning, she opened her eyes. Instead of Master Velvet’s unshaven face and feline grin, the boy she’d met yesterday—Denber, right?—smiled down at her. “Come on, Ilanna. You don’t want to miss breakfast, not on your first day.”

The realization struck her. He’s talking about me. Memories of the previous day flooded her. The tests. Being chosen to House Hawk. She rolled to her feet. Too late, she remembered her injury in the tests. Agony flashed through her splinted finger. Her head felt light and the world whirled.

Denber caught her. “Tyman’s draught did its work, I see. You’re harder to wake than Werrin, and that’s saying something.” He thrust his chin toward the next bunk.

She followed his gaze. Willem jumped on Werrin’s bed, and Prynn shouted into the sleeping boy’s ear. Werrin rolled over and snuggled deeper into his blankets, a sleepy smile on his face. She studied her unfamiliar surroundings. The windowless room was larger than the chamber she’d shared with the other tyros, but with half as many beds. Despite the bare walls, low ceiling, and hard-packed dirt floor, the room lacked the menacing confinement of her quarters while under Master Velvet.

Her eyes flashed to the open door and she hesitated. Could she really come and go as she pleased? After the last six months, so much freedom came as a shock. Master Velvet had only unlocked the door to herd them into the Menagerie. The rest of the time, it had remained bolted.

Denber helped her stand and released her. “How does it feel?”

She yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Not as bad as last night.” Whatever Tyman had given her numbed the pain to a dull ache. “Remind me to thank him next time I see him.”

“See him?” Denber laughed. “There are only two times you’ll ever see Tyman outside of the Burrow: when he’s treating you and when you’re making good on your debt. He rarely leaves his books and potions, or so Garley says.”

“Garley?”

“A friend in House Scorpion.”

The name sounded familiar. The man with the black armband. “House Scorpion? That’s where Three went!”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “He was the little guy next to you, right?”

“Yes. I wonder how he’s doing over there.”

“Is he a clever, bookish sort?”

“I don’t know. We never had much chance to read with Master Velvet.”

Denber smiled. “True. Master Velvet was never one to give tyros a chance to breathe. Everything is about work with him.” He grimaced, as if at a bad memory.

“But Three solved the riddle faster than the rest of us! That means he’s smart, right?”

Denber shrugged and nodded. “Sounds about right. He wouldn’t have been accepted into House Scorpion otherwise. Tell you what, I’ll swing by later today and have a chat with Garley. See if he can keep an eye on your little friend.”

A wave of emotion washed over her. After the mistreatment she’d suffered at the hands of Master Velvet, Twelve, and their training as tyros, his small kindness overwhelmed her. She laid her uninjured hand on his arm and smiled. “Thank you, Denber.”

He returned her smile with warmth. “Of course.”

She held up her injured finger. “No, not just for this. For everything.” A tear slipped down her cheek and a lump rose in her throat. She wiped moisture from her eyes. “Since I can remember, Three has been the only one to show me any kindness. Now there’s you and the twins and Prynn and…” She swallowed hard. “Just, thank you.”

Denber shrugged. “Of course, Ilanna. We apprentices have to stick together, right?” A grin broadened his face. “Now, come on. Jarl has already left for breakfast and if we don’t hurry, there won’t be anything to eat!”

*     *     *

Seven—no, my name is Ilanna now—ran her eyes over the common room. The small chamber was furnished with a pair of tables and benches. Tawny banners emblazoned with Hawks hung on the walls, adding a touch of color to the sparse stone chamber. A second door stood opposite the one she’d entered. The crackle of a burning fire and the smell of baking bread wafted through the open door. A man wearing the robes of House Hawk and a brown apron bustled from the room with a stack of soiled trenchers.

A longer table ran along one side of the room, laden with a simple breakfast: oat porridge with dried fruits, eggs, sausages, and fresh bread. A bowl of too-green pears sat untouched next to a near-empty pot of stewed apples.

Ilanna filled her bowl with porridge and took a seat across from Denber. The older apprentice grinned but said nothing, his mouth full of bread. Jarl sat at the next table, his massive boots on the bench. When Prynn tried to sit, Jarl glared and refused to move his feet. With a huff, Prynn joined Denber and Ilanna’s table. A minute later, a half-asleep Bert stumbled into the room, served himself, and slumped beside Jarl. His eyes refused to stay open. More than once, Jarl had to nudge Bert to keep him from planting his face in his porridge.

Ilanna poked at the food, but couldn’t bring herself to eat more than a few bites. The excitement churning in her stomach stole her appetite. She kept glancing to the tunnel leading into the Aerie. The network of ropes, ladders, beams, and cables called to her.

I can’t wait to start!

Conn strode into the room. “Morning, all.”

A few half-hearted greetings echoed in the common room. Conn elbowed Werrin out of the way and piled his plate high with sausages, eggs, and bread. Plopping himself across from Ilanna, he shoveled food into his mouth.

Denber rolled his eyes. “Come on, Conn. Have some manners in front of—”

“The girl? Please, Denber, you think we’re going to change just because of her? Things are going to stay exactly the same, no matter who she is.” He turned his glare on Ilanna. “Until you’ve earned your place here, you’re just one more apprentice, got it?”

Ilanna nodded and mumbled something incoherent.

Conn pushed back his plate and stood. “Listen up, you lot!” The younger Hawks turned to face him. “Ilanna receives no special considerations just because she’s a girl. If I catch any of you treating her any different than the others, I’ll send him to Master Grubber for a month. Got it?”

The common room remained silent, but all the Hawks—even Denber—nodded.

“Good, now get on with it. I’ve only got a few hours before I have to run some errands for Journeyman Ellick. Werrin and Willem, you’ll work with Denber today. Prynn, Bert, you’re with Jarl.” He turned to stare at Ilanna. “As for you, apprentice, you’re with me.”

Denber looked as if he wanted to protest, but held his peace. Conn crossed his arms and stared at her, impatient. Ilanna swallowed the last few bites of her bland porridge, deposited it with the other dirty trenchers, and followed Conn from the room.

She had to run to keep up with the older boy’s long-legged strides. “What are we going to do?”

“You can’t start training on the Perch quite yet, not until the splint comes off. That means you’ll have plenty of time to get accustomed to your…other duties.”

Ilanna wanted to ask what Conn had in mind, but something told her she’d regret it. She hustled after him in silence.

Conn led her past the door to her bunkroom, down a short passage, and to another door. He pushed it open. The room was twice the size of hers, with curtains dividing it into sections. Clothes littered the floor, beds, and chairs. Boots and shoes lay strewn around the room. A musty, sweaty reek filled the windowless space, and Ilanna resisted the urge to hold her nose.

“This is the room for the older apprentices—those who are nearly Journeymen.” The pride in Conn’s voice matched the look in his eyes. “This is where you will spend your first day.”

“Doing what?” The question popped out before she realized it.

Conn raised a haughty eyebrow. “Why, cleaning it, of course! Consider it your first lesson as an apprentice of House Hawk.”

What lesson could I possibly learn here? This time, she managed to hold in her retort.

“Werrin and Willem did the scut work before, but now it’s all yours. You’ll do it until the next tyro joins the House and so on. It’s the way things work around here.” Conn held up a bucket and scrub brush. “I trust you know your way around these?”

Ilanna stared up at the older boy, her face burning with anger. Without a word, she took the bucket. “Where can I find water?”

Conn’s smile faltered. Had he expected her to react? Had she passed some test? The imperious smile returned. “At the back of the room, you’ll find a small door and a well. You know what to do.”

Ilanna nodded and pushed through the first set of curtains.

“Oh, and once the water in the bucket is thoroughly filthy, I can show you where the privy is. You can dump it there, as it’s the next one of your duties.”

Ilanna’s jaw clenched. “Yes, sir.”

Conn nodded. “Good. I’ll leave you to it, then. I’ll be back in an hour to check on you.”

A moment later, the door clanged shut behind him, leaving Ilanna alone with the bucket, scrub brush, and her boiling anger.

*     *     *

“Ilanna? I hope this room is spotless, else I’ll—”

Conn’s jaw dropped as he took in his room. Ilanna had spent the last hour folding clothes, tucking in blankets and sheets, beating rugs, and scrubbing floors. The room smelled less like a mushroom farm than it had an hour before.

Ilanna stood and dropped the scrub brush into the bucket. “Do you think I could find some rosemary and mint in the kitchen? It will give the room a nice smell.” She didn’t know how she knew that, she just did.

“Y-Y…” Conn swallowed. “Yes, that should be fine. I’m sure you’ll f-find what you need.”

“Thank you, sir.” Ilanna picked up the bucket and hurried from the room, pushing past a stunned Conn. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her hand, back, and knees. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

Her anger had burned hot for the first few minutes after the haughty Hawk left her alone. She’d beaten the rugs with far more force than necessary. But when she cooled down, she’d realized Conn’s arrogance wasn’t only for her benefit. The boy held the rest of the apprentices—those he considered beneath him—in scorn. She refused to take his disdain personally.

She turned and smiled sweetly. “Where can I find the privy? I’d like to get that out of the way next, if you don’t mind.”

Conn snapped his mouth shut. “Down the hall, to your left.”

“Thank you.” With a nod, she turned and strode down the corridor.

The moment she rounded a corner, she set the bucket down and slumped against the wall. Her knees throbbed, her back ached, and the pain in her finger had returned. Despite the exhaustion, she couldn’t keep a smile from her face.

He could set her any task he liked and she would exceed his expectations. I will be the best apprentice House Hawk has ever seen!

*     *     *

Denber burst into the room Ilanna shared with the other apprentices. “Whatever you said or did to Conn, Ilanna, make sure it happens again.”

Ilanna glanced up from her work scrubbing the floor. “What happened?”

A broad grin split Denber’s face. “We were working in the Aerie when he said he was going to make sure you were ‘doing your duties’. When he returned a few minutes later, he was one word away from an apoplectic fit.”

Ilanna smiled and straightened. “I just did what I was told.” A pop sounded from her back and she groaned.

“Oh, I doubt that very much. I saw what you did to that room…” He trailed off, shaking his head in amazement. “I can tell you that the twins never did a job that well.”

Her smile turned defiant. “He’ll find I don’t break so easily.”

Denber nodded. “So I can see. Master Hawk chose well, it seems.”

Ilanna blushed and ducked her head.

“You can stop cleaning, you know?” Denber walked over and offered her his hand. “The others are all at lunch. You must be hungry.”

Ilanna dropped the scrub brush into the bucket with a splash, took his hand, and climbed to her feet. “I’d rather lie down. My whole body aches, my finger most of all.”

“You’d best be careful with that. Journeyman Tyman is not going to be pleased if you injure it again.”

“What choice do I have? I can’t scrub the floor with one hand.” Her whole hand throbbed, but she wouldn’t show weakness. Not in front of the older boy.

“Leave it. This room is cleaner than it has ever been.” He looked around, his eyes wide. “It even smells good in here. Though once the twins take off their boots…” He pinched his nose, and she laughed.

It felt good to be around the older boy. He had to be nearly twice her age, but she didn’t mind. His easy smile, friendly manner, and frankness reminded her of Three. Her smile slipped at the thought of her friend.

“H-Have you talked to Garley yet?”

Denber shook his head. “Not sure when I’ll get a chance. I thought I’d be able to tonight, but Conn wants me to come with him on his errand for Master Hawk.”

“You mean you’re going…outside?” She whispered the word with reverence. She couldn’t remember much of the world outside the Night Guild. She hadn’t entered the Aerie this morning, hadn’t had time to bask in the daylight. The only sights, sounds, and smells she knew were those from her time in the Menagerie—and those were none too pleasant.

Denber shrugged. “Yeah, so what? We go out all the time. Ah, right. I forget how new you are. The apprentices stay indoors for the first year of their training. You’ve only been here for what…five, six months? That means in just a few more months, you’ll be going out again.”

A few more months! She clung to those words like a promise. She ached to see life outside the barren, colorless walls around her. Just a few more months.

“So, you coming to lunch?”

Ilanna shook her head. “Can’t. Conn said I had to finish this up before I could eat.” With a sigh, she knelt and picked up the scrub brush. “And I haven’t even started on the mess under Willem’s and Werrin’s beds.”

“I’ll be sure to bring you some dinner, then. Watcher knows you’ll be hungry by the time you’re done with that disaster.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

With one last glance and smile over his shoulder, Denber strode from the room, leaving her alone with her menial labor.

*     *     *

“Ilanna?”

“I’m awake!” She leapt from her bed, scrub brush still in hand.

“Clearly.” Prynn pried the brush from her fingers and tossed it into the bucket. He produced a sausage roll from his coat. “Here, Denber said to bring you something to eat.”

The fresh bun and spicy, rich sausage tasted wonderful. Ilanna devoured the food, her stomach growling. “Thank you,” she mumbled, her mouth full.

Prynn nodded. Just then, Werrin and Willem entered the room. Each clasped a twine-wrapped bundle.

“Conn said to give you these.” Werrin thrust his bundle into her hands.

Stuffing the rest of the food into her mouth, Ilanna wiped her hands on her now-filthy clothes and fumbled at the knot in the twine. Pain flashed through her injured finger. She gritted her teeth, frustrated. “I can’t do it!”

“Tough work without all your fingers.” Werrin cut through the twine with a small finger-knife. “There you go.”

The bundle contained a set of light grey tunic and breeches, two sets of near-black clothing, and a heavy cloak of the same dark color.

“They’re beautiful!” She ran her fingers over the clothing, marveling at the softness of the fabric.

Werrin ran his finger along the hems of the cloak. “See this?” Brown thread had been stitched into every hem and seam. “That’s how others know that you belong to House Hawk. And there’s this.” He showed her the insignia of a hawk embroidered in the hood of the cloak.

Ilanna raised an eyebrow, hesitant. “For me?” The quality of the clothing was far superior to the garments Master Velvet had given them on the day of their test—the garments she wore now.

“Of course. You were supposed to receive them last night, after being accepted to the House, but you fell asleep before we could give them to you.”

“Thank you so much!” She threw her arms around Werrin and kissed his cheek.

“Hey, I’ve got something for you, too!” Willem thrust out his package, a hopeful look on his face.

The second bundle weighed more than the first. Ilanna placed it on her bed and Werrin sliced the twine with his finger-knife. She pulled back the thick canvas and stared at the contents of the bundle, her mouth hanging open.

A pair of black leather gloves lay within. Beside them, a sheathed knife, a length of black rope, and a small leather case no bigger than her hand. The glove slipped onto her uninjured hand as if made for her. She wiggled her fingers and marveled at the suppleness of the fabric.

Willem grinned. “Any good third-story man—or woman—needs gloves. Protects the hands and offers extra grip.”

She slipped the little knife from its sheath, next. It was the same one she had used in the Menagerie. The dull, worn grip had been replaced with dark, brown leather, and the blade had been sharpened and oiled. “It’s perfect!”

“I overheard Master Velvet tell Conn you had a knack for the thing.” Prynn smiled and produced his own knife. “When it comes to knife work, I’m the best in House Hawk.”

Werrin snorted. “Don’t let Conn hear you say that, Prynn.”

Prynn scowled and sheathed his blade.

Ilanna ran her fingers over the coiled rope. “It’s so thin—it can’t possibly hold my weight!”

“You’d be surprised.” Willem shoved Werrin aside and picked up the rope. “The rope is coated with some sort of alchemical glue that makes it strong.”

Werrin nodded. “Strong enough to hold even Jarl!”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. She reached for the leather case. Within lay an assortment of metal tools. “What are these?”

“Lockpicks.” Prynn lifted one and held it up. “They don’t look like much, but with these, you can get into any house in Praamis.”

Willem scrunched up his face. “Though it will take some practice.”

Werrin elbowed his “twin”. “For some more than others, eh?”

Willem glared. “Shut it!”

Prynn rolled his eyes and shook his head.

Ilanna clutched the dagger to her chest. She tried to speak, but a lump formed in her throat.

Werrin slapped her shoulder. “You’re one of us now!”

Prynn nodded. “Now you just have to learn how to use them. And trust me when I say, that’s easier said than done.”

I don’t care how much work it takes; I will learn! She had everything she needed for her training to become a true Hawk.
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Chapter Fourteen


Ilanna hissed, eliciting a glare from Journeyman Tyman. He squeezed her splinted finger. “The Bright Lady favors you, girl. Your finger healed much quicker than even I expected.”

Denber hovered over Ilanna’s shoulder. “Are you sure?”

“Contain yourself, Denber. I never knew you to be the mothering sort.”

Denber rolled his eyes. “Please, Journeyman, you know how dangerous our work tends to be. If Ilanna’s grip fails, for even one moment, she could—”

The Journeyman wagged his finger at Denber. “Don’t even think about letting her up on that confounded construction of yours, young man. Her hand may be well enough to remove the splint, but it will be weeks before she—”

“Weeks?” Frustration seeped into Ilanna’s voice. “But I thought it would be…” Her words trailed off and she withered beneath Tyman’s glare.

“Do not interrupt your betters, child.” He thrust a long, slim finger at Denber. “I’m only here out of courtesy to this young man. But if you think I’m wasting my time, I can leave.”

Ilanna hung her head. “No, Journeyman. Forgive me.”

Tyman nodded. “Good. Remember your place, girl. It is a lesson we all have to learn, some more than others.” He turned to Denber. “I take it you have obtained my ‘courtesy’?”

“Of course, Journeyman.” With a nod, Denber slipped from the room. He returned a few moments later with a leather satchel, which he handed to Tyman. “This will be the last Nyslian port I’ll be able to filch for a few months. The wine merchant I…procured it from has fallen on hard times. I’ll need a while to find a new source.”

“Then I suggest that none of you Hawks takes a three-story dive.” Tyman’s smile turned vicious. “I might not be so easily persuaded to attend to your needs, unless…”

Denber threw up his hands. “Yes, I know. If it’s not Nyslian port, you’ll take Voramian Snowblossom wine. You know how hard that is to get, don’t you?”

“I reiterate my last statement. Avoid the three-story plunge. Nasty thing, solid ground.” He chuckled.

“Thank you, Journeyman Tyman.” Denber failed to hide the annoyance in his voice.

“As always, Denber, a pleasure doing business with you. I assume that Conn has no idea—”

“And we’d thank you to keep it that way. You know what sort of trouble I’d be in if anyone found out I was handling special favors for you.”

Tyman shrugged. “Not my problem.” He turned his attention to Ilanna. “Take it easy with that finger, girl. The bone has healed, but there will still be pain. It’s also likely to break or fracture again if you do anything foolish. Understand?”

She nodded. “Yes, Journeyman.”

“Very well. I bid you both a blessed day in the Watcher’s name.” He slipped the satchel into his medicine bag and strode from the room. The door clanged shut behind him.

“Watcher’s teeth!” Denber clenched his fists. “Journeymen are usually insufferable, but Tyman most of all. The arrogant, smug son of a—”

“Thank you, Denber. For this.” Ilanna held up her hand, flexing her fingers.

He eyed her. “How is it?”

She winced. “It hurts a bit, but I couldn’t let Tyman see that or he’d never take off the splint. I should be able to—”

“If you’re about to say ‘hold a rope’ or ‘climb a ladder’, I’ll stop you right there. You heard Tyman. No straining that finger for a while yet.”

Her heart sank. “But—”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “No buts, Ilanna. Trust me when I say that this is for the best. Don’t you think I know exactly what that feels like?” He rolled up his sleeve to reveal a thick scar running across the back of his upper arm. “Snapped the bone in half. Took two months to heal. More before I could use it properly. And trust me, I wanted to be up in the Perch just as much as you. Nearly broke my neck when I did. So you’re going to do as I say, no arguments.”

“Fine.” She made no attempt to hide her disappointment.

“Excuse me?” Denber glared at her.

“Yes, Denber.” Ilanna folded her arms and sulked.

“Better. Now, don’t you have some chores to do?”

Without a word, Ilanna turned her back on Denber and busied herself straightening her rumpled blankets.

“I’m doing this for your sake, you know.” Denber spoke in a quiet voice. “Do you know how hard it was to keep that bottle of wine a secret? That Nyslian stuff doesn’t come cheap.”

Ilanna didn’t turn. “I said thank you, Denber. Now, if you’ll excuse me, this room isn’t going to clean itself.”

“Well, when you’re done, come to the Aerie. Even if you’re not ready to fly, there are a few things you can start learning today.”

Ilanna turned, a broad smile on her face. “Like what?”

“Finish your chores and you’ll find out.”

*     *     *

“I’ve finished!” Ilanna hurried into the Aerie.

Conn turned with a haughty smirk. “Finished what?”

“My chores. Cleaned the rooms. Scrubbed the privy. Swept the halls.” Her finger ached from the chores, but she wasn’t about to let it show. “Denber said I had things to learn today, even though I’m not ready to fly.”

Conn scratched his chin. “Is that what he said?” He cupped his hands over his mouth. “Oi, Denber. You’ve got an apprentice down here who wants your attention.”

Ilanna searched the network of ladders, ropes, beams, and boards, but saw no sign of Denber.

“I’ll be down in a minute,” Denber called.

She spotted him. He sprinted across a set of wide planks and, grasping a hanging rope, swung across an expanse of empty air. Ilanna gasped as he landed on a beam no wider than her forearm, half-expecting him to slip. He leapt off the side of the beam, seeming to soar for a breathless moment before his fingers closed around a metal pole. Wrapping his legs around the pole, he slid down to land with a wide grin before Ilanna.

She stared, open-mouthed. “That was—”

“Sloppy,” Conn snapped. “Running across the beam like that—you were showing off and you know it.”

Denber shrugged. “Sure, but I pulled it off.”

“This time. But what about next time? What if you were on the rooftops of Praamis? What if it had rained earlier?”

“Always the ‘what ifs’ with you, Conn.”

Conn shrugged. “It’s how I’ve managed to stay alive this long, Denber. Use your head, not your dangly bits.”

“Now that’s not fair, Conn,” Denber protested. “Just because Ilanna’s a—”

“Enough,” Conn snapped. The boys exchanged glares. Denber clearly chafed under Conn’s command, and Conn clearly enjoyed lording his power over the younger boy. “Didn’t you say you had something to teach the apprentice?”

“Yes,” Denber said through clenched teeth. “Come, Ilanna.” He muttered under his breath. His lips pressed into a thin line, his jaw tightened, and he balled his fists.

Ilanna followed him to the other side of the Aerie, beyond the towering construction of metal, wood, and rope. He strode toward a simple wooden door, one she hadn’t seen before.

“Look here.” He pointed to the keyhole. “You have your lockpicks on you?”

“They’re back in the room.”

He produced his own set. “Always have them on you, at all times. You need to get used to carrying everything around. Dagger on your belt, gloves on your hands, and wear your rope.” He lifted his coat to reveal the rope wrapped like a belt.

“Why?”

“Because they’re the tools of the trade, and you need to get accustomed to carrying them on your person. You don’t want them to feel out of place when you’re flying around up there, do you?”

“I guess not.”

He rolled his eyes. “Trust me when I say that anything can throw you off. Clothes too tight, boots too loose, even a different handle on your dagger. It can make the difference between soaring like a Hawk and—”

“Taking a three-story dive?”

Denber grinned. “Now you got it.” He unrolled the leather bundle to reveal the gleaming set of lockpicks. “Take care of these at all times and they’ll get you in any door or window in Praamis. I’ll have Werrin and Willem walk you through maintenance, but for now, we’re going to get you working on picking locks.”

Excitement rushed through her. “Which one do we use?”

“Well, take a look at the lock and tell me what you see.”

What? Ilanna didn’t understand the question. What am I supposed to look for?

She squinted at the door. “It looks like a lock to me.”

“And that’s because you’re new to this. But look here.” Denber pointed to the keyhole. “Notice the shape of the lock? What sort of key would fit into that?”

Ilanna shook her head.

Denber rolled his eyes. “Just look at the wide opening of the keyhole. The sort of key used on this lock would be a wide one, with a unique pattern of teeth. This is called a warded lock, because it uses wards to stop the door from being easily unlocked. However, in your lock-pick set, you’ll find a skeleton key.”

He drew a strange-looking key from the leather bundle and held it up.

“Notice how the key has no teeth, save for this one notch at the tip? Well, that’s because it’s designed to bypass any wards and turn the locking mechanism.” He handed her the key. “Give it a try.”

The key slid smoothly into the lock and when Ilanna twisted it, the lock clicked. She looked up at him with a wide grin. “I did it!”

Denber nodded. “But remember, that’s the easiest type of lock to open. Over the next few weeks, you’ll learn how to deal with more complex locks. They won’t all be this simple.”

He returned the skeleton key to his lock-pick set, rolled up the leather case, and slipped it into his vest. “Well, what are you waiting for? Open the door.”

Ilanna pushed and the door swung inward, the hinges creaking.

“Hear that? That’s the sound of rusted hinges. When you’re trying to slip into a third-story window without being noticed, the last thing you want is a creaking hinge.”

He produced a flask of oil from within his clothing.

“When you’re sneaking in, always be sure to have a bit of oil with you.” He poured a bit on his palm and tasted it. “Olive oil works like a charm.”

“But what if I can’t see the hinges when I’m opening the door?” Ilanna pulled the door shut. “See, the hinges are set on the inside, where I can’t get at them.”

“Easy. Just open the door a crack, like so. Just wide enough that you can spread a bit of oil on the hinges before opening the door—or window.” He poured a few drops of oil on the hinges, waited a few seconds, and pushed. The door swung open with barely a sound. “And just like that, you’re in!”

He pushed past Ilanna and entered the darkened room. A moment later, light flared from a pair of small globes in his hand—one red, the other blue.

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “What are those?”

“A quickfire lamp. Here.” He passed her the red globe, and the light faded away. When he placed the blue globe in her hand, the light returned. “Red is the sparker and blue is the catalyst. Always carry them in your pouch, but keep them separated. They’ll only give you a few minutes of light, so save them until you need them.”

He disappeared into the darkness for a moment. He returned holding a small lantern. “This is a beamer, to use when you don’t have a fire-striker.” When Denber pushed a lever set into the side, light flooded the room.

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “How does it work?”

He shrugged. “I don’t really know. Alchemical nonsense is more the area of House Scorpion.”

The room held a table and two chairs in the center of the room, and a bed at the far end. A set of shelves ran along one wall, with a simple chest of drawers along the other.

“What is this room?”

Denber grinned. “It’s the Treasure Room.”

“Treasure Room? Doesn’t look like much.”

“That’s the point.” Ilanna raised an eyebrow, puzzled, and Denber continued. “If you had something very valuable, what would you do with it? Would you leave it out in the open?”

“Of course not! I’d hide it out of…Ah! I see.”

“There are six treasures hidden in here. It’s your job to find them.”

Ilanna studied the room. The table stood empty. A handful of threadbare books rested on the shelf. Where would I hide something valuable? Perhaps beneath the mattress or in the chest of drawers.

Denber motioned her forward. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

Ilanna darted toward the bed and hurled the straw tick mattress aside. To her dismay, the bed frame held no treasures. She pulled out every drawer in the chest, but they contained only cobwebs and dust. Disappointed, she turned to Denber.

He stood with his arms folded across his chest. “What? Did you really think it would be that easy?” He shook his head. “Remember, people are trying to protect their valuables, so they’ll hide them in places you’d never think to look.”

“Are you going to show me?”

“No. You need to figure it out for yourself. But first, clean up your mess.”

As Ilanna closed the open drawers, the top one caught her attention. The bottom took up more space than it should have. Nothing felt strange along the underside, but when she ran her fingers along the inner edges, she felt a slight depression.

Aha! She pressed, and a panel large enough to hold a purse opened in the rear of the drawer.

“Look!” She held up the purse, triumphant. “I found it!”

“Good.” Denber took the purse from her. “One down, more to go.”

Excited at the challenge, Ilanna hurried to replace the mattress on the bed. It felt heavier than it should. She flipped it over. A small seam ran along the underside. She reached her hand into the seam and dug through the woolen filling. Her fingers closed around something round and hard.

She held the purse high. “That’s two!”

Denber nodded. “Keep it up, Ilanna. You’re doing better than I expected.”

Ilanna glowed under Denber’s praise. Her excitement dimmed as the minutes ticked by and she failed to find more hidden treasures.

“Denber!” Werrin’s voice echoed in the tiny room. “Conn says you’ve got to take Ilanna running before meal time. After that, he has a few errands he needs you to run.”

Denber’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “Be right there! Come on, Ilanna. We’ve got to go.”

“Denber, wait. I’ve only found these two. I don’t want to leave just yet.”

“You’ll be back tomorrow. And every day, until you find every last one of the hidden treasures.”

“Good.” She paused at the door and turned to give the room one last examination, memorizing every detail.

Denber tugged on her arm. “Come on, Ilanna. We’ve got to run before we can eat. Well, not so much we as you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Before you’re allowed to step foot up there,”—he pointed to the Perch—“house rules dictate that you have to run around the Aerie a dozen times without rest.”

Ilanna’s eyes went wide and she studied the massive room. “But that’s im—”

“Don’t you dare say ‘impossible’! Sure, it looks tough, but you’ll work up to it. For now, let’s start you out easy. Let’s say six laps?”

Ilanna gaped. She half-expected him to smile and laugh, but his expression remained serious.

“You think I’m joking? Let’s go, apprentice. Move it!”

Ilanna stumbled forward, picking up speed until she ran at a slow jog.

Denber ran at her heels like a snapping sheepdog. “Faster, apprentice. If you want to have any hope of eating today, I’d better see those heels leaving the floor!”

Within minutes, Ilanna gasped for breath. By the time she completed a full lap of the Aerie, her legs burned and her heart felt ready to pound free of her chest. But Denber didn’t let her slow.

“Keep it up, apprentice! Or, by the Watcher, you’ll spend all day tomorrow scrubbing privies at every House in the Night Guild.”

Ilanna wanted to scream at him, but she couldn’t spare the breath. A sharp pain formed in her side, sending waves of agony through her torso with each step.

Why is he doing this? What did I do to make him so angry?

Fire coursed through every muscle in her legs. And still Denber forced her to run until she could run no longer. She lurched toward the privy door and emptied her stomach into the dark, dark hole in the ground. The smell and filth only made it worse. Her gut heaved until nothing but clear fluid came up. Tears slipped down her cheeks and acid burned her throat.

“Take it easy, Ilanna.” Denber spoke in a soft voice, his hand on her shoulder. “You did good. Better than I expected.”

What? From angry to kind in a heartbeat? I don’t understand him at all!

“Get cleaned up, change your clothes, and get some lunch. You’ll need it after that run.” With that, he strode from the room, leaving her alone with her shame, her embarrassment, and her anger.

Her stomach stopped heaving. It had no more to disgorge. I’m not weak! She repeated the words over and over, balling her hands into fists. She slumped against a wall, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

This would be the last time she would cry—in front of Denber, in front of anyone. But Denber, most of all. He’d gone from friend to taskmaster in a heartbeat. She’d thought he would help her, but she knew better now.

I’ll do whatever I have to to survive in House Hawk, even if I have to do it alone.
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Chapter Fifteen


“Damn it!” Ilanna threw the mallet to the floor and sucked on her bloodied finger. “That’s the third time today.”

“Happens to us all, Ilanna.” Prynn retrieved the tool and held it out to her. “I did it more times than I could count my first week here. You’ll learn—just takes practice.”

She accepted the rubber-headed mallet and returned to the lock. Prynn had shown her how to tap and twist the key at the same time, but she couldn’t get it right. Biting back a growl of frustration, she tapped the bump key in the lock. Blasted thing is too difficult!

“Give it a rest. Blood is wicked hard to get out of leather, and those gloves are new. And I hear the apprentice in charge of the washing has her hands full with training.”

Ilanna couldn’t summon a grin to match Prynn’s. She ground her teeth, frustrated. Over the last six days, her training had focused on locks: learning the types, understanding how to bump, pick, and break them, and how to spot traps. It hadn’t gone well.

“If you’re not careful,” Prynn had told her, “you’ll find yourself short a few fingers. The wealthiest, the ones with the most to lose, aren’t above setting deadly traps on their locks. Nasty things. Just ask Conn.”

The older Hawk had shown her a scar running across the fingers of his left hand. “Merchant’s strongroom. Sliced right to the bone.”

Her injured hand ached from the delicate work, but she never said a word. She wouldn’t let Denber or Conn know how much it hurt. If they knew, they’d never let her up on the Perch.

Every time she watched Werrin, Willem, Bert, and Prynn on the ropes, ladders, and beams high above the Aerie floor, she ached to spread her wings and join them. But until she completed her training and her finger healed, the older boys had grounded her.

So she studied hard. The Hawks took turns training her, though she spent most of her time with the younger boys. She liked Willem and Werrin best, when they ceased their bickering long enough to pay attention. Bert and Prynn were more reserved, but nice enough.

When not learning to pick locks, she spent time in the Treasure Room. It took two days to find the purse hidden in the table leg. The following day, she found the one behind the chest and the one stuffed into a threadbare book. One more and she would be free.

Prynn tapped the bump key with an expert hand and the lock clicked. “See, that’s how it’s done.” She glared, and he met her anger with a grin. “Come on, Ilanna. There is hidden treasure calling your name.”

She groaned. “Please, not that stuffy, dusty room again.”

“You’re doing great, you know. You found five of the purses—even the one in the table leg. That one took me a lot longer to find.”

“Yes, but I can’t find the last one.” She threw up her hands. “I’ve combed every corner of that room, and nothing!”

Prynn nodded. “And that’s exactly why you’re going back in. You have to find it. Or do you want to spend the rest of your days as a Hawk trapped there?”

“Fine.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “Let’s go.”

Ilanna inserted her skeleton key into the Treasure Room lock. A moment later, the mechanism clicked and the door swung open.

Prynn raised an eyebrow. “Not so hard, once you get used to it.”

“After six days, I’d better be good at it. Denber said this is the easiest type of lock to pick.”

He shrugged. “Whatever. Just remember: it’ll come with practice.”

Ilanna stuffed the small mallet and bump key in her lock-picking set, rolled it up, and slipped it into her coat. Its weight—and the dagger on her belt—had grown familiar, comforting. She produced the quickfire lamp and clinked the two globes together.

Prynn patted her shoulder. “You can do it, Ilanna. Just think about where people would hide stuff. Think like a clever thief.”

She rolled her eyes. “Such valuable advice! If only someone had said something on my first day.” She followed the faint light of the globes to the beamer.

He laughed and strode from the room. “Good luck!”

Ilanna studied the sparse Treasure Room. She’d searched it every day for nearly a week. Where haven’t I looked?

After finding the purse hidden in the table leg, she’d checked the other three and the chairs. Nothing. The chest, shelf, and bed had yielded their treasures.

So what next? She paced the room, counting each step. Fifteen paces deep, ten wide. Same as yesterday and the day before.

Again she paced the room, her mind racing. She tried to think like a thief, as Prynn said. But she’d checked every place in the room where something could hide. Unless the walls held a secret, she wouldn’t…

The walls! She ran her hands along them, feeling for anything out of the ordinary. Not a loose brick, not a stone out of place. Over and over, she circled the room. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the sensations in her fingertips.

A faint sound came from somewhere in the room. What is that? It came again—a gentle creaking, almost impossible to hear. She walked along the wall, trying to locate the sound again. There!

She stamped her foot. The creaking sounded louder. Dropping to her knees, she felt around the spot. Instead of hard-packed earth, her scrabbling fingers found only loose dirt, tamped down to look like the rest of the room. She dug, wincing when her fingernails scratched wood. A moment later, she stared at a board.

A cry of triumph burst from her lips. “I found it!” She held the purse high, like a trophy.

A shadow filled the room. Denber stood at the doorway, grinning. “Good for you, Ilanna.”

“I found them all. Does that mean I can fly now?” Her skin tingled with a thrill of anticipation.

He raised an eyebrow. “You found all of them? Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure, Denber.” She counted on her fingers. “One in the drawers, one in the table, one in the book, one in the mattress, one behind the chest, and now one in the floor. That makes six.”

“Yes, it does.”

“So that means I found them all, right?”

Denber shook his head.

“But you said six!”

“Think about it, Ilanna. You’re training to be a thief. You’re meant to find things people are trying to hide from you. Do you think it will ever be that easy?”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “B-but…”

“You need to start thinking for yourself, Ilanna. If you’re going to be a Hawk, you need to learn to be clever. If you want simple, straightforward tasks, go join the Foxes or the Grubbers. They have things easy. They just do what they’re told. But it takes more than just skill and coordination to be a Hawk. You have to be smarter than everyone else.”

Ilanna’s cheeks burned. She clenched her fists to hold back angry tears.

Denber held up a lecturing finger. “No one is going to make your life as a Hawk easier. No one. Not me, not Conn, not the twins, not anyone. We’re here to train you, to help you become the best Hawk you can be. We’re not going to hold your hand through these lessons. You’re going to have to figure them out all on your own.”

“Fine, I will! Leave me alone.”

“Ilanna—”

She thrust a finger at the door. “Go, Denber. I’m not going to leave this room until I’ve found that last purse.”

Denber started forward. “But—”

She stamped her foot. “Go!”

Denber stared, mouth agape. Then he shrugged. “So be it. If that’s what you want. Just remember, the beamer only has a few hours of light. If you need anything, you know where to find me.” He stalked from the room, and the door swung shut behind him.

Ilanna turned her back on the door, wincing at the click of the latch. For a moment, she was that terrified little girl sold to the Night Guild, alone in the dark. She’d thought that long behind her, but the fear threatened to swallow her whole.

No! That was a lifetime ago. She wasn’t the girl huddling in the bunk room, cowering in fear of Master Velvet. She was apprenticed to House Hawk. She stood in the Treasure Room. Alone, perhaps, but so what? No one would help her—she needed no one. She had to solve the problem on her own. I will solve it!

She paced the room again, twice, thrice, a dozen times. She ran her fingers along the walls, checked every nook and cranny in the furniture, even dug through the straw tick mattress. With every passing minute, her frustration and anger grew.

Time passed at a crawl. She searched and searched and found nothing, but refused to give in. I won’t fail. Not now. She would prove the others wrong.

Finally, after what felt like hours, Ilanna threw herself on the bed in frustration. Her finger throbbed, her head ached, and she burned with shame.

The light wavered. I’m running out of time! Her eyes roamed over the room, taking in every detail. Nothing on the walls, floors, or furniture looked out of place.

The beamer flickered and gave out, plunging the room into darkness. Tears welled in her eyes, but she’d promised never to cry again. She wouldn’t be weak, even with no one to see.

I failed. The thought repeated in her head until she fell into fitful sleep.

*     *     *

The dream slammed into her.

“Papa?” She reached for her father, but a strong grip on her shoulders stopped her. “Where are you going?”

“Away.” The monster didn’t look back.

“When will you be back?”

“I won’t.” He whirled, and she shrank from the rage in his bestial eyes. “I can’t stand to see you any longer. It’s your fault she’s gone, and I can’t live with that reminder. You look too much like her…” His voice cracked and he swallowed. “I-I can’t…bear it.”

She didn’t understand. “Please, Papa, don’t leave me!” Tears streamed down her cheeks and her whole body shook. “I’ll be a good girl. I’ll work harder. I’ll—”

The hand squeezed her shoulder tighter. “Come, child. Now!”

The monster turned away, his shoulders shaking, fists clenched. He limped down the stairs and up the street.

“Papa!”

A cork popped and Papa tipped the bottle to his lips. She threw herself down the stairs, but a huge arm wrapped around her waist and dragged her away. In vain, she kicked, screamed, and clawed at the man carrying her. The door clanged shut, cutting her off from daylight and plunging her into darkness. The sound echoed through the building with a ring of terrible finality. Papa wouldn’t come for her. He had abandoned her.

Ilanna bolted upright, gasping for air, her heart racing. She took deep breaths in a desperate attempt to calm her mind. The nightmares had returned since she’d joined House Hawk. But she knew better. They were her memories, returning to her. Her time in the Menagerie had locked them away, but now they had started to come back. Whether it was due to her diet, a full night of sleep, or no longer fearing for her life, she didn’t know. All she knew is that they terrified her. She wished they’d go away.

The darkness pressed in around her, suffocating her and filling her with panic. She needed light, needed air!

But that meant opening the door and admitting defeat.

No. I won’t. Pushing away the nightmare, she forced herself to think. The racing of her mind made coherent thought difficult. She had to find a way to push back the darkness and the accompanying dreams. The quickfire globes! They wouldn’t offer much light, but perhaps enough to drive back the welling panic. She fumbled at the pouch. Her fingers trembled so much she nearly dropped the globes. She held them aloft and her breath slowed as the globes cast their light—faint, but better than nothing.

Her eyes traveled over what little of the room she could see. The same table, chairs, shelf, and bed. The same straw tick mattress and sparse frame. The same as every other damned day.

She lay back, her eyes unseeing as she tried to figure out the last hiding place. Where would a purse hide?

She saw it. Directly above her head, a near-invisible seam outlined a section of the ceiling no wider than her palm.

How could I have been so stupid? She hadn’t seen it because she’d never thought to look up.

Replacing the globes in her pouch, she climbed on the bed and felt around the ceiling. The darkness no longer bothered her. She’d found it. Her fingers located the seam, and she followed it until she felt a slight depression. She pressed it and flinched when something struck her head and landed on her feet. It was the purse.

“I found it!” The room muffled her voice, so she shouted again. “I found it!”

The latch clicked and the door swung open. Bright daylight flooded the room, forcing Ilanna to cover her eyes. With her free hand, she held out the purse.

“Look! I did it.”

“She did it!” Werrin and Willem’s voices echoed in the room.

“Well, I’ll be damned.” Prynn sounded shocked.

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the daylight and she squinted at the silhouettes filling the doorway. Prynn, Werrin, Willem, Bert, and Denber.

“Well done, Ilanna.” Denber’s voice filled with pride.

“I told you I’d find it!”

“We never doubted you. Though I thought it would take you longer than just a week. Bert here didn’t find the one under the floor for two weeks.”

Bert reddened. “Well, Werrin and Willem didn’t do much better. Took them ten days.”

“Even Denber took longer than you did, Ilanna.” Prynn slapped the older boy on the back. “He found the purse in the table leg on the eighth day.”

Denber glared at the younger boy. “Yes, well…Conn’s the only one to beat your record so far, Ilanna. Five days.”

Ilanna glowed. “Then I’ll have to beat him at something else.”

“From what I heard when I first joined,” Denber said, with a sideways glance at Werrin, “he was terrible at his chores. Left the privy messier than before he cleaned it.”

Ilanna’s face fell. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

Denber chuckled. “You must be hungry. We’ve got some food for you outside. Tomorrow, you begin training on the Perch.”

Ilanna followed them from the Treasure Room. A mess of blankets and pillows lay strewn around the open door.

She turned to them. “You all slept here last night?” Warmth radiated through her core. They did this, for me?

“Against my express wishes, they did.” Conn strode toward them, his face creased in a scowl.

“We weren’t going to let her suffocate in there.” Denber placed himself between her and Conn.

“So be it. But I told you,”—he glared at the younger boys—“to sleep in your own beds and you disobeyed. For that, you’ll all run the Hawk’s Dozen before breakfast.”

Prynn’s eyes widened. “But Denber—”

Conn snarled. “Denber will run it twice. He knows better than to lead you younger apprentices astray. Your young minds don’t yet know the difference between right and wrong. Denber, however, is smarter than that.”

Denber crossed his arms, thrust out his chin, and glared at Conn, defiance in his eyes.

“Do it, Denber. You know Master Hawk entrusted me with training the apprentices.” Conn’s expression turned gleeful and he leaned closer. “All the apprentices.”

“You’re an apprentice yourself, Conn.”

“Sure, but not for long. Nameday’s just a few months away, which means I’ll begin my Undertaking. You’ll take charge, but until then…”

The two boys squared off. Conn stood a hand taller and was broader in the shoulders than Denber.

The older Hawk gritted his teeth and spoke in a low voice. “Run.”

With a growl, Denber spat to one side and began a slow jog along the outer edge of the Aerie.

“I said ‘run’, Denber!” Conn turned to the other boys. “As for the rest of you, finish your dozen laps and head off to grub.”

Werrin and Willem sprinted away, Prynn and Bert following at a slower pace.

Conn rounded on Ilanna. “I hope you’re happy with that stunt, apprentice. Let’s see how they treat you after this run.” He gave her a nasty smile. “The good news is that you have time to complete your chores before breakfast. Why don’t you start by picking up these blankets and pillows? Seems the least you could do, after you got the others in trouble.”

Ilanna clenched her fists, but said nothing. She scooped up the blankets and headed toward the door.

Conn’s fury burned into her back. “Better yet,” he called after her, “why don’t you start the morning with a run as well? I expect you’re hungry after missing the meal last night, so you can get off with a half-dozen laps.”

Hurling the blankets to the ground, Ilanna rounded on Conn. The older boy flinched, then reddened at his reaction and stalked toward her. Before he could yell, she sprinted after the other apprentices. She would run, until her legs gave out and her heart burst if she had to.

As she ran, her anger drained away, replaced by excitement. She ran more than she ever had. She completed her laps, but didn’t stop. She forced herself to keep going, her legs pumping, blood pounding in her ears.

Her heart was light. I did it! She’d found the final purse, had passed the test. Tomorrow, she would fly.
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Chapter Sixteen


Ilanna leapt from her bed before Conn opened the door. She dressed in a hurry and rushed out before the other apprentices climbed out of bed.

Denber sat in the common room. “You’re here early.” He poked at his steaming bowl of porridge.

“Too excited to sleep.” Ilanna slid in beside Jarl. “Morning, Jarl.”

The older Hawk grunted without missing a spoonful of porridge.

She turned back to Denber. “So, when can we start?”

Denber shook his head. “I know what I said yesterday, Ilanna, but I have to clear it with Conn first. I think you’re ready but—”

“But Conn may not.” Conn strode into the room, served himself, and sat at the head of the table. “You did good with the Treasure Room, apprentice, but we’ll have to see if you’re ready for the Perch. It takes a level head to handle the heights.”

“I can handle it.” Ilanna wasn’t certain she could, but she wouldn’t tell them that. Stand tall. Show no fear.

Conn shrugged. “As I said, we’ll see. Once you finish your chores, we’ll have a chance to get you acquainted with the heights. One small step at a time, apprentice.”

Ilanna’s face fell. She’d wanted to train with Denber. A few hours with Conn sounded more unpleasant than an afternoon spent scrubbing the privy.

A nasty gleam entered Conn’s eye. “Or would you rather focus on your chores today, apprentice?”

“No.” She struggled to hide her anger and frustration. “Whatever you say, Conn.”

Conn eyed her, as if unsure of her sincerity. He shrugged and returned to his meal.

Ilanna finished her porridge in silence, excused herself, and slipped from the room. She barely heard Willem and Werrin’s greeting as she passed them in the Aerie. After a glance at her red face, clenched jaw, and tight lips, Prynn dragged a sleepy Bert out the door, leaving her alone in the bunkroom.

Denber was right. Conn is insufferable. As the oldest, he supervised the apprentices’ training. He used every opportunity to remind the other apprentices that he was in charge. Ilanna hated it. It reminded her of Twelve, the boy who had made her life in the Menagerie miserable.

But what choice do I have? Short of hurting her, Conn could do whatever he wanted as long as she progressed in her training. She would spend the afternoon training with him. If it meant she could fly, she would put up with his haughty face, his disparaging remarks, and his disdain.

She felt the call of the Perch, the allure of flying free. But first, her chores.

In her weeks of cleaning the bunk room, she’d created a semblance of order from the chaos left by the other apprentices. Willem and Werrin tended to hide their dirty clothes beneath their mattress. Bert left bits of food in his sheets. Prynn was the only one who remembered to place his soiled garments in the corner of the room she’d designated for laundry.

She quickly finished the bunk room and moved to the privy. Less pleasant tasks first, someone had taught her. She had a memory of a smiling face with pale cheeks and dark circles around the eyes.

Her frustration at Conn had all but fled by the time she reached the older apprentices’ room. Conn’s and Denber’s voices echoed in the Aerie, but she found Jarl sitting in his section of the room.

“Don’t mind me, Jarl. Just here to clean.”

The older boy grunted, stood, and turned his chair so that his back faced her.

“What are you doing there, Jarl?” Ilanna’s curiosity burned.

The older boy ignored her. His arms moved, but the hunch of his shoulders hid his hands.

“Let me see what you are…Oh!” Ilanna studied the pants in his hands. “You’re…sewing?”

Jarl grunted and his face reddened.

Ilanna held out her hand. “Can I see?”

Jarl shook his head.

“I promise I won’t tell any of the others, Jarl.”

Jarl studied her, skepticism mixing with the embarrassment in his eyes. Slowly, he handed her the pants.

“This is really good, Jarl.” She ran her fingers along the tight, neat seam. She remembered sewing until her fingers bled, though the memory was fuzzy. “Can I have the needle?”

Jarl handed her the iron needle and brown thread.

“Look.” Her fingers moved instinctively, the needle darting in and out of the fabric with a speed that surprised her. Words flashed through her mind and she rattled them off. “The back stitch is the strongest of all stitches. Keep the holes close together and bring the needle back through the cloth in front of the back one.”

The information came back in a flood. Where did I learn that? She remembered a faded rocking chair, a pile of clothing, and an angry man with a bottle. Her father? The fiery eyes, the sloshing of alcohol, and the feeling of humiliation slammed into her and twisted her gut. With the memory came a torrent of emotions: anger, sorrow, rejection, terror.

Swallowing hard, she handed the fabric to Jarl. The older boy followed her patient instructions, and she seized the chance for a distraction.

“That’s so good!” She grinned at the boy.

A slow smile spread on his face. “Thank you.”

Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. “I-I….” He talked! Jarl talked to me! “Y-You’re welcome, Jarl. Do you have any more needles and thread?”

The older boy nodded and plucked a small box from the floor.

She counted three iron needles, a handful of pins, brown and black thread, thimbles. More than enough. She returned the wooden box. “You know, if you want, I can help you with the sewing. I’m very fast.” Her face burned, but she held his eyes.

Jarl grunted and nodded, his smile returning.

“Maybe Denber and Conn have some clothes, too? I can fix them all.”

“Thank you.”

Jarl had spoken twice in a matter of minutes! Those four words were more than he’d spoken in the last month—to her or to any of the others.

She couldn’t keep the grin from her face as she hurried to finish her chores.

*     *     *

“Conn?” Ilanna searched the Aerie, but saw no sign of the older apprentice. “Are you here?”

“Be right down.”

Ilanna gaped. She’d thought Denber skilled, but Conn clearly outmatched him. The long, lean muscles of his arms, shoulders, and torso propelled him along. He never hesitated, never wavered, but strode the Perch as if born to it. He seemed to glide through the maze of bars, ropes, beams, and ladders with the grace of a swooping predator.

Conn slid down a pole, kicked his legs out to vault through the air, and landed before her with a smile of elation. “Well, are you ready to fly, apprentice?”

Excitement coursed through her and she nodded.

“Then let’s get started!”

She followed him toward the ladder she had climbed on her first day in House Hawk.

“Up you go.”

The rungs of the rope ladder sagged beneath her feet, making it difficult to climb. Halfway up, she had to rest and catch her breath.

“You’re doing it wrong.” Conn shook his head. “You’re stepping in the middle of the ladder. You want to place your feet as close to the side ropes as possible, where the knots are holding it secure.”

She tried it and found the going much easier. The rope ladder swayed with her weight and she nearly lost her footing.

“Easy, apprentice. Right foot, right hand. Left foot, left hand. Work the two together.”

His instructions helped. Her forearms burned and her shoulders ached, but she could climb.

“Just to that first platform, mind you.”

A dozen rungs above her head stood a wooden platform. Conn waited until she reached it before climbing. He seemed to run up the ladder and, in the space of a few heartbeats, stood beside her. He’s so fast!

“Welcome to the Perch, apprentice.”

Ilanna peered over the edge. The ground lay at least a dozen paces below her. Her head spun and she swallowed hard.

Conn pointed at the platform. “This is as high as you go today. In fact, you will stay at this level until you prove yourself ready. Understand?”

Ilanna nodded. “So now what?”

“Walk around. Get a feel for it. Go to the very edge and look down. See what it’s like to stare at the ground far below, with nothing between you and a fall.”

The platform felt solid beneath her, but instinct screamed at her to stay away from the edge.

“Here.” He passed her the end of a rope suspended from an overhead platform. “Hold on to this until you are accustomed to the heights.”

Clutching the rope, she edged toward the end of the platform until the toes of her front foot hung out over empty space.

“Ready?”

“For what?”

Before she could react, Conn shoved her hard. She fell with a scream, her heart lurching in terror. The ground rushed toward her, and she closed her eyes, expecting the agony of slamming into hard earth.

But no pain came. Something slapped against her face and body, sagged, and sent her rebounding upward. Opening her eyes, Ilanna found herself lying on a rope net.

Conn’s harsh laughter came from the platform a few paces over her head. “I wish I could have seen the look on your face, apprentice!”

“You…You…” She spluttered with rage, her hands shaking. “What was that for?”

“Everyone is afraid of heights, apprentice. It’s the mind’s way of protecting us from certain death. But as a Hawk, that fear will get you killed.”

She glared up at him. “So why push me?”

“To conquer that fear. Now you know what it feels like to plunge to your death. You know that fear of falling, of dying. Now you’ll do anything you can to stop that from happening. This is the Hawks’ way of curing you of your fear.”

Ilanna wanted to scream at him, but he was right. She had tasted fear, felt the terror of certain death. Now she knew what to expect. She would do whatever it took to prevent herself from feeling that way again.

“Take this.” Conn unwrapped the rope from around his waist and tossed one end to her. “Climb up, if you can.”

Ilanna seized the rope and started to climb. Conn grunted under her weight, but held the rope firm. The fire of her anger burned out quickly and she grew tired. Her healing finger ached, her forearms and shoulders burned, and the rope cut into her hands. With a cry, she slid down the rope to land in the net.

Conn shook his head. “You’re making the same mistake all apprentices make. You’re trying to use the muscles in your arms, but they’re not strong enough to hold you up. The power comes from your legs.”

“I-I don’t understand.”

“Reach as high as you can. Grab the rope. Now you have two options. For apprentices like you, it’s easy to grip the rope between your feet and use it to climb. Try it.”

Ilanna did as instructed. Her arms burned from the effort, but the added power of her legs helped. The climb was not far—less than four paces—but every muscle in her body ached by the time she reached the platform.

“Good.” Conn patted her shoulder and shoved her off the platform again.

An instinctive scream burst from Ilanna’s throat, but she swallowed it as the she hit the net.

“You’re getting the hang of it, apprentice. Now, do you want to learn how to climb like a true Hawk?”

Ilanna nodded, biting back an angry retort.

“Glad to see a bit of fear doesn’t hold you back. Grab the rope again, as high as you can. Now, let the rope hang along the outside of your right leg. Hook your left foot under the rope so that it runs across the top of your foot and step on it with your right foot. Slide your feet up to your chest, grasp the rope with your feet, and step up.”

This method proved more difficult at first. The rope slipped between her feet and she slid down to the net too many times before she managed to get it.

“Good.” Conn extended a hand and pulled her up to the platform. “Practice it over and over until you get it right. Once you do, you can climb a rope no matter how weak your arms.”

Ilanna’s forearms, shoulders, and hands burned. Her injured finger ached, but she wouldn’t let him see the pain.

“Now, I want you to walk to the center of the platform. Tell me what you feel, in your feet.”

She obeyed. “Parts of the platform sag a little and other parts are sturdy.”

“That’s because there’s a frame underneath.” He pointed to another platform overhead. “Look up and see the pattern of the frame.”

She studied it—two thick beams running lengthwise, with numerous thinner beams supporting the width of the platform.

“You need to learn to feel with your feet. When you’re running along the Praamian rooftops, you won’t see the frame beneath you. You’ll have to learn how to read the shape of the building, the slant of the rooftop, and the little details. Is part of the roof sagging? Are there holes? All of this will take time to learn, but you need to start thinking about it now.”

Ilanna nodded.

“Good to see you can keep up.”

He led her to the edge of the platform, toward a beam that stretched from their platform to another a dozen paces away. “I don’t need to explain the balance beam to you, do I? Not after how you performed on your tests.”

Ilanna grinned.

“Well, off you go!”

Her face fell. “B-But…” It’s so far! The distance between the two platforms seemed endless. She knew the net would catch her, but her instinctive fear of falling held her immobile.

Conn rolled his eyes. “Bright Lady! I thought you, of all the apprentices, would be the first to cross. Move.” He elbowed her aside and stepped onto the beam. “Watch.”

With sure, confident steps, he ran across the beam. Not once did he wobble or slip. It was as if he ran on solid ground.

In that moment, Ilanna understood the older boy. Conn’s haughtiness came from his undeniable skill. He was better than the rest of the apprentices and knew it. The responsibility of training them rested heavy on his shoulders.

Conn beckoned to her. “Your turn, apprentice.”

Taking a deep breath, she stepped onto the beam. The voice, the one she had heard during her test, came to her mind again.

“Bend your knees a little, lift your head, shoulders back, and hold your arms out.”

One foot in front of the other. Step, step, step. Don’t look down. Eyes fixed on a single point in the distance. Stand up straight. Don’t lose balance.

With a shout of triumph, she stumbled onto the adjoining platform. Conn smiled, and she recognized something in his eyes: approval.

“Very good, apprentice. Very, very good.”

Elation swelled in Ilanna’s chest, erupting in a peal of laughter. I’m doing it! I’m flying!
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Chapter Seventeen


“Come on, Ilanna, you can do it!”

Ilanna kept her attention fixed on the hawk banner hanging from the Aerie wall. One moment of inattention and she would lose her balance.

Head up, arms out, shoulders back…step, step, step. She leapt onto the far platform, grinning from ear to ear.

“Well done!” Werrin and Willem clapped her on the back.

“Yes, Ilanna, well done.” Denber gave her a small smile and nod.

Ilanna glowed under the praise. “Thank you. I’ve had a good teacher.”

“I can only take so much credit, Ilanna. For the last four months, you’ve proven Master Hawk’s decision a wise one. If only some of the others,”—Denber turned an eye on Werrin and Willem—“made as much progress in as little time.”

Willem grinned. “You hear that, Werrin?”

Werrin nodded with an expression of mock disappointment. “Aye, Willem. Denber thinks we’re not learning fast enough.”

“Do you think we should show him what we’ve been working on?”

“Nah, not yet. Have to perfect it before…” Their voices trailed off as they bounded away through the maze of the Perch.

Denber placed a hand on her shoulder. “You have done remarkably well, Ilanna. You are, indeed, worthy to be a Hawk.”

Ilanna smiled, her face flushed. “These hidden pockets are still a little uncomfortable. And the rocks don’t help.”

“Leave the rocks. The weight will strengthen your muscles and teach you to adjust your balance according to your load. It’s a necessary part of the training.”

Just then, the door to the Aerie opened and Master Hawk strode into the room. “Apprentices!” His voice boomed in the high-vaulted chamber. “Your nameday has come.”

Werrin shouted. “Nameday!” He and Willem raced past, Prynn and Bert close on their heels. Jarl and Conn descended from the upper levels of the Perch at a more dignified pace.

Denber shook his head. “Come on, Ilanna. We’ve got to get down there. Follow me.” He sprinted across the sturdy platform toward a hanging rope. Seizing it, he leapt, hurtled across open space, and landed on a platform a few paces away.

He threw the rope back. “Your turn.”

She caught it and, taking a breath, hurled herself after him. She laughed at the feeling of flying—even after months, she loved it. She followed Denber down the sliding pole and raced to take her place, panting with the thrill, at the end of the line.

Master Hawk studied her with a curious expression. “Today is nameday, apprentice. Do you know what that means?”

“No, Master Hawk.”

“It means that today marks the end of your first year as an apprentice of the Night Guild.”

A year? Hard to believe it! Her time as a tyro in the Menagerie had felt longer, and the last six months as a Hawk had flown by.

“For a year, you have lived off our generosity. You have been given a room, food, clothing, and the training to make you a useful tool for the Guild. We have invested a great deal in you, and now you will repay our generosity. Today marks your first day of real experience on the streets of Praamis. Today, you undergo your first test as a thief of the Night Guild.”

Ilanna swallowed the lump in her throat. “Th-Thank you, sir.”

Master Hawk nodded. “Return to your room, remove all insignia of House Hawk, and return here. Report to Master Fox within the hour.”

Ilanna stumbled away, her mind racing. What’s happening? Why am I supposed to remove anything marking me as a Hawk? She shed her vest and cloak, running numb fingers over the embroidered raptor one last time. Did I fail somehow? Am I not good enough?

“Keep the dagger.” Denber stood in the doorway. “You’ll need it on the streets.”

“What did I do?” The words burst from her. “You said I was doing good, that I—”

Denber held up a hand. “You are, Ilanna. This is just the way things are.”

“I-I don’t understand.”

“As Master Hawk said, you’re an investment. We all are. Our first year of training is free. After that, we have to pay our way. For now, that means working with the Foxes.”

“But my training—”

“Will continue. Every morning, you will go out with the Foxes and stay on the streets until you have met your quota. You’ll train the rest of the day, and so on, until you’ve proven that you’re ready to fly with the rest of us.”

“How long will that be?” Her hands trembled and her stomach twisted in knots.

Denber shook his head. “I don’t know, Ilanna. You’re good, but you’re not prepared to take to the heights of the city yet. There’s a lot to learn before you can join us.” He gripped her shoulder. “Work with them. Let the Foxes teach you what you need to know, and we’ll train you to become a Hawk. Who knows what will happen by your next nameday?”

Ilanna searched his eyes. “You promise?”

“I promise nothing, Ilanna. It’s up to you to prove your worth. Now go.” He removed his hand, his demeanor suddenly cool and polite. “Master Fox is expecting you.”

Ilanna hurried to the Aerie, where she found the other apprentices gathered around—all save Conn. “Where’s Conn?”

“He left with Master Hawk.” Willem’s eyes sparkled. “The Master said something about presenting him before the Journeymen.”

“Why?”

Werrin shrugged. “Don’t know, but you should have seen Conn. I’ve seen snow with more color than his face.”

“First time I’ve ever seen him without that sneer on his lips.” Willem’s eyes darted around, as if searching for the older boy.

“Enough.” Denber came up behind them. “Ilanna needs to go.” He ushered her toward the main door to the Aerie.

Ilanna felt the eyes of the other apprentices on her.

Werrin waved. “Be safe, Ilanna!”

Willem nodded. “Come back to us.”

“We’ll save you dinner.”

“I’ve got a pair of pants with a hole in—Ow!” Willem glared at Werrin, rubbing his arm.

Ilanna laughed. Werrin and Willem always knew how to cheer her up. She turned to the massive double doors of House Hawk. The darkness beyond filled her with excitement and apprehension. She would breathe open air and see life beyond these walls once more, but what faced her outside?

Denber stopped at the doorway. “You’ll do fine, Ilanna. Just remember what you’ve learned and keep your head about you.”

Nodding, Ilanna turned and strode down the corridor. The doors clanged shut behind her with a sense of terrible finality.

*     *     *

Two minutes out of House Hawk and Ilanna feared she’d failed already. She stood at an intersection. Where do I go? The three intersecting corridors looked identical. She had no idea how or where to find House Fox.

The tunnels filled with the scent of dust and earth. The soft light of alchemical beamer lamps revealed symbols engraved into the tunnel walls. She ran her hands over the marks. Whatever language was carved into these walls, she couldn’t understand it.

A harsh voice echoed down the passage. “You there! What are you doing?”

Ilanna whirled. A dark-robed man—a Journeyman of House Serpent, judging by the green insignia on his chest—strode toward her. She cringed beneath his glare. “N-nothing.”

His mouth pinched into a thin line. “Then why are you not in your house? Apprentices are not permitted to roam these halls unaccompanied.”

“I-I’m trying to…” She swallowed and tried again. “I’m looking for House Fox.”

The man’s face relaxed. “Fortune smiles on you, girl. I’m taking this one there right now.”

A boy stepped out from behind the man and smiled. “Hello, Seven.”

“Two!” Ilanna threw her arms around his waist. He’d grown in the last six months. Her arms clutched hard muscle and she had to look up to see her old friend’s face.

He stiffened. “I’m called Errik now.”

She drew back and held out her hand. “Ilanna.” They shook, and she couldn’t keep a grin from her face.

The Journeyman glared. “Well, isn’t this touching? Now get a move on. I’ve a busy day ahead and no more time to waste on you lot. You know where to go.”

Two reddened and hung his head. “Of course, Journeyman Rollen.”

Muttering curses, the Journeyman strode off down the corridor. Two—no, Errik now—fell into step behind him. Ilanna had to trot to keep up.

Errik shared stories of his training—learning to use the myriad weapons House Serpent employed in their deadly trade. In return, Ilanna described the wonders of the Perch and the joys of learning the skills to become a Hawk.

“Well, here we are.” Journeyman Rollen lifted the knocker—a beautifully carved masterpiece shaped in the angular features of a fox. “You know how to find your way back, Errik?”

Errik nodded. “Yes, Journeyman.”

Without another word, the Journeyman turned and strode down the hall.

The door swung open, and a heavy-set man with a walrus moustache stood in the opening. “Welcome to the Den, House Serpent and House Hawk.” He stepped aside and swept a bow. “The House of Foxes bids you enter.”

Ilanna gaped at the sight before her. While the Aerie was a spacious, wide open room with a vaulted ceiling, the Den rose only a few paces above her head. A maze of stacked boxes, crates, and debris surrounded them.

“Not what you’re used to, I take it?”

Ilanna spun, her eyes widening. “Four!” She remembered that smile and his blue eyes. His long, blond hair had been chopped short and dyed a mousy brown.

“It’s Kit now.”

A moment later, Five and Ten—the other two tyros chosen by House Fox—emerged from the maze. They greeted her and Two with a nod and shared their new names: Edgar and Rai.

No Three? Ilanna felt a flash of disappointment. She’d hoped her friend would join them. But at least Twelve isn’t here. She had no desire to run into the cruel boy…ever.

Master Fox snapped his fingers. “Enough! Time to get down to the real reason we’re here.”

“Of course, Master Fox.”

Rai and Edgar fell into place beside Kit, and Ilanna followed suit.

Master Fox tucked his thumbs into his bright orange sash and studied them. “So this is what we’ll be working with, eh? Not a bad lot, all things considered. Though the girl looks a bit runty.”

Ilanna bristled. She had no idea what could happen if an apprentice misspoke to a House Master and no desire to find out.

“First of all, you can each thank the Watcher in the Dark you were sent to us Foxes rather than the Grubbers. I will not speak ill of my fellow Guild members, but let me say that I would not wish for the life of a Grubber. Hear me now, the life of a Fox is not much easier. You share the streets with the Grubbers, meaning you share the same dangers.”

He stroked his huge moustache with one hand, scratching under his chin with the other.

“You two,”—he pointed to Errik and Ilanna—“are here to learn. The others of you, well, you’ve learned how to tell your elbows from your asses. But today is your first chance to take to the streets and prove your skills. All of you, I want you to remember this: keep your mouth shut and your eyes and ears open.”

A door at the far end of the Den opened and five boys—all roughly Denber’s age—strode into the room.

Master Fox gestured to the newcomers. “These lads are going to take you under their wing. I’ve given them simple instructions: teach you what you need to know and keep you alive. How they do that is up to them. If they have to keep you in line with their fists, so be it.”

The boys stood at attention in a line behind Master Fox.

“Each of you will join a different crew, serving under these lads. That way, if one of you is stupid enough to get caught, you won’t all dangle.” He mimicked a hangman’s noose. “Do you understand?”

The apprentices’ yells echoed through the room. “Yes, Master Fox!”

“Good. Let me warn you right now: you’re here as a favor to your Houses. House Fox has agreed to train you, but know that I will not hesitate to kick you down to a Grubber in a heartbeat. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master Fox!”

Master Fox nodded. “The fact that each of these lads has survived this long is a testament to their skill. Follow them like your life depends on it.” He turned to the older boys. “Show ’em the ropes lads. And don’t take it too easy on them.”

“Yes, Master Fox.”

“Dismissed!”

One of the older boys moved toward her. “Your name?”

“Ilanna.”

He ignored her proffered hand. “While we are inside the Den, you address me as ‘sir’. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’m Elmar, captain of the Red Foxes, the best damned crew in Praamis.” His voice filled with pride.

“I look forward to learning from the Red Foxes, sir.”

Elmar grinned. “You’ll go far with an attitude like that.” He thrust a pair of dull grey robes into her hands. “Can’t have you out on the streets in those clothes. Too fancy.”

Ilanna studied her clothing. She wouldn’t call her simple Hawk garments “fancy”, but one look at the grey robes and she understood. “Aren’t these a bit too…faded?”

Elmar rolled his eyes. “That’s the point, apprentice. You’re supposed to look like just one more street urchin. Makes you all but invisible to those who matter.”

Ilanna slipped behind a wall and, shrugging out of the Hawk clothing, donned the faded outfit.

Elmar tsked when he saw her. “A bit of dirt on your face, muss up the hair a bit, and you’ll look like you belong on the streets.” He pointed to a spot beside the door. “Leave your clothing there. I’ll have someone send it to your House later.”

Ilanna followed Elmar through the twisting corridors leading deep into House Fox.

“Once we get out on the streets, we’ll travel to Red Fox turf and I’ll introduce you to the crew. From there, we’ll teach you the lay of the land and show you a few tricks. After that, it’s up to you to make your first pull. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.” She trotted to keep up with his fast pace.

“If you want to eat tonight, you’ll have to lift a half-drake, or the equivalent in copper bits, trinkets, and knick-knacks. It doesn’t matter how you do it—short of putting a knife in a fellow—just bring home the coin.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Last, and most important of all, don’t get caught! We’ll show you the ways of the streets, but it’s up to you to take the lessons to heart. Use your head and you should be fine. Scrawny thing like you won’t have any trouble getting away from a ruckus.”

Ilanna’s heart pounded with fear and anticipation. Sunlight streamed through a crack in a door ahead. She hadn’t seen life outside the Night Guild for so long that she’d forgotten the smell of fresh air.

Elmar pushed open the door and the tunnel filled with light. A gust of air blew down the passage, carrying the reek of salt and rotted fish. Ilanna didn’t mind. Her eyes sought the fluffy white clouds, the bright yellow sun, and the cerulean sky high overhead. She took in the dust-stained buildings, muddy streets, and stinking debris piled just outside the door.

The city beckoned to her, offering her a taste of the freedom she’d craved for so long. Elmar smiled and pushed her outside. The door shut behind him with a click.

“Welcome to the streets of Praamis, young Hawk.”
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Chapter Eighteen


“Oi, lads! Look sharp. Master Fox gave us the Hawkling and expects us to show her the ropes.”

The trio of ragged Foxes jumped to their feet as Elmar and Ilanna entered the alley. One—a small, nervous-looking boy with dun-colored hair and an unremarkable face—eyed Ilanna. “Couldn’t he have given us Kit? That lad’s got fingers like spiders.”

Elmar glared. “I forgot to question our House Master about his decision, Tunn. Perhaps when we get home you’ll remember?”

Tunn rolled his eyes. “Fine, Elmar.” He turned to Ilanna. “What’s your name, Hawkling?”

“I-Ilanna.”

“Well, I-Ilanna, you’re with the Red Foxes now, so best keep your mouth shut and do wot you’re told, yes?”

Ilanna nodded.

“Good. What’s the plan, Elmar?”

The older boy stroked his chin. “I’m thinking you’ll take Alun and Gettis to Clothier’s Row and see what you can do out that way.”

Tunn crossed his arms. “That’s dangerous close to Grey territory.”

Elmar shrugged. “So keep your eyes open and your wits about you. The Row is right on the border. If they don’t like us taking what’s ours, they can bring it up to Master Fox.”

Tunn chewed on a filthy fingernail. “Fine, but I don’t like it.”

“Noted. Now get going, the lot of you. And see if you can dig up Kester, wherever he’s hiding. He owes me a two-copper bit from yesterday’s haul and I’ll be damned if he gets away another day.”

Tunn and his companions disappeared into the bustle of the main avenue, leaving Ilanna alone in the alley with Elmar and the third boy.

“You’re with us today, Idan. Let’s see if we can’t keep the Hawkling alive a whole day, eh?”

Idan gave Ilanna a smile filled with encouragement. “It’s not all that bad, once you get the hang of it.” He appeared only a year or two older, though much thinner. A shock of dark hair hid his eyes, completing his scruffy appearance.

How odd. All the Foxes wear ragged clothing, even in the Den. Their “streets”, as Elmar called them, looked one bad day away from gutter rags.

“So, Hawkling, how’d you do under Master Velvet?”

Ilanna winced and glanced at her scarred fingers. “I was very good at the snatch, but it took me a while to get the bump right.”

“Show me.” Elmar produced a purse from within his robes and threw it to Idan. “Bump it from him.”

Idan slipped the purse into a vest pocket and opened his arms. “Think of me as your mark, apprentice. Let’s see how you do.”

Ilanna stepped toward Idan, stumbling at the last moment and falling into him. When she came away, the purse dangled in her fingers.

“Watcher’s teeth, Hawkling!” Idan whistled. “For a moment there, I thought you fell for real.”

Ilanna smiled and tossed the purse to Elmar.

Elmar shook his head. “But that trick ain’t going to work all the time. Oft times, you don’t want to draw attention to yourself. You’ll need light fingers to pull without the mark noticing.”

Idan waved the older boy away. “She’ll do fine, Elmar. Barely felt the dip.”

Elmar nodded. “I’ll trust that you’re a hand with the snatch, then. I guess it’s time to show you the city and let you try for yourself.”

Ilanna fell into step beside Elmar, and Idan took up the rear as they moved into the busy avenue. Carts and wagons rumbled past. The sound of braying animals and shouting vendors echoed around them. The scents of fresh produce filled the air, mixing with the aromas of peppercorns and cloves. From a nearby cart wafted the smell of spiced sausages and a pig slow-roasting on a spit.

I’m finally free! She drank in every loud, colorful detail.

Elmar gripped her shoulder and hissed. “Slow down, apprentice. Act normal. Walk like you’re going someplace, but not so fast that you stand out.”

Ilanna matched her pace to his. After a year confined to the lamplit tunnels of the Menagerie, she couldn’t ignore the thrill of being out and about.

“The secret to being a good Fox is knowing how to pick your mark.” Elmar pitched his voice low so only she heard. “The right mark is rich enough to carry a purse, but not so rich that they carry gold. Look there. Tell me about him.”

Ilanna studied the man Elmar pointed out. He looked like any other traveling the city. “What am I looking for?”

“Clothes. Merchant quality at best. Look at that waistline. Just a bit of bulge around the middle, shows he’s rich enough to afford good food, but not a porker. Sturdy boots, made for walking, not riding. He knows how to spend money, but not throw it around.”

“He’s a good mark, then?”

Elmar nodded. “If you can lift his purse, you’ll come away with at least a half-drake. Though he’s also the sort most likely to use a mousetrap.”

“Mousetrap?”

Elmar smirked and crooked his fingers. “Special traps meant to bite a Fox’s fingers off. Nasty things!”

Ilanna’s eyes widened.

“Don’t worry. Only a few smart ones have them. You’ll spot the sort quick enough. They’re the kind that always keeps their eyes moving, watching everything around them.” He turned to Idan. “Idan, time to earn your keep.”

Idan nodded and moved ahead. Ilanna marveled at the way his dull, ragged clothing blended in with the crowd. He disappeared for a moment, reappearing a few paces from his mark.

“Now, watch how Idan lifts from the man with the boots.” Elmar pointed out the target. “He’ll get close, wait until there’s a crowd, then move in for the bump.”

Ilanna watched Idan’s movements. The boy zig-zagged through the crowd toward his mark and made his move with such dexterity Ilanna nearly missed it.

“Now, watch as Idan gets away with his loot. Head down to hide his face, but eyes on the street. He don’t hurry, but he don’t dawdle neither. He’ll go around the corner, double back, and meet us here to hand off his catch. Free piece of advice, apprentice: never look back over your shoulder. That’s how the mark will spot you and cry beef.”

Ilanna’s face crinkled in confusion.

Elmar rolled his eyes. “Alert the guards. Watcher’s beard, apprentice! You want to be a Fox, you have to learn the speak.”

A few minutes later, a grinning Idan slipped toward them. “Easiest mark I’ve had in a long while. Not much of a haul, though.” He bumped against Elmar, and the purse passed between them.

Elmar’s face fell. “Can’t be more than a few copper bits in here.”

Idan shrugged. “Them’s the odds. It’s a good thing we have all day to roam the streets.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. “All day?”

The older boy quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve somewhere to run off to, Hawkling?”

She reddened. “W-Well, I have my training and—”

Elmar towered over her, his eyes burning. “Remember this good, apprentice. While you’re with the Foxes, you’re a Fox. You’ll have time to be a Hawk, but I can’t have your attention divided. You need all your wits to avoid a morning drop at the end of a noose.”

Ilanna ducked her head. “Y-Yes, sir.”

“Good. And this is the last time you’ll be saying any of this nonsense, got it?”

“Yes.” Face burning, she turned from Elmar’s glare and studied the street. She thrust her chin toward a man in rich, colorful robes and fine boots. “What about him?”

Elmar shook his head. “Never take from a noble. They’re likely to report it to the magistrate, and that’s not good for anyone.”

Ilanna nodded.

The older boy turned to Idan. “Get this over to Dorrin. He’s the Adam Tiler today.”

Idan took the purse from Elmar and ducked into the crowd.

“Adam Tiler?”

“Bag boy. Have to have one. If we get caught with stolen loot, we’ll dangle for sure. The Adam Tiler stays out of sight all day long and holds our loot until day’s end. He’s the clicker that doles out the booty, and he gets a share of the day’s haul. All fair and tidy, like.”

“I had no idea being a Fox was so complicated. There’s so much to remember!”

Elmar smiled. “Girlie, you don’t know the half of it. We’re just getting started.”

*     *     *

Ilanna spent the rest of the day learning the tricks of the Foxes’ trade. Elmar never repeated lessons. He expected her to learn the first time. He was never cruel, though he had little patience for inexperience.

She learned to read crowds and use their distraction to her advantage. Elmar and Idan showed her how to make and use diversions. Elmar knocked over a basket of apples, and while he argued with the shopkeeper, Idan bumped a purse from a man who had stopped to watch the row.

Idan showed her the mark of the Foxes—two yellow dots above four vertical lines—etched into the door frame of a butcher’s shop. The mark meant the owner paid for protection from the Night Guild, rendering the establishment untouchable.

Elmar spent an hour teaching her how to find escape routes. The twisting alleyways near the market provided bolt holes, but could trap a fleeing Fox in a dead end or pile of debris.

“Best keep to the open streets as much as possible. We Foxes tend work together, so most of the time your crew’ll be handy to help you in case of trouble. But if you’re ever alone and in need of a quick escape, find a door to duck through, a wall to climb over, or a gutter to slip into, and pray to the Watcher you didn’t snatch from the wrong mark. Got it?”

Ilanna nodded. “It’s a lot to remember.”

“It ain’t easy being a Fox. It takes years to get as good at it as me. You’re lucky you got paired with us Reds. The Grey Foxes are too damned slow. Don’t even get me started on the Pales or the Blacks. No, you lucked out, Hawkling.”

Just then, three small children shuffled past. They looked like ordinary children, though much filthier. They reeked of unwashed bodies, rotting fish, and dried refuse. One wore a patch over an eye, while another hugged a bandaged limb to his chest. Something about them screamed Guild. Perhaps it was the wary look in their eyes or the way their hands hovered near their belts.

Elmar sneered. “Grubbers.”

Ilanna turned and stared. “Really?”

Elmar nodded. “You know what sets a Grubber apart from horse shite, Hawkling?”

“What?”

“People actually find a use for horse shite.” He snickered.

Ilanna didn’t think it funny, but chuckled anyway. No sense offending the person in charge of keeping her alive on the streets.

“Yes, you Hawks are lucky enough to work with the Foxes.”

“Can I ask you a question, Elmar?”

“I can’t stop you, now can I?”

Not much of an encouragement, but Ilanna took it as permission. “Why do Hawks work with the Foxes? I know part of it is because we have to earn our keep, but why not send us with the Grubbers?”

He shook his head. “You don’t want to go with the Grubbers, Hawkling. They don’t live long. And those that do rarely are all there in the head.” He tapped his temple.

Ilanna watched the Grubber children disappear into the crowds. Is that…? The one with the eyepatch looked like Eleven, though much thinner, paler, and more ragged.

Elmar tugged her away. “No, apprentice, you Hawks and Serpents train with the Foxes because it’s the only way to learn certain skills.”

“I don’t understand. How will learning how to pick pockets on the street help me up there?” She pointed to the roof of a three-story inn.

“It won’t, but you won’t always be up there. Sometimes you’ll have to come down from your rooftops and mingle with us on the streets. When that happens, you’ll need to know how to stay alive. Plus, you learn how to blend in, how to read your marks, and how to think on your feet. All of these skills will come in handy as a Hawk or a Serpent.”

Ilanna nodded. It makes sense. The more I learn, the better I’ll be.

“Now, Hawkling, I’ve spent all day training you and don’t have so much as a copper bit to show for it. It’s time for you to show me I haven’t been wasting my time.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “Me? Now?” Her stomach churned.

Elmar nodded. “Why else d’you think you’re out here?”

She had no words. Her mouth felt suddenly dry and she wiped sweaty hands on her cloak.

“Don’t worry, apprentice. First time’s always the worst.”

Ilanna searched the crowd, desperately trying to remember what Elmar had taught her about finding a mark. There! Her eyes fell on a paunchy man wearing a well-made vest and sturdy coat. A slight bulge at his right hip revealed the location of his purse.

“Off with you, apprentice. Sun’s heading for the hills and we’re due back within the hour. Enough dawdling.”

He shoved her forward, sending her stumbling. Ilanna shuffled forward on leaden feet, her heart pounding furiously.

Can I do it? She’d spent hours practicing, but never mastered the bump. In the crowded street, the snatch wouldn’t work. She wiped her hands against her clothes again and clenched her fists. Elmar had told her she’d have to steal if she wanted to eat. I have to. What choice do I have?

She tried to do exactly as Idan had. Move slowly, approach the mark without being seen. She wiped away the sweat dripping into her eyes. With every step, the beating of her heart grew louder. Blood rushed in her ears and her throat closed up.

Two paces away from her mark, she stumbled and fell. Her knee struck the hard street and she cried out. By the time she found her feet, her mark had moved on. She’d lost her chance. With a heavy heart and a slump in her shoulders, she returned to Elmar. She winced in expectation of a reprimand.

Elmar only shook his head. “You did better than I expected, Hawkling. We all choke up on our first day.” He patted her shoulder. The patronizing gesture brought a rush of heat to her cheeks. “Come on, it’s time to get back.”

“But I thought I had to bring home a drake if I want to eat?”

“First day’s free, Hawkling. Second day, you don’t came back until you’ve got what you need. Got it?”

Ilanna nodded, trying to hide her disappointment. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she followed Elmar through the streets of Praamis toward the tunnels she called home.

*     *     *

When she slipped into House Hawk later that night, she went straight to her room. Werrin, Willem, and Bert tried to draw her out with questions about her first day, but Ilanna kept her answers brief. She didn’t even bother with dinner. Instead, she attacked the pile of sewing that had accumulated over the last few days of training.

Since the discovery of Jarl’s sewing kit, she’d taken on the repairs of all the apprentices and Journeymen in House Hawk. The big Hawk had been too busy to mind. Conn had even handed off her chores to Werrin and Willem. The twins grumbled incessantly, but they were only too happy to bring her their ripped and torn clothing.

She even had a few repair jobs from Serpents, Scorpions, and Foxes. Once she completed them, she would earn a few coins for the work. Right now, anything was better than failing on the streets.

As she thrust and tugged the needle, her frustration melted away. At least this is something I’m good at. Even if she couldn’t lift purses on her first day, she had skills to offer.

She clenched her jaw. Tomorrow, I try again. Tomorrow, I will show them I am the best the Night Guild has.
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Chapter Nineteen


Darkness filled Ilanna’s world. She floated in a dream, yet she knew it was a memory as well.

The sound of sobbing reached her. Her breath caught and she stopped, not daring to move. “Where is that coming from?”

The back door stood ajar, the darkness beyond beckoning her. The night chill sent a shiver down her spine and she pulled Mama’s threadbare blanket around her shoulders. A lump rose in her throat at Mama’s perfume—lilies, her favorite.

The monster knelt before Mama’s lily bush. “Why, Liora? Why did you have to be so stubborn? I know you said we couldn’t afford it, not with what we owe to the Guild, but couldn’t you see that you and the baby were dying? Why wouldn’t you let me bring the healers sooner? We would have found the money, somehow.” One hand wiped tears from his face and the other tipped a bottle to his lips.

Why was he talking to Mama? She was with the Long Keeper; she wouldn’t hear him.

“How could you leave me, my love? This world is empty without you. And, to make things worse, you’ve left me alone with a child nearly into her eighth year. I have no way to feed her, no way to teach her the things she needs to know.”

Sorrow flooded her and she turned back to the darkness.

A hand shook her shoulder, jolting her from sleep. “Get up, apprentice.”

“Wha-?” Ilanna opened a sleepy eye. “What time is it?”

Denber stood over her. “Just past dawn.” The light of a beamer filled the underground room. Snores echoed from the adjoining bunks.

Why do I have to get up?

“Time to get up and get out on the streets. Common room, five minutes.” Denber placed the beamer on the chair and left the room.

Of course. Ilanna groaned. My training with the Foxes. Throwing on her clothes, she hurried to the common room.

Denber met her in the Aerie with a loaf of bread and a cold sausage. “Eat along the way. The Foxes are expecting you.”

Conn stumbled into the room. Exhaustion lined his face. He slumped on the bench and rested his head in his hands.

Ilanna pitched her voice low. “What’s with him?”

Denber shrugged. “He refuses to say anything, except that he’s planning his Undertaking.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t know. Since nameday, he’s spent most days and nights out on the street. Watcher knows what he’s doing.” He turned to Ilanna and thrust the food into her hands. “Off with you. Don’t let us down again.”

Ilanna read disappointment in his face and she reddened. She took the food and hurried from House Hawk. Anticipation twisted her stomach in knots. She stuffed the food into a pocket of her “streets”. Better save it for when I’m really hungry!

As she navigated the twisting maze of tunnels, she wondered about the change in Denber. She didn’t know what to make of the older boy. He’d been so kind to her in the beginning, taking care of her, teaching her, and making certain she understood each lesson. But on her third day training in the Perch, she’d slipped while climbing the rope ladder. She’d caught herself, though her finger ached for days after.

Denber had changed that day. His friendly, open manner disappeared. He pushed her harder than even Conn. She preferred his approach to teaching—it had none of Conn’s haughty disdain—but she felt as if it annoyed him. One moment, he would greet her with a smile and a kind word, and cool and aloof the next. Never mean, just gruff or—and this hurt most—distantly polite.

Elmar stood at the next intersection. The sight of the Fox drove all thoughts of Denber from her mind.

“Ready, Hawkling?”

Ilanna nodded.

Elmar grinned. “Then let’s find you a pocket to pick!”

*     *     *

“Damn it, Hawkling! That’s the third time you’ve turned weasel today and it ain’t even noon yet.”

“I’m sorry, Elmar. It’s just…” She swallowed. She couldn’t think of a reason why she couldn’t do it. Yet every time she approached her mark, her hands trembled, sweat soaked her palms, and she couldn’t think straight.

“No excuses, apprentice. Just remember, if you want to eat today, you’d better succeed.”

Ilanna nodded, swallowing to hold back tears. She hated her fear, her failure, but she just couldn’t force herself to follow through.

“Come on, Hawkling. Let’s see if we can’t find you an easier mark over on Fortune Teller’s Way. A fat merchant with a heavy purse or a sailor with a bit too much wine in him.”

Elmar led her through the streets at a slow pace. His instructions remained fixed in her mind. Don’t hurry, but don’t dawdle. Nothing to call attention.

They cut through a back alley and Ilanna stopped. Four children in filthy grey rags combed through a pile of debris.

“Oi, Grubbers,” Elmar called, “you seen Kester, Alun, or any of the other Reds?”

The largest of the four shook his head, but said nothing.

“Right. Fat lot of help you sods are.”

Elmar made to leave the alley, but Ilanna gripped his arm.

The boy with the eyepatch looked so familiar. It has to be!

“E-Eleven? Is that you?”

The boy flinched as if struck, but nodded dumbly.

Ilanna studied his gaunt face. Beneath the tattered rags, his elbows, ribs, and hips protruded from his dirt-stained skin. Sores, cuts, and bruises covered his body. Life as a Grubber hadn’t been kind.

“A-Are you…?” She trailed off. What is there to say? She hadn’t shared more than a dozen words with the boy during their time as a tyro.

“Come on, Ilanna.” Elmar took her by the elbow and led her away. “Like I said, apprentice, you don’t want to live as a Grubber. I doubt that lot will survive the winter, the way things have been going for them.”

She cast one last glance over her shoulder. Eleven stared at her with dull eyes and a listless expression. “What do they do? How do they earn their keep?”

“Any way they can, really. They beg, sweep streets, cart away horse droppings, even wade through piles of shite to find the odd treasure. They’re the cast-offs of the Night Guild, the ones with skill enough to prove useful, but not quite enough to serve in any of the other Houses.”

A thought struck her. “But what about the other tyros, those not chosen by the Houses?”

Elmar paled, his eyes shifting away. “Never mind that, Hawkling. You just keep your mind focused on the task at hand.”

Ilanna didn’t press the question. The horror in Elmar’s eyes had been answer enough.

“Well, well, what have we here?”

Ilanna whirled. Three boys stood at the mouth of the alley, arms folded across their chests. All taller and broader than Elmar, they wore dun-colored Guild clothing, with the red bands of House Bloodbear around their right biceps.

One—the leader, judging by the way the other two flanked him—swaggered toward them. “A couple of Foxes, out of their den.”

Elmar’s jaw clenched. “Watt. Ayris. Pendle. What brings you here?”

The leader smirked. “Just showing our new apprentice the ropes.” He looked over Ilanna’s head. “Isn’t that right, apprentice?”

A hand seized Ilanna’s shoulder and spun her around. No!

Twelve grinned down at her, far too close for comfort. “By the Watcher’s beard, if it isn’t little Seven, the girlie who should never have been accepted into the Night Guild.”

Ilanna’s heart sank and cold dread filled her stomach. No! Not him. She balled her fists. “It’s Ilanna now.” I won’t let him terrify me. Despite her protests, her pulse raced and a trickle of sweat ran down her back.

“Ooh, testy, isn’t she?” Watt chortled, and his cronies joined in.

“She always was feisty. Though that didn’t stop me from plowing her face into the mud, did it?” Twelve bared his teeth in a mocking grin.

Elmar stepped between them. “Back off, apprentice.”

“Oi, Foxie,” Watt growled. “You telling my lad Sabat what to do?”

“He’s messing with my apprentice, Watt. She’s got things to do, places to be.”

Elmar stood a handspan taller than Twelve and broader in the shoulder. Twelve bristled, but backed down.

Elmar turned to Watt. “We’ll be on our way, if you don’t mind.”

Watt crossed his arms over his chest. “First, there’s a matter of payment.”

“Payment?”

A smug grin spread Watt’s face. “You’re in Fifth Claw territory, Elmar. You pay us protection, and we make sure the other Claws stay out of your turf.”

Elmar rolled his eyes. “You’ve been paid this month, Watt. You’ll get nothing until next month.”

“That’s just a few days away, Elmar. Just thought I’d take an advance, that’s all.”

“Three days, Watt. You’ll get your coins then and not a day sooner.”

Watt grinned and stepped aside. “Fair enough. Be seeing you around, Elmar.”

Elmar gripped Ilanna’s elbow a bit too hard. “Come, Ilanna. We’ve got places to be.”

A voice called after her, “Be seeing you real soon, Seven!”

Twelve’s—no, Sabat’s—words sent a shiver of fear down her spine. She didn’t need Elmar’s grip on her elbow to convince her to hustle out of the alley. They sprinted through the maze of back streets, only stopping once a few streets separated them from the Bloodbears.

With a glance over his shoulder, Elmar slowed and let out a long breath. “Damn those bastards!”

Ilanna tried to sound calm, but panic tinged her voice. “What was that about? You owe them money?”

“All the Houses pay the Bloodbears. They’re the strong-arms of the Night Guild, the protectors. Anyone messes with you, you call in the Bloodbears. But more often than not, you’re just paying for protection against them. You pay so they’ll leave you alone.”

“How is that fair?”

“Fair?” Elmar snorted. “Please, Hawkling. This is life on the streets. Fair don’t exist out here. Only those with the brains, brawns, and fingers survive. Anyone else ends up like those poor Grubber bastards, or worse…”

“How much do you have to pay?”

“Too much. Nearly a week’s haul per head. The House covers most of it, but Master Fox believes we need to come up with the rest ourselves. Gives us an incentive to be productive, he says.”

Ilanna pointed to herself. “And I—”

Elmar nodded. “Need to pay, too. At least for as long as you’re out here on the streets. You Hawks are lucky. The Bloodbears can’t touch you on the roofs. Too slow and heavy to get up there. But if you’re caught down here, they’ll take their tariff however they can—in coin or in blood. And the Fifth Claw, those pricks back there, they’re the meanest of the lot.”

He rounded on her, eyes flashing. “That’s why I can’t afford for you to cock it up, girlie! You need to pay your own way, so it’s time for you to sack up and lift a Watcher-damned purse already. If you don’t, those Fifth Claw bastards will have a field day with you.”

Ilanna nodded. “S-So where do we go?”

Elmar pointed to a large avenue a few hundred paces away. “See that? That’s the border of our territory with the Greys. You cross that line and you’re fair game. They can do with you whatever they want.” He grinned. “If you get caught, that is.”

“But I thought…Master Velvet said no fighting among the apprentices.”

Elmar nodded. “Aye, and that’s Guild policy. You have a problem, you settle it with your House Masters. All nice and civil like.” He drew a pair of scuffed and worn brass knuckles from his cloak and slipped them on. “But sometimes a score can’t be settled by the Masters. Sometimes, coin isn’t enough to square up a debt.” He boxed with an imaginary opponent. “That’s when you settle things your own way. Why else do you think you’ve trained with weapons?”

Ilanna opened her mouth, but snapped it shut. She wanted to say “to protect ourselves”, but that was too naïve to be the truth.

Elmar slipped the knuckledusters back into his coat. “You keep your head down and your eyes open until you find the right time, then you settle the score the old-fashioned way. But never where you can get caught. You get caught, well…”

She didn’t need to ask what would happen.

“But that’s neither here nor there, Hawkling. That’s the boundary and you don’t cross over it, not unless you want a beating. Do not piss in another man’s pot. Got it?”

Ilanna nodded.

“It’s us against the world. For the Guild to run, everything has to be kept separate. Everyone sticks to their own turf. Honor among the Houses.”

The words rang hollow. Ilanna had seen no honor in the eyes of Sabat and his fellow Bloodbears. Honor wouldn’t allow for children like Eleven and the other Grubbers to be treated so poorly. Honor was sorely lacking in the Night Guild.

“Well then, Hawkling, best we get a move on. No time for dawdling, not when you’ve got a purse to lift. Fortune Teller’s Way’s not far.”

Ilanna followed in silence, mind racing. She’d thought life would improve once she joined the Hawks. But now she realized the Night Guild was a lot worse than she’d ever imagined. With each new experience came a fresh horror. Could she survive in the Night Guild, or would she break as Eleven and the Grubbers had?

Try as she might, she couldn’t push the image of Eleven’s gaunt face and lifeless eyes from her mind.
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Chapter Twenty


“Three days of this, Hawkling!” Elmar’s voice drifted toward her, as if from afar. “You’ve been at this for three Keeper-damned days and you haven’t managed to lift a single purse.”

“I-I’m sorry, Elmar.” Her voice quavered. Her stomach growled and she sagged on weak knees. She’d had nothing but water for three days.

“You should be! You’re making me look bad, too. You’ve taken up all my time, so I haven’t had a chance to lift a single copper bit. I have to pay the Bloodbears tomorrow and what do I have to show for it? Nothing! I ought to let you starve, Hawkling. Serves you right for being a coward.”

“B-But…”

“But nothing!” Elmar clenched his fists. “What excuse are you going to come up with this time?”

Ilanna slumped against a wall and sagged to the ground, weak with hunger, too exhausted to cry. She had no excuse. She was a failure, plain and simple.

He dismissed her with a wave. “Gah! Stay here. I’ve got enough to worry about without you slowing me down.”

He’s right. I will slow him down. A lump rose in her throat. I’m not good enough to be a thief. Every time she came close to lifting a purse, fear overwhelmed her. How could she expect to thrive as a Hawk if she couldn’t survive on the streets? Third-story work took courage and daring, something she clearly lacked.

A wave of weakness washed over her. She wanted to give in to the overwhelming urge to lie down and die. It would be so easy—easier than facing the hunger gnawing at her insides.

Elmar pointed to a pile of rubbish. “See if you can’t scrounge up something to eat. If you aren’t a good Fox, you’ll have to be a Grubber. I’ll be back later to collect you.”

Elmar’s words stung. She didn’t want to end up like Eleven—mind dulled and body weakened by exhaustion and hunger.

A faint voice whispered in her mind. “Stand tall, my flower, no matter what.”

The words—forgotten, yet so familiar—sent determination surging through her. I…I have to…do something, anything. But what? How could she prove herself good enough to be a Fox? To be a Hawk?

She struggled to her feet and stumbled forward. She took two steps before her legs gave out and she landed in the muck of the street with a wet splash. She was too weak to move, too weak to roll over. She drifted in a haze of fatigue and starvation, hovering on the edge of consciousness. The world blurred around her and darkness filled her vision.

Let it be over. She couldn’t fight the urge any longer. Please, let it be over. At least she wouldn’t have to fail again, wouldn’t have to see the disappointed expression on Elmar’s face, or on Denber’s. It could all slip away in a numb haze. Death meant escape from the Night Guild. It meant peace.

A soft voice reached her from afar. “Oh, Arnull, look at the poor thing!”

Hands lifted her from the muck and turned her over. Ilanna pushed back the smothering hunger and forced her eyes open. A woman hovered over her, lines of concern written on her face.

“Oh, you poor dear.”

“Leave her, Daria,” a man snapped. “She’s just another street rat. She doesn’t deserve your—”

The woman, Daria, ignored him. “Hush, Arnull. She’s just a girl. And so small.”

“Please,” Ilanna croaked. “Food…”

Daria motioned to her husband. “Arnull, pass me one of those apples.” She pressed a bright red apple into Ilanna’s hand.

Ilanna sank her teeth into the fruit, ignoring the mud and filth on her fingers. She’d never tasted anything so delicious in her life. Sweet and sour melted in a symphony of flavor. The apple crunched in her teeth and juice dripped down her face. Swallowing proved difficult, but she took another huge bite.

Daria extended a pastry to her. “There you are, girl. Eat up and have a bite of this.”

Ilanna seized the offered treat. Soft, flaky dough melted in her mouth, giving way to the vibrant flavors of honey, cinnamon, and raisins, accented by a salty cream frosting. It was as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks. She devoured the pastry in a matter of seconds.

“You’ve done quite enough for the waif, Daria.” The man’s lip curled and he glared down his nose. “Can’t we be on our way?”

Daria shook her head. “You know what the priests say, Arnull. The Apprentice always rewards those who take pity on the weak.”

Arnull rolled his eyes. “Yes, dear, and I’m certain the money I give those Coin Counters every month is more than enough to heap the Apprentice’s favor on our heads. Now, can we please leave before someone sees?”

Daria huffed. “Very well, Arnull.” She reached down and took Ilanna by the shoulders. “Come dear, let me help you up.”

Ilanna grasped the woman’s bodice and pulled herself to her feet. “Th-Thank you…” She wobbled and clung to the woman for a moment, but righted herself. Her eyes caught a slight bulge at the woman’s hip.

Now is my chance! Instinct kicked in. Her hand slipped inside the woman’s clothing, reaching for the pocket sewn into her cloak. She pretended to sag to hide her movements. Heart pounding, palms sweaty, she tugged the purse free.

Daria held her upright. “Run along home, dear. I’m sure your parents are worried about you.”

“Y-Yes, my lady.” Ilanna bowed, hugging her hands—and the purse—close to her chest. “Th-Thank you.”

A beatific smile dimpled the woman’s cheeks. “May the Apprentice smile on you.”

Ilanna stumbled away. Coins clinked in the small purse—enough, she hoped, to earn a meal tonight. I…I did it! She’d proven herself skilled enough to be a Fox. Elmar would approve. She hoped Denber would, too.

Her stomach still growled and her legs trembled, but she felt her strength returning. Casting a glance over her shoulder, she caught one last glimpse of the woman and her husband disappearing into the crowd.

Guilt stabbed at her conscience. Why did I steal from her? She was kind to me. To me! The woman had given, expecting nothing in return.

Ilanna pushed the feeling of remorse away and replaced it with another: determination. She would do what she had to, no matter what. It was the only way to survive in the Night Guild.

*     *     *

Elmar cast another glance over his shoulder. In the two days since she’d lifted her first purse, his nervousness had worsened.

“Elmar, what are you looking for?”

The Fox’s eyes darted around. “Nothing.” A dog barked, and he half-jumped, muttering a sullen curse.

“Come on, Elmar. You’ve been doing that all morning.”

Elmar shaded his eyes in the bright noonday sun. “Leave it alone, Hawkling.”

Ilanna had never seen the boy so nervous. Not even when he ran into a patrol of the Praamian Guard with a half-dozen filched purses in his hands.

She rested a hand on his arm. “Tell me what it is, Elmar. Maybe I can help.”

“You want to help?” Elmar whirled on her, eyes blazing. “Maybe next time you’ll actually do what I tell you instead of wasting my time.”

Ilanna recoiled. “I-I don’t…”

“I didn’t have enough to pay them, Hawkling. Don’t you get it? Thanks to you, I owe the Fifth Claw. If they catch me without what I owe them—and a little something extra for the late payment—they’re going to take it any way they can. You know what that means, don’t you? They’ll take it out on you, too. You owe them as well.”

Ilanna nodded, eyes widening. “I-I’m sorry, Elmar. I—”

“There’s no sorry in the Night Guild, Hawkling!” He clenched his fists, and Ilanna took a step backward. “You’ve barely lifted enough in the last two days to pay your way back into the Guild for a hot meal and a warm bed, much less cover your debt to the Bloodbears. All of the others had just enough, but no coins to spare. Not me, oh no! Not Elmar, the poor dumb idiot saddled with the useless girl.”

Ilanna’s face burned. She stared up into Elmar’s red face and fiery eyes, her fear mixed with anger and shame.

He thrust a finger into her chest. “I’ve had enough of you! I’m done holding your hand and treating you like a princess. You’ll make your way just like every other Fox or I’ll send you to the Grubbers. D’you hear?”

Ilanna nodded, her jaw clenched. “Yes, sir.”

“Good! Now go get me a purse or I’ll beat you myself. Spare the damned Bloodbears the work!”

Heart thundering, Ilanna turned and dashed away before Elmar followed through on the threat.

Elmar called after her. “Don’t you come back without it!”

Ilanna ran through one twisted alleyway after another. She couldn’t fail, not now, not when so much hung in the balance. She had to steer clear of the Fifth Claw, at least long enough to lift a few purses and gather enough coin to pay her debt.

She didn’t slow until she neared Fortune Teller’s Way and slipped into the press of people. At high noon, the market bustled with pedestrians, laden carts, and the horse-drawn carriages of wealthier Praamians. Perhaps she could find a mark with a heavy purse. With enough coin, Elmar could pay off the Bloodbears and they would leave her alone.

I have to try!

Climbing atop a pile of crates, she studied the crowd. A coterie of rich-robed men and women strolled through the market, but the black-clad guards surrounding them would make it impossible to get close enough. Perhaps the merchant with the heavy paunch and bristling beard would do. No, his eyes never stopped moving. He was far too wary to be an easy target.

There! The man wore fine robes, but not so elaborate that they screamed wealth. Simple, sturdy boots made for walking, a wide sash, and a stylish hat completed his outfit. Rich enough to afford fashion, dumb enough to parade it before the light-fingered denizens of the marketplace. The perfect mark.

Ilanna slithered through the crowd. Her small frame fit through the gaps between passing carts, ambling pedestrians, and market stalls. Her dull Fox clothing blended with the dust and dirt of the marketplace.

She remembered everything Master Velvet, Elmar, and Idan had taught her about lifting purses. Approach the target from an angle, out of their line of sight. Head down, eyes on the mark. She forced herself to remain calm. Every heartbeat brought her closer. A slow, steady pace would get her within easy reach of the mark—and his purse—undetected.

The slight bulge in the man’s robe revealed the location of the fitchet, but it would be difficult to get at. She would have to reach half her arm into his cloak to grasp the purse. Her heart sank, but she didn’t turn away. She had committed to the mark and would follow through. Her fingerknife slipped onto her hand with practiced ease.

Her hands trembled with nervous excitement, but not as much as they had on her first day. She clenched her fists to steady her nerves. I can do it!

She barely made contact with the man, but enough for her to dip for the purse. The knife sliced the strings with ease. She gripped the purse between two fingers and gave a smooth tug. The movement was perfect. The purse didn’t even jingle as she lifted it, hugged it to her chest, and slipped quietly away.

Don’t run, she repeated in her mind. Slow and steady. Have to avoid—

The shout echoing in the marketplace turned her blood to ice. “Thief!”
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Chapter Twenty-One


Ilanna’s heart stopped. She risked a glance over her shoulder and immediately knew it had been a mistake.

The richly dressed man’s eyes locked onto her and he stabbed a finger toward her. “Thief!”

Ilanna ducked her head and tried to move quickly without appearing to hurry. The cry of “Thief!” continued until the unmistakable clatter of armored guards sounded behind her.

“Where’s the thief?”

“She’s…she’s…”

Ilanna fixed her eyes on the floor and increased her pace. Don’t look back. Don’t be out of place. Her clothes would blend in with the—

A flour-stained hand clamped on her wrist. “I’ve got her, sir! I’ve got the thief! Over here!”

Ilanna tugged, but the baker’s grip held fast. A punch to his soft midsection elicited nothing but a slap to her face. Ilanna sagged, her head ringing.

A trio of guardsmen clad in drab olive green rushed toward them, burnished steel armor clanking. “Step aside, now! Praamian Guard, out of the way!”

No! She couldn’t let the guard see her, much less arrest her. They’d take her hands as punishment for theft and she’d never climb the Aerie again.

She kicked the baker’s leg as hard as she could. The man yelped and clutched his shin. His grip on her arm loosened. Ilanna ripped her hand free and took off, sprinting through the streets as fast as her short legs could carry her.

The baker cried out behind her. “She went that way!”

She cursed the baker and tried to run faster. I’m not going to make it! The sound of booted feet drew closer with every heartbeat. What hope had she—a small girl—of outrunning the Praamian Guard?

The purse in her hand jingled merrily. There had to be enough to save herself and Elmar from the wrath of the Bloodbears. She could return to training in House Hawk for a few days before the coins ran out. The stolen purse meant escape from the streets.

But not if the Praamian Guard captured her. She had only one way out. Without looking, she hurled the purse behind her.

That should distract the guards! They have to want the purse more than me, right?

Not daring to check, Ilanna ducked into a narrow alleyway. Her shoes splashed in muck and refuse soiled her clothing. She didn’t care. She only cared about escaping the Praamian Guard. Elmar and Idan had shown her the pathways through Red Fox turf, but panic drove them from her mind. She ran until her legs burned and she gasped for breath. And still she ran.

She had one thought: don’t let them find you!

Her foot struck something solid and she sprawled in the muck. Her mouth filled with the foul ooze and her head cracked against the floor. Shaking off the pain, she stumbled to her feet. Head spinning, Ilanna staggered toward a stack of crates and threw herself against the wall. Her pulse thundered, fire filling her lungs. For long moments, she sat in a crumpled heap, gasping for breath, terror twisting her stomach.

She strained to hear any sign of pursuit—clattering armor, pounding boots, the shouts of the Praamian Guard. Silence met her ears.

I did it! Ragged, sobbing laughter burst from her chest. I escaped! I’m free.

“Well, well. Looks like nameday has come early.”

Ilanna whirled with a gasp of surprise and fear. Her momentary elation died. A trio of boys strode toward her, Sabat in the lead. His smug expression twisted her stomach in knots.

“Just…leave…me…alone,” Ilanna panted. She stood on unsteady legs, holding out a hand to support herself on the wall.

The two older Bloodbears folded their arms across their chests and leaned against the alley wall. Sabat leered. “Why would we do that, girlie? Seems to me like you owe us Fifth Claws a bit of scratch.”

“I have your…” She trailed off, realizing her hands were empty. She’d discarded the purse in her flight. “I will have your coin in—”

“This ain’t the first time I’ve heard that, girl. Everyone thinks they’re special, like they deserve a break.” Sabat spat to one side and cracked his knuckles. “Once we’re done with you, you’ll be much quicker to pay up on time.” He advanced on her with a smirk.

Ilanna’s heart drummed a panicked beat. Her eyes darted around, but she saw no way of escape. Sabat stood between her and freedom. With the wall at her side, the other Bloodbears ahead, and the stack of crates at her back, she was trapped.

“You thought you’d get away from me once you left the Menagerie, girl.” Sabat’s voice dripped venom. “There’s no Master Velvet to stop me now.”

Ilanna glanced at the two Bloodbears, her eyes pleading. They can’t let this happen!

He barked a laugh. “They won’t save you. They don’t care what I do to you. The only thing they care about is what you owe us. How we get it from you don’t matter.”

Ilanna shrank back, pressing her body flat against the wall. Sabat towered over her, his breath hot on her face, his reek of sweat and filth filling her nostrils.

He dropped his voice to a menacing whisper. “I owe you this, girlie. You escaped once, but not this time.” He raised a fist to strike.

Instinct took over and Ilanna’s hand darted to the hidden sheath at her back. Her fingers closed around the hilt of her knife. Before she realized, she’d drawn the blade and lashed out.

Sabat fell back with a cry, clutching his face. Blood seeped between his fingers. He gaped at her in surprise and pain.

Ilanna stared back, in shock. Crimson stained the bright edge of her little blade. She’d slashed him with the knife, and it had pushed him back. She’d practiced the strike on the straw dummies a thousand times, but never on a real person. Until now. She tightened her grip on the knife.

Sabat’s expression changed from pain to twisted fury. “You little whore!” He lurched at her, arms spread wide.

She ducked under his arms. Her knife darted toward his leg—just as Ten had showed her. The blade parted flesh and muscle with ease, and she pushed it to its hilt in his meaty thigh.

Sabat howled again, a note of fear tinging his wail. Ilanna wrenched her knife free and darted off without a backward glance. She’d read murder in Sabat’s eyes. She had to escape the Bloodbears, and now.

“Get her!” Sabat’s cry echoed in the alley. “What are you waiting for?”

Boots splashed in mud as the Bloodbears gave chase. Ilanna sprinted toward the mouth of the alley, across the street, and down another side avenue. She couldn’t remember anything Elmar had taught her about escape routes. She only knew she had to outrun the Bloodbears.

Agile from months of training in the Aerie, Ilanna pounded through the back streets and alleys. She didn’t dare look back. She darted into a crowded avenue. A barrow wheeled into the road ahead of her and she hurdled it, scattering produce. She spied a bustling marketplace. Perfect! It would be easy to get lost in the mass of people and slip out a side street.

Something about the market felt familiar. Perhaps it was the bright colors of the shops and stalls, the sound of vendors crying their wares, or the mixture of smells that brought back faint memories. Had she come here? Never with Elmar. Perhaps before…

Slipping between the stalls, Ilanna risked a backward glance. Her heart sank as she caught sight of the two Bloodbears entering the market. She ducked behind a stack of boxes, mind racing. Where can I go now?

A side street beckoned to her. Had she come here before? She didn’t remember it, but somehow she knew where it led. Without hesitation, she raced down the street, feet flying over the cobblestones.

“There she is!” The shout echoed over the din of the marketplace.

Ilanna ran hard, letting her feet choose the route. They seemed to know their way, though she hardly recognized this place.

A nearby wall caught her attention. She raced toward it and leapt as high as she could. With strength born of her training—and a generous helping of fear—she hauled herself over. She landed with a splash in a small rivulet of water. Ignoring the mud, she huddled as close to the wall as she could.

They can’t find me here! I just need to stay quiet and out of sight.

Minutes stretched into what seemed an eternity. She listened for sounds of pursuit, but none came. She huddled against the wall, not daring to move.

A familiar fragrance drifted toward her. Her eyes lighted on a small patch of purple and yellow flowers. Something about them seemed so…

Violas. They’re called Violas. But how did she know that? Memories washed over her. She remembered kneeling in the dirt, digging for weeds with—

The memory washed over her like a flood.

The noonday sun shone bright, filling the garden with warmth and color. The smell of roses, lilies, and violas drifted on the cool breeze.

“Imagine that there is a perfectly straight line drawn on the floor, Viola.” The angel—no, not an angel, Mama—stood behind her, hands on her shoulders for support. “Throughout this dance, your feet will never leave that line.”

“So I just dance forward and backward?” Viola grinned. After so many days, it was wonderful to have time with Mama again.

Mama held her tight, helping her balance. “We will start simple, my flower. First, place your feet like I taught you.”

“Like this?” Viola craned her neck to look back. She always felt safe with Mama around. The memories of the angry men faded beneath Mama’s smile.

“Very good, Viola. But keep your face forward! Bend your knees a little, lift your head, shoulders back, and hold your arms out. See how it helps you to keep your balance?”

Viola wobbled and would have fallen, but for Mama’s firm grip on her arms. “This is hard, Mama.”

“I know, my flower. I said the same thing when my mother taught it to me. But you know what she would say? She’d tell me, ‘Anything that is truly great does not come easily’.” Mama turned Viola’s head to face forward. “Now, find an object in the near distance, something for you to focus on.”

“Like my flowers, Mama?”

“Perfect! Ignore everything else in the garden and look only there. Keep your eyes fixed on the yellow and purple, lift your foot high, and step. And step. And step.”

Viola laughed. “I’m doing it!” The movement felt unnatural, but Mama’s hands on her shoulders kept her moving. She bit her lip in concentration.

“You are, my flower. You’re doing wonderfully! Keep your arms out, Viola. Don’t let them—”

Viola’s foot struck a stone and twisted beneath her. She cried out, landing hard on her knees.

“There, there, Viola.” Mama helped her up. “Now you know why we’re practicing here in the garden and not in the front room.”

Viola’s lip quivered, but she swallowed the lump in her throat. “I thought you just liked the smell of the flowers, Mama.”

“I do, my sweet. It does me good to come out here, get some fresh air after too many hours darning and mending.”

“I could help you, Mama.”

Mama gave her a sad smile. “I know you wish you could, but your little fingers aren’t yet strong enough to push the needle. Your time will come soon enough.”

“Liora!” Papa’s voice came from inside the house. He sounded angry.

“We’re in the garden, Girard!” Mama turned to Viola. “I need to prepare something for your father to eat, but I’ll be back in a few moments. Keep practicing. Do you remember how to stand?”

“Knees bent, head up, shoulders back, arms out like this, and focus on the violas.”

“Stand tall, my flower, no matter what. Always keep your head up. One day, you will be the greatest dancer Praamis has ever seen.”

The scene changed.

The bright sun hid its face behind gloomy clouds and the breeze held a biting chill. Mama’s garden stood in shambles, dying.

She fingered a shriveled leaf. The roses and lilies should have flourished. They always bloomed for Mama in the summer time. Yet the bushes had withered and shrunk, the leaves turned brown, the flowers shriveled, and thorns sprang up. She filled her cupped hands from their creek and poured water over the flower. She had a few minutes between mending tunics; the little patch of purple and yellow flowers needed her attention. She pulled weeds, cleared away dead leaves, and piled the soil high around the shrub.

Wiping dirt from her hands, Viola sat beside Mama’s dying lily bush. “Hi, Mama, it’s me again. Your Viola.”

She felt silly talking to Mama, but it made her feel a little less sad and afraid.

“I miss you a lot, you know. You’ve only been gone for a few weeks, but I wish I could see you again.”

Careful not to get soil in her eyes, she scrubbed her cheeks with her forearm.

“I miss baby Rose, too. I had so much fun holding her. It made me feel like I finally had a doll. Not one made out of straw and yarn, but a real one with cloth and porcelain. Like Master Umlai has in his shop, down in the market.”

She turned her attention to the weeds around the lilies.

“I know you didn’t want me going to the Old Town Market, but I have to. I wish we could go together again. You and me and baby Rose.” Tears flowed anew and she sniffed. “Papa isn’t here right now. I don’t know when he’ll be back. I’m glad, though. It’s easier this way. At least I know he won’t be angry at me for what I did to you.”

She wrapped her arms around her knees. More than anything, she wanted to cuddle with Mama and hear her say things would get better.

“I’m so sorry, Mama. I wouldn’t have climbed that tree if I knew you would die. I would have obeyed and been a good girl, I promise.”

The front door slammed shut. Viola wiped her tears.

“Papa’s back,” she whispered. “I had better get inside before he sees me out here. He thinks this is a waste of time.”

She stroked the single lily blooming in the patch Mama had spent so much time planting and watering.

“I love you, Mama. Give my love to little Rose, too.”

Mama! The beautiful face of her mother flashed through her mind and, with it, returned all the memories that had faded in her time at the Night Guild.

Mama had died. Baby Rose, too. There had once been a rose bush and a stand of lilies beside the violas. She had cared for the garden after Mama had died. No one had cared for it since Papa sold her. Now, only withered shrubs and hard earth remained, save for a small patch of yellow and purple. Her violas.

How did they survive?

She stooped over the colorful flowers. Green grass grew along the small channel of water that trickled from the creek to the patch of violas. I did that! She remembered. I dug to bring the water from the creek to my plant. I kept them alive!

A tear slipped down her cheek. A maelstrom of emotions seethed in her thoughts—sorrow over the loss of her mother, joy at discovering the little viola plant, and anger at her father.

Papa left me with the Guild! He did this to me.

Tears streaming, Ilanna fell to her knees beside the viola plant. She seized the brown weeds growing around the patch of flowers and ripped them from the earth. The little plant needed her to stay alive. She needed it as a reminder of the only person who had cared for her. She needed to remember Mama.

“That was my name.” She hadn’t heard the name in more than a year, but somehow she remembered. “My name was Viola.”

Was. No longer. She couldn’t be Viola. Viola had been weak, soft. Viola had died in the Night Guild, replaced by Seven the tyro. Seven had given way to Ilanna, the Hawk. She clenched her fists. That was who she had to be to survive.

I am Ilanna.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Ilanna glanced at the sky. The sun had begun its descent toward the Praamis rooftops. Despite her fear of the Bloodbears, she had no choice but to leave the safety of her garden.

Elmar told me not to come back without a purse. What will he do if I return empty-handed? Elmar had threatened to send her to the Grubbers. She didn’t want to end up one of the dull-eyed, listless beggars and scavengers. I have to steal something.

She skirted the Old Town Market—the Fifth Claw had to be keeping a close eye on it. She opted for the crowded streets of the Merchant’s District. She wove in and out of the press of people, her light fingers dipping into pockets. Her terror of the Bloodbears outweighed her fear of being caught.

By the time she arrived at the spot where the Red Foxes gathered, she had a handful of purses—and three and a half drakes.

Elmar studied the purses in her hand. “Bloody hell!”

“Is it enough?” Fear twisted a knife in her gut. It has to be!

“Enough?” Elmar whistled. “Hawkling, that’s enough to pay off the Bloodbears and earn your keep for days!”

Tension drained from Ilanna’s shoulders. She’d survived. Elmar would pay off the Bloodbears and she could return to the Aerie.

“Just pray to the almighty Watcher we don’t run into the Fifth Claw on our way back to the Guild. The bastards are out for blood. Nearly wrenched Idan’s arm out of socket trying to find you.”

Ilanna turned to the smaller Fox. “I’m so sorry, Idan.”

The boy winced and hugged his left arm to his chest. “To know that you bloodied one of the damn bastards, I’ll take a bit of pain.”

“Come on, I know a way home.” Alun beckoned for her to follow. “One of the sneaky Scorpions showed me a hidden route. The Bloodbears won’t know to look for it.”

The hidden route consisted of a long hike through the sewers beneath Praamis. The stench of ordure hung thick in the air and a horrible slime coated the stone passages. Ilanna fought down her gorge. She would rather chance a mouthful of sewage than face the Bloodbears’ vengeance. The look in Sabat’s eyes had shouted of murder.

She shuddered. If he’d found me…

“Here we are.” Elmar shoved on a blank section of wall. It rumbled open, revealing tunnels bathed in the soft light of lanterns. He poked his head through the opening and motioned for her to enter. “It’s all clear.”

Ilanna ran her fingers over the curious symbols etched into the familiar stone walls. Relief washed over her. We made it!

The close air of the Night Guild passages came as a welcome relief. They almost made her feel…safe. As long as she stayed underground, she wouldn’t have to worry about Sabat or the Bloodbears. He wouldn’t risk the wrath of his House by seeking vengeance.

“Let’s get you back to your House.” Elmar led the way, with Idan and Alun flanking her.

Despite herself, Ilanna couldn’t help glancing down every side tunnel and intersection they passed. She couldn’t breathe easy until the doors of House Hawk stood between her and Sabat’s fury. She all but sprinted down the long passage toward her House.

“Easy, Ilanna.” Elmar clapped her on the back. “The fat bastard won’t squeal. The Bloodbears won’t want anyone to know an apprentice dinged up one of theirs. And a girl, no less. Just keep away from them.”

“Thank you, Elmar. For everything.”

Elmar shrugged. “Just doing my job, Hawkling.”

Ilanna pushed on the heavy doors. Denber stood within House Hawk, his fists balled, his mouth pressed into a thin line. Relief filled his face as she entered the Aerie.

Elmar jerked his thumb at her. “You’ve got a real killer on your hands, Denber. Might be she’s better suited for House Serpent.”

Denber scowled. “Of course she’d get into trouble under your watch, Elmar.” His expression softened and he nodded his thanks.

“Think nothing of it.” Elmar turned to Ilanna. “Stay here for a few days, until things calm down. We’ll make sure the Bloodbears are paid off. Soon enough, things will be back to normal.”

The door to House Hawk rumbled shut behind her. I’m home. Ilanna exhaled and slumped against the wall. Sabat can’t get me here.

Anger blazed in Denber’s eyes. “Ilanna, what in the blasted hell do you think you’re doing? Knifing a Bloodbear? And the Fifth Claw?”

His anger surprised her, but Ilanna wouldn’t be cowed. She met his glare with equal ferocity. “If you’d have seen the way he looked at me, you’d have done the same thing!”

“You know the rules, Ilanna. No fighting! Certainly no stabbing. You could’ve killed him!”

“I knew what I was doing.” Ilanna climbed to her feet and thrust her fingers at Denber’s thigh, mimicking a dagger. “Meaty part, right here. If I wanted to kill him, I’d have hit him there, inside the thigh. Ten taught me that.”

Denber frowned and crossed his arms. “Still! You have to be more careful.”

“Elmar made it clear. You’re going to do something like this, don’t get caught.”

Denber stabbed a finger toward the tunnel. “Damn it, Ilanna! Go to your room.”

Ilanna gaped. Why is he angry? And at me? I was the one in danger!

“Fine! Next time, I’ll just let myself get beaten and killed!”

Ilanna stalked through the Aerie. Rage burned in her chest. How dare he? I defended myself and this is how he reacts?

She slammed the door, hurled her gear into a pile on the floor, and tugged on a fresh pair of clothes. Water droplets flew as she washed the grime from her hands. Not bothering to towel off, she threw herself into a chair. Her fingers worked furiously, plying the needle on the ripped shirt. Shaking hands made it hard to work.

She didn’t look up at the sound of the door, but focused on her work.

“It’s because he cares, you know?” Prynn spoke in a soft voice.

She snarled. “Really? Is that it, Prynn? That’s why he yelled at me?”

Prynn shrugged. “Think he’d be that angry if he didn’t care? He was worried the whole day, but he doesn’t know how to show it. Anger’s all he’s got.”

Ilanna was too angry to listen. “Whatever!”

“He cares about all of us, but you more than the others. Why do you think he’s been so hard on you since the beginning?”

Ilanna said nothing.

“Remember a few months ago, when you nearly took a three-story dive up on the Perch?”

Ilanna nodded. The day remained burned in her memory. Her finger had slipped on the ropes. Without the net, she would have died.

“Did you notice how he’s been treating you different after that?”

“Yes, of course I noticed!” She crumpled the shirt in her balled fist. “He went from being nice, friendly Denber to…to…to this!”

“It’s a self-preservation thing. He’s afraid you’re going to take that dive one day. Too many others have. He doesn’t want to feel the hurt of losing you. Of losing any of us. That’s why he changed, Ilanna. He did that with me, with Bert, with the twins. We all do that, in our own way.”

She stabbed the needle into the shirt and studied Prynn. “But why does he have to be so mean about it? He was so nice before…”

The boy shrugged. “It’s just the way it is. It’s not personal.”

Prynn left her alone to take out her anger on the clothing. But his words echoed in her mind, dousing the flames of her fury. By the time Werrin, Willem, and Bert entered the room, she’d cooled off enough to smile at the twins’ antics.

But long after the others fell asleep, Ilanna lay awake. The vivid image of Sabat’s murderous expression floated in the darkness. Her stomach roiled and she tossed and turned in a cold sweat until fitful, nightmare-filled sleep took her.

*     *     *

The nightmares came again.

A monster with fiery eyes roared at her. “Stop that awful racket, child! You’re making my head ache. Go upstairs to your room before…” A giant bottle sloshed in one hand and he took a long pull from it. “This is all your fault, you know!”

She flinched, felt herself falling into an inky void.

A monstrous finger stabbed at her. “If you would have listened and not climbed that stupid tree, she would still be here! But no, you had to go and be a willful child, so I had to borrow money from the Night Guild to pay the healers to treat you. And now your mother…” His voice cracked and he took another swig. He turned away, muttering, “It should have been you.”

She awoke to find her pillow stained with tears. Curling into a ball, she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to hold back the tears. I’m standing tall, Mama.

*     *     *

For the next two days, Ilanna remained within the confines of House Hawk. Unlike before, she welcomed the time spent underground. No more filthy streets, no more crowded markets. No purses to pick, no Praamian guards, and no Bloodbears out to get her. Only her, the Perch, and bright daylight. The days passed in training with Jarl and Denber. Her time on the streets had increased her confidence, and she made quick progress.

Werrin, Willem, and Bert treated her with a sort of deference. Prynn spent hours teaching her new tricks with her knife. Jarl had said nothing upon her return, but his hand on her shoulder and the pride in his eyes spoke volumes. Even Conn’s hauteur had diminished, though only slightly.

Denber’s cool demeanor remained. His anger of the first day never resurfaced, but even when he spoke, he seemed distant. A few times, however, Ilanna thought she caught a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. Perhaps it was a trick of the mind. She told herself it wasn’t.

On the morning of the third day, Elmar came for her.

Denber refused to open the doors. “That Bloodbear bastard will be out there. You don’t know what he’ll do to her.”

Elmar shrugged. “She has to earn her keep. You know that.”

The Night Guild had its rules. In the end, Denber had to relent.

Ilanna’s heart raced as she followed Elmar through the tunnels. Though she’d enjoyed her time in House Hawk, Ilanna found herself aching to return to the streets of Praamis. She missed the clean air, the open spaces, and the exotic sights and sounds outside.

But most of all, she missed her garden. She wanted to see it again, spend time caring for her viola plant. It was all she had left of Mama.

“Think you can stay out of trouble today, Hawkling? Not going to go around stabbing people, are you?” A note of pride filled Elmar’s voice.

Ilanna nodded, her face burning.

“Good. The Fifth Claw has been paid off and warned to keep Sabat on a tight leash. Stay out of their way, and they won’t bother to hunt you down.”

Ilanna nodded. “So where are we going today?”

“We?” Elmar rolled his eyes. “I think a killer like you can handle your own day, don’t you think?”

Ilanna’s pulse quickened. He’s letting me go alone?

“You’ll be fine. Just get your half-drake, bring it to Alun near the Old Town Market, and you’ll be free to return to your Hawks. Think you can handle that?”

A grin split Ilanna’s face. “Thank you!” With a light heart, she raced down the street. She was free!

Elmar’s laughter rang out behind her. “A real killer, that Hawkling! I wonder who she’ll gut today.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three


For some reason, the city of Praamis looked a much brighter, cheerier place today. She strolled the streets with no destination in mind. She had no reason to hurry. The Praamian Guard ignored her. No murderous Bloodbears pursued her. She could do with her day as she pleased.

Old Town Market was as colorful and exciting as she remembered. Her eyes roamed the multi-hued stalls. The scents of spices warred with the stink of animals and unwashed people for dominance. Smoke rose from a handful of stalls, carrying the delicious aroma of cooking meat. She welcomed the noise and hubbub of the bustling square. It reminded her of Mama and all the times they’d visited the market together.

She slipped through the market at an easy pace. When a mark presented itself in the form of a well-dressed merchant, Ilanna paused only long enough to lift his purse. Inside, she found a pair of half-drakes, a handful of coppers, and a few baubles. The trinkets held no real value to anyone but the owner, but the coins more than paid her way. Her work for the day was done.

What now? She felt the call of the Aerie. I could use some time on the Perch or I could train with Prynn. But first, she would pay a visit to her secret garden.

Ilanna rounded the corner. The sight of three familiar figures at the end of the street made her blood run cold. Sabat and two Bloodbears scanned the crowd.

Heart pounding, she ducked behind a stack of crates. Did they see me? She waited to hear Sabat’s angry voice or the pounding of Bloodbear feet. Her hand crept to the hilt of her dagger. They wouldn’t take her without a fight.

No cry came.

Ilanna peered around the crates. The three Bloodbears lounged at the end of the street, clearly in no hurry to move.

What should I do? She worried at her lip, frustrated. I can’t go through them and I don’t want to wait for them to leave. No, I’ll just have to find a way around them.

She darted out from behind the stack and hurried away. She risked a nervous glance over her shoulder, only to collide with something.

Or, more accurately, someone. A smallish boy, hardly taller than her, with curly brown hair, dark eyes, and pale skin. The boy looked…familiar.

“S-Seven?”

Ilanna couldn’t believe it. “Three?” She leapt to her feet. “Three, is that you?”

Three stood, brushing the muck from his robes. “I can’t believe it! What are you doing here?”

She looked back toward the street where the Bloodbears waited. “Come, we have to leave now!”

Seizing his hand, she pulled him through the Old Town Market, toward a side street. Mama had taken her that way on a few occasions. She didn’t slow until she’d placed a few streets between herself and the Bloodbears.

“Easy, Seven! What’s the hurry?”

Ilanna pitched her voice low. “Bloodbears.”

Three stared at her with a puzzled expression.

“Twelve’s one of them.”

The echo of old fears flitted across Three’s face. “He’s here?”

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Back there. He tried to beat me a few days ago. I put a knife in him.”

Three’s eyes widened. “Y-you what?”

Ilanna shrugged. “He deserved it.”

“Of course he did.” Three grinned. “And I’m glad it was you who shanked him, not the other way around.”

“He’ll be sore about it for a few days yet.”

“I’d bet!” Three studied her. “You’ve changed, you know?”

Ilanna returned his scrutiny. “You have, too.” He hadn’t grown much in the last months, but something about the wariness in his eyes and the lines of his face was different.

“What’s your new name?”

“Ilanna.” Her heart fluttered. She didn’t know why, but she needed him to like the name.

“Ilanna.” Three tested it and grinned. “It’s perfect! What does it mean?”

She shrugged. “The boys who gave it to me didn’t know. What’s yours?”

“Ethen.”

She tried the name out. “Sounds like a serious name.”

Three’s face sobered. “I asked for it. It was my name before…”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “Did you tell them?”

Three—no, Ilanna told herself, his name is Ethen now—shook his head.

“You never told me what you’re doing out on the streets of Praamis, Ethen.”

He shrugged. “Running errands. Training with the Hounds has been going well, so Floran decided to change things up Well, Journeyman Floran, really. She’s in charge of the apprentices.”

“She?” Ilanna quirked an eyebrow.

Ethen grinned. “You didn’t think all the Journeymen were actual men, did you?”

“I never really thought about it. Makes sense, though.” Women could be as good at thieving as men. She’d proven that.

“What about you? How’d you get out?”

“I’m running with the Foxes for a while.” She described her training, learning to pick pockets, read crowds, and plan escape routes.

“Fascinating!” His brow furrowed. “But how will that help you as a Hawk?”

“Even the Hawks have to come down to the streets now and then. This way, I’ll know how to survive. But what about you? Why are you, a Scorpion, training with the Hounds?”

“You know what the Hounds do, right?”

Ilanna shook her head.

“They’re the Night Guild’s runners, couriers to deliver important messages. If anyone breaks free of the gaol, the Hounds are hired to track them down.” He spoke in an excited whisper. “I’ve even heard of some Hounds chasing their mark as far as Voramis!”

She poked his shoulder. “But why are you training with them?”

He retreated, holding up his hands. “We Scorpions handle the manufacture, sale, and distribution of elixirs and potions. Poisons, too. We not only make them, but we deliver them, too. Sometimes we even have to use them on people.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “Really?” She couldn’t imagine Ethen killing anyone. “Have you…?”

He shook his head. “No, and I never want to! But when we’re not studying the recipes and mixtures, we’re sent out on deliveries. That means we need to learn the secret ways around the city, as well as know how to outsmart pursuers. When it comes to running and hiding, no one’s better at it than the Hounds.”

“Do you know all the secret ways?” She had a vision of hidden passages and dusty tunnels.

Ethen shook his head. “I’m just learning them. Mostly spending time in the sewers these days.” He wrinkled his nose. “Glad to not be down there for once. Fresh air is much better, even when it smells like rotting fish.”

Ilanna remembered her journey through the sewers. An unpleasant experience she had no desire to repeat.

“By the way, where are you taking us?”

Ilanna blushed and dropped his hand. She’d been so glad to see Ethen she forgot about visiting the garden.

“I’m…uh…”

She hesitated a moment. Should I show him? The garden was her special secret. As far as she knew, she broke no rules by visiting the garden. But what would happen if she involved him?

She took his hand again. “Come, I want to take you somewhere.”

He raised an eyebrow, hesitating. “Where?”

Ilanna smiled and tugged at his hand. “You’ll see…”

*     *     *

“Oh, Ilanna, it’s beautiful!” Ethen ran a gentle finger over the purple and yellow violas. “I’ve only ever seen them when they’re dried. The colors are so…”

Ilanna beamed. Once again, his approval set her heart racing.

He turned to her. “How did you stumble across it?”

Her smiled faded. “I-It…” A lump rose in her throat. She swallowed and spoke in a quiet voice. “It was my home.”

Ethen’s eyes widened. “Really? So this is your garden?”

Ilanna nodded. “Mama planted the flowers for me. Called me her little Viola.” She pointed to a cluster of weeds. “She had a rose bush there and a stand of lilies. One for her and one for…”

Ethen rested a hand on her shoulder. “Easy, Ilanna. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

Ilanna did want to. Her memories had finally returned. Though most were unpleasant—memories of Papa drinking and yelling at her, the death of Mama and Baby Rose—they belonged to her. The Night Guild could never take them away.

She sat on the soft ground and Ethen took a seat beside her. Ilanna told him what she could remember of her life before the Night Guild. She occupied her hands with pulling weeds. The activity helped her to push back the pain of remembrance. Perhaps if she cleared enough space, she could plant new flowers.

Ethen’s eyes filled with horror. “So your father gave you away on your nameday?”

Ilanna nodded.

He snorted. “And I thought my father was bad!”

Ilanna turned to him. “You’ve never talked about him much, Ethen. What was he like?” She was only too glad for the distraction. Her memories had brought back a lot of anger and pain.

Ethen’s shoulders hunched. He dropped his eyes. “Stern. Strict. Angry a lot of the time, but never at us.”

“Us?”

“Mother. Me. My older brothers.” He traced lines in the dirt.

“Older brothers? How many?”

“Two. They served in the Praamian Guard with him, until…” He trailed off, swallowing hard.

Ilanna placed a hand on his shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.

He raised his eyes, meeting her gaze with a weak smile. “It’s not so bad. Since the Menagerie, the memories are…gone most of the time. Makes things easier.”

A crow cawed in a nearby tree. The bird’s mocking voice shattered the fragile calm that had filled the garden. The warmth she’d felt from his presence faded.

Ethen leapt to his feet, drew his sling from his belt, and hurled a stone at the crow. The rock struck with a loud thwack and the bird dropped out of sight.

Ethen studied the sling in his hands. “This is the only thing I have left of him, you know. Of any of them. My father taught me to use it. He told me I was too young to hold a sword like my brothers, but even a small boy could protect his family with one of these.”

Ilanna placed a hand on his arm. “What about a small girl?”

Ethen looked at her, puzzled. “What?”

“What about me? Could I use it?”

His brow furrowed. “Of course! But why would you—”

“Think about it!” Excitement filled her voice. “If you can knock a crow out of a tree at this distance, imagine what it could do to a person. A person like Sabat!”

Confusion painted Ethen’s face.

“Twelve.”

“Absolutely!” Ethen nodded. “Hurl a rock hard enough and you could knock him out. Maybe even…” He trailed off with a knowing grin.

Ilanna’s smile mirrored his. “Well then, what are we waiting for?”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


“Gah!” Ilanna stomped and hurled the strip of leather to the dirt. “We’ve been at this for hours and I can’t get it right!”

“Hours?” Ethen snorted. “Please, Ilanna, wait until you’ve spent weeks at this! My father made me practice every day. He wouldn’t let me eat until I hit the target. You’re getting off easy.”

Ilanna growled in frustration. “Why is this so difficult?”

Ethen gave her a sly grin. “You’re just used to being good at everything.”

“No, I’m not!”

“Yes, you are. You mastered the bump and snatch faster than almost anyone. You learned how to use your dagger in a few days. You even got the balance beam right on the first try. Just be patient and keep working at it. You’ll get it, just like I did.”

She folded her arms. “I doubt I’ll ever be as good as you.”

“Good! Finally something where you come in second place.”

Ilanna punched his shoulder and he yelped.

Ethen glanced at the sky and his face drained of color. “Watcher’s teeth! I’m late.”

Ilanna’s eyebrows shot up. She’d never heard Ethen curse.

“Floran’s going to have me flogged if I’m not back before sundown.”

Golden light bathed the garden in a warm glow. The sun dipped toward the Praamis rooftops; she had maybe an hour before sunset. They’d spent most of the day together. Her time in the garden with Ethen had pushed aside all thoughts of the Aerie.

So much for extra training. She didn’t mind. The Perch will be there another day.

She picked up the sling and handed it to him. “Can you come back tomorrow, Ethen?”

The boy shook his head. “I don’t know when I’ll have a chance.” He tucked the leather strap into his belt. “Floran isn’t too good about letting us have time to ourselves.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. “Well, I hope you’ll find a way to return. Even if I’m not here, at least you can care for the flower.” She gave him a shy smile. “Our flower.”

“Ours it is.” Ethen beamed. “When will you return?”

Ilanna scratched her nose. “I’m not sure. I don’t need to come back out to the streets for a few days, but I think I will anyway. Let’s say, day after tomorrow? At noon?”

“Good.”

Her grin turned sly. “And if you’re late, it will give me time to practice with the sling. I’m going to be better than you. Some day.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Ethen grinned. “But not today!”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Where can I get one?”

Ethen shook his head. “You can’t. They don’t make them here in Praamis. Most people have never seen them. They’re from way up north, in Nysl.”

“Nysl.” The name sounded familiar. “Is that where the wine comes from?”

Ethen’s eyes widened. “Do I want to know how you know that?”

Ilanna giggled and shook her head. Her face fell. “So, if I can’t find them here, how am I supposed to practice?”

Ethen removed the sling from his belt and thrust it toward her. “With mine.”

“B-but it’s yours!”

He shrugged. “I can always make another. A few bits of leather and twine. Nothing to it.”

Ilanna threw her arms around him. “Thank you, Ethen!”

Ethen returned her hug with feeling. “Of course, Ilanna. Anything for you.”

*     *     *

The next two days passed in a blur. Ilanna spent most of her time thinking about her garden. And Ethen. She wanted to leave the Aerie and get back out on the streets. In their short time together, she’d forgotten her cares and worries. Thoughts of Sabat, the Bloodbears, her failures, and even the horrors of the Night Guild had disappeared. It felt wonderful to have someone to talk to—and listen to.

“Ilanna, you’re going to get yourself killed if you don’t pay attention!”

Denber’s voice snapped her back to reality. She dangled from one of the Perch’s rope bridges, the ground at least two dozen paces below her.

She swallowed. “Sorry, Denber.”

Denber’s eyes flashed. “Sorry isn’t enough, Ilanna. I can’t take you up on the city rooftops if you’re not completely focused.”

That sobered her. “I’m focused, I promise.”

Denber shook his head. “Enough for today. Get back down to the ground and run the Hawk’s Dozen. Prynn should be back from his errand by then and he’ll have some knife work for you.”

“But…” The look in Denber’s eyes forestalled any argument. “Fine.”

He snarled. “Fine?”

“Yes, sir!”

Ilanna fled across the rope bridges, ladders, and walkways of the Perch. Her heart thundered. Even after months of training, the heights twisted her stomach in knots. She hadn’t yet conquered her fear of falling and it frustrated her. The others flew through the Perch without hesitation. She couldn’t move more than a few steps without clinging to a rope or ladder. Denber had noticed and he hadn’t been patient with her failures.

She cast a glance over her shoulder. He’s changed since nameday.

Denber stood on the platform, fists clenched, muscles in his jaw working. Lines had appeared on his face. His eyes looked sunken, his shoulders hunched.

Almost makes me wish Conn were here again. Denber was happier then.

She’d seen little of the oldest apprentice. Whatever the Undertaking was, it consumed his time completely. He only returned to the Aerie to grab a quick meal or sleep a few hours before hurrying back out on the streets. She’d wondered where he went, but hadn’t the courage to ask.

In Conn’s absence, the burden of training her and the others had fallen to Denber. He seemed ready to crack under the responsibility. He hardly smiled anymore. One wrong word and his temper flared. Even Jarl, whom Ilanna thought unflappable, had hurried out of Denber’s way at breakfast that morning.

Let’s hope he doesn’t stay like this for long. I miss the happy, friendly Denber. The surly, angry boy standing in the Perch made her want to flee to the streets with the Foxes. Maybe I will.

Denber slithered down a rope to land lightly beside her.

“Denber?”

“What?”

She recoiled. His temper hadn’t cooled. “I-I have to go back out on the streets today.”

“I thought you had enough to cover for a few days.”

“No.” She hated lying to Denber, but she’d promised to meet Ethen in the garden today. And maybe he won’t be so angry in a few hours.

“Whatever.” He gave a dismissive wave. “Just don’t be back too late. I still want you to work with Prynn.”

She nodded. “I’ll return in the afternoon.”

With a grunt, Denber strode down the tunnel toward his bunk room.

Ilanna hurried to change into her Fox clothing and rushed from House Hawk. The Aerie felt hot, suffocating. Denber’s anger added to her desire to get out on the streets of Praamis. And she would be meeting Ethen…

She ran her fingers along the walls of the Night Guild tunnels. She didn’t care that she couldn’t read the engraved markings. The sensation of the rough, uneven surface comforted her. Her mind conjured fanciful images of whoever had etched them into the stone.

A pair of Journeymen in the dark green of House Serpent strode toward her, engrossed in conversation. She lowered her eyes and hunched her shoulders. Few Journeymen cared what the apprentices did. As long as she appeared occupied—running an errand or bearing messages for her House—no one would question her. Even the older apprentices of the other Houses took little notice. To all but House Hawk, she was invisible.

*     *     *

“Ethen?” Ilanna dropped into the garden, her boots squishing in the soft muck. “Are you here?” Nothing stirred.

He’s late. The Lady’s Bells had tolled out a quarter-hour ago. Doubt twisted her stomach. Would he come at all? She’d enjoyed the time spent together, but what if he had something more important to do? Something more important than her.

She pushed the thought aside. No, he’ll be here! He’s just having a hard time getting away.

She passed the time practicing with Ethen’s sling. His instructions repeated in her mind. “Turn your body to the side. Now, swing your arm up and forward in an overhand cast, and step forward with the throw.”

Her first attempts proved wildly unsuccessful. The stones slipped from the small pouch and thumped to the soft earth. The unevenness of the projectiles made it hard to get each throw just right. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to continue. A few more casts and she managed to hurl the rock a short distance—but nowhere near the brick she’d chosen for a target.

She stomped her foot. “Damn it! Why does this have to be so hard?”

Over and over, she tried. Each time, the rock clattered in every direction but the one she wanted to send it.

Sweat dripped down her face and soaked her tunic. Her shoulder ached from the effort. Her frustration mounted with every failed cast.

There has to be an easier way! Her mind raced, trying to come up with a more effective form of ammunition. Something smooth and even.

The sun rose to its zenith and still no sign of Ethen.

It’s been an hour and he’s still not here. Her heat sank. He’s not going to come. She told herself he had a good reason. He had to have been sent on another errand or perhaps more training with the Hounds.

Tucking her sling into her belt, she cast a glance at her viola. The yellow and violet flower stood out as the only patch of color in the muddy garden. Ethen had been the bright spot in her life. Without him, she wouldn’t have survived her time in the Menagerie. He’d given her something to look forward to on the streets of Praamis. Now, she had nothing.

Well, not nothing. I still have you, my little flower. She filled her cupped hands from the stream and trickled it over the viola. And there’s always the Perch.

Her time with the Foxes had interfered with her training in the Aerie. She hadn’t completed the Hawk’s Dozen. Denber seemed displeased with her performance and made no attempt to hide it. She remembered Elmar’s words. “I will not hesitate to kick you down to a Grubber in a heartbeat.”

Master Hawk had chosen her, a rare honor. She was the only apprentice to join the House in four years. But if she failed to prove her worth, she had no doubt she’d be sent away. If she wanted to remain a Hawk, she had to put aside everything—and everyone—else. Her sole focus had to be her training.

But I can’t leave the garden forever. I won’t! Her mind raced. Perhaps she could come up with a solution. I’ll run with the Foxes two or three days each week. I can steal enough to pay my way, and it will give me time to visit the garden.

That gave her plenty of time to dedicate to training. She would become better—better than Jarl, Denber, even Conn. She would be the best Hawk of all time.

She scaled the wall and dropped to the cobblestone street beyond. Pulling her Fox cloak tight about her, she hurried toward Old Town Market. A group of Bloodbears lounged in the alley beside the marketplace. The sight of Sabat set her heart thundering.

I can’t let him see me! She ducked into the shadow of a bright-colored awning. Her hand brushed against the strip of leather Ethen had given her. She dismissed the thought before it formed. Her efforts in the garden proved she had even less hope of striking him with the sling. Elmar had said the Bloodbears had Sabat on a tight leash, but there were no Journeymen to stop him from exacting his vengeance. She shuddered; she’d watched him pounding the straw dummy in the Menagerie. He could kill her and not think twice about it.

Her hand went to the knife on her belt. Maybe if she could sneak up on him, she could end it. Size didn’t matter, so long as she held the sharper blade. Prynn had taught her a dozen ways to kill.

No. That would be stupid. She had little hope of reaching him. Sabat sat surrounded by Bloodbears bigger and stronger than he. He was the smallest of the lot and the youngest. Even if I did get my knife into him, what would the others do?

She could run, climb, and hide, but fight—and that many? She was a Hawk, not a Serpent. She had to be smarter.

She ached to do something. He’d tormented her since their first day in the Menagerie. He deserved all the suffering she could wish upon him. Yet, she was surprised to find she no longer feared him. With a smile, she released her grip on the knife and turned away from the Bloodbears. He might be larger and stronger, but she’d made him bleed. She could do so again.

The streets of Praamis seemed brighter, cheerier than they had that morning. She spotted a mark and bumped his purse with ease. Her nervousness had fled, replaced by a calm confidence. Her size and deft fingers worked to her advantage in the busy crowds. Before she had crossed the Old Town Market, she had three purses. Though near-empty, they held enough coin to pay for a few days.

She hurried through the streets, eager to return to the Night Guild. She had something to look forward to.

Denber greeted her in the Aerie. “Good day?”

Ilanna nodded, relieved. He’s in a better mood.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to go back up to the Perch. But first, I owe you a Hawk’s Dozen, right?”

Denber’s face split into a tired smile. “Something like that.”

She grinned. “Then I’d better get running. I’ve got a lot of work ahead if I’m to keep up with the rest of you.”

Denber’s fatigue seemed to melt away and he brightened. “Well, that’s why I’m here.” For a moment, the old Denber peeked through. “And I’ve got a lot to teach you. But first, let’s run.”

Ilanna fell into step beside the older boy. Despite her disappointment at Ethen’s absence, she ran with a light heart. The Perch beckoned her, inviting her to explore its heights. She would heed its call. Soon enough, she would be ready to fly!
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Ilanna studied the six trembling tyros in the center of the Menagerie. The children huddled under Master Velvet’s baleful glare. Their ragged clothing hung loose on their dirty, emaciated bodies. Wide-eyed with sunken cheeks and filthy hair, they were a truly pathetic lot. Six tyros, hoping for a place in the Houses.

Hard to believe that was me just a year and a half ago. She’d stood before the Night Guild, half-starved, terrified, uncertain what awaited her. Now, she wore the brown robes of House Hawk and watched the Choosing from amidst the crowd of hooded figures.

Master Velvet hovered in the shadows of the tunnel. He’d always radiated an aura of menace, a heartbeat away from violence if his commands went unheeded. To Ilanna’s eyes, his authority seemed somehow as threadbare and ragged as his namesake vest. Perhaps it was the fact he no longer held power over her.

Master Velvet belonged to no House, had no official rank beyond instructor of the tyros. According to Prynn, he had once served in the Temple of Prosperity, home of the Illusionist Clerics. Priests of the Illusionist dedicated their lives to the study of the Theory of Illusion, a theological treatise on the science of the mind said to have been penned by the god of coin, success, and madness.

Master Velvet had used his knowledge to craft the regimen of grueling training, insufficient sleep, an endless litany of demoralization, and the sugar-rich, protein-scarce diet to which all Guild inductees were subjected. The combination of physical and mental exhaustion, compounded by the low-light environment, stole all sense of time and place, broke down any resistance by numbing the tyros’ minds. Master Velvet’s regimen was intended to steal all sense of identity and self-worth. The former Illusionist Cleric shattered the youths in his care so the Houses of the Night Guild could mold them into productive apprentices and Journeymen.

Of course, Ilanna had learned all of this only after enduring the torments at Master Velvet’s hands. The sight of the ragged tomato-colored vest with its dark bloodstains set her hands trembling with rage. Clenching her fists, she forced her attention back to the ceremony.

Master Gold’s voice echoed in the vaulted chamber. “Master Bloodbear has chosen Four as apprentice. Is there any to dispute the claim?” None of the seated Masters replied. “Four has been chosen to serve House Bloodbear. May the Watcher guide him in his path.”

The boy trotted toward his new House Master. Ilanna allowed her mind to wander. She had no need to pay attention to the ceremony. She and the others had only to stand still and silent. But how could she do either?

Today, I will fly!

That morning, Denber had come to her room.

“Today is your tenth nameday,” Denber had told her that morning. “Your year of serving with the Foxes has come to an end. Elmar speaks highly of you.”

Ilanna had blushed but held her peace.

“Remember what I told you on your ninth nameday? I told you to work hard and your time would come. Well, your time has come. Today, after the Choosing, you get your first taste of what it truly means to be a Hawk.”

She’d wanted to throw her arms around him, but his somber expression had stopped her. Denber had changed as much as she. It was more than the stubble on his cheeks and the broadening of his shoulders. He smiled less. The lines on his face had deepened. The burden of responsibility weighed heavy on the older apprentice.

Master Gold’s voice returned her thoughts to the ceremony. Ilanna ground her teeth, shifting from foot to foot.

Prynn elbowed her. “Be still,” he hissed.

How long is this going to take? Sweat soaked her under-tunic. The thick, hooded robes stifled her. She longed to throw off the cloak and take to the rooftops as Denber had promised. She ached for freedom.

After what seemed an eternity, the last tyro stood before Master Gold. Ilanna eyed Master Hawk, expectant. He hadn’t selected another apprentice in the last two Choosings. Her House Master made no move. According to Denber, Master Hawk wanted to keep their House small.

House Hound claimed the final tyro.

Master Gold stepped forward. “Give praise to the Watcher that you have been chosen. From this day forward, you are no longer tyros. You are now apprentices to the Night Guild.”

The Masters led the new apprentices from the Menagerie. Silence filled the room until the doors boomed shut behind the last departing child.

Ilanna ripped off her hood and hurled the cloak to the floor with a curse.

Prynn snorted. “Watcher’s teeth, Ilanna! You got an army of fire ants under your cloak?”

Ilanna laughed. “Sorry, Prynn. I’m just too excited to stand still.”

“Denber taking you up to the roofs today?”

She nodded.

Prynn clapped her on the shoulder. “I’ll be along in a few minutes. Just have to talk to a Fox about a purse.” He slipped into the crowd.

Ilanna scanned the hooded figures, searching for one in particular. Ethen has to be here, somewhere. Her heart sank. The press of apprentices and Journeymen was too thick. She couldn’t find the one small figure in a dark robe trimmed with black.

Someone bumped into her from behind, sending her staggering. She whirled to snarl at the offending party. Her words died in her throat.

The man who’d bumped her ducked his head. “Apologies.” He grinned, revealing missing teeth.

Ilanna gaped at the pockmarked cheeks, the crooked nose, and rust-colored beard. It-It can’t be! The blood drained from her face.

The Bloodbear seemed not to notice her sudden change, but stumbled away without a backward glance. A chill ran down her spine. She pictured him as she’d seen him last: a wooden stick in place of the wine goblet in his hand, his red-trimmed robes stained with mud and blood—her father’s blood. Grien.

She’d seen his face in nightmares, distorted into the face of a monster. They hadn’t been dreams, but he was a monster. He’d beaten her father half to death and threatened to do the same to her and her mother. Because of him, her mother had died. Worst of all, the man hadn’t recognized her. Why would he? To him, I was nothing. Less than nothing. Now, to see him here, laughing and celebrating in the same room as her, twisted her stomach.

Her eyes fell on the two men who had accompanied Grien the day he’d stormed into her home and shattered her world. A fist squeezed her chest, cutting off her air. She gasped and struggled to breathe. An overwhelming urge to flee, to escape washed over her, but fear rooted her to the spot. Everything spun in dizzying circles.

An elbow wrapped around her throat, squeezing hard and cutting off her air. She shuddered at the hot breath on her ear.

“Hawks that fly too low get their wings clipped.” Sabat’s whisper made her skin crawl.

The reek of dried sweat and garlic made her gag. Panic slammed into her, setting her legs trembling. Her hand dropped to the dagger at her back. He pressed tight against her, trapping her hand between their bodies. She kicked out, but her foot glanced off his leg.

He laughed, a cruel, guttural sound. “I hear you’re taking to the roofs today. My advice: stay up there, girlie. The streets can be dangerous for Hawks who lose their way.”

The world spun around her. She fought to draw breath, but he was too strong. Panic set her heart thundering. He’s going to kill me!

The grip on her throat loosened. Ilanna sucked in a great gasp of air and whirled, drawing her blade. Where are you? Her eyes darted wildly. He’d disappeared into the crowd of Guild members as suddenly as he’d attacked her. Damn you!

A hand rested on her shoulder. “Come on, Ilanna.”

Teeth bared, she lashed out with the blade. I won’t let you hurt me again!

Denber leapt back, eyes blazing. “Frozen hell, apprentice! What are you doing?” Her knife hovered a handspan from his stomach.

She lowered the blade. “Sabat,” she choked out. “He…he…attacked me.” She coughed, wincing at the ache in her throat.

“Here?”

Ilanna nodded, shuddering. She still felt his hot breath on her ear and his body pressed against hers.

“And no one saw anything?”

She shook her head. “He…he grabbed me and…was choking me.” Anger, terror, and disgust twisted in her gut.

“Damn it!” Denber spun and eyed the crowd. “Where is he? I’ll teach the little bastard to lay a hand on my Hawks…”

“He’s gone. I-I couldn’t find him.”

Denber clenched his fists. “I’ll have a talk with one of his Journeymen to—”

“No!” Ilanna grabbed his arm. “Don’t! He’s not going to do anything, at least not where he can get caught. He warned me to keep to the rooftops. He said, ‘Hawks who fly too low get their wings clipped’.”

“Little cunt!” Fire burned in Denber’s eyes. “He’d better pray to the Thirteen I never get my hands on—”

Ilanna placed a restraining hand on his chest. “Leave it alone, Denber. It’s not your fight. He’s mine to deal with.” If only she felt as brave as she sounded. Her knees trembled and she clutched the dagger in a death-grip. She forced a smile. She wouldn’t let him see her fear. “Don’t you have a promise to keep?”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “You sure you’re up for it?” He studied her through narrowed eyes.

Ilanna nodded. “I can’t think of anything better!” She forced a grin. If he sensed even slight unease or hesitation, he would contrive an excuse to delay the outing. But she needed to get out of the Night Guild. She needed to be free of stone and earth. Where better than flying across the rooftops of Praamis with only the open sky overhead? She’d dreamed of nothing else since her first day in House Hawk.

“Fair enough.” He shrugged, and a grin tugged at his lips. “I guess I don’t really have a choice.”

Ilanna followed him from the Menagerie, hiding the unsteadiness of her legs. They traversed the twisting tunnels of the Night Guild in silence. Fury burned in Ilanna’s chest, mixing with a twinge of fear as she replayed Sabat’s words in her mind. By the time she noticed her surroundings, she stood at the doors of House Hawk.

She turned to Denber. “Wait, didn’t you promise to take me up to the rooftops?”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “Do you trust me, Ilanna?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

“Then follow me.” With a grin, he clambered up the nearest rope ladder. Ilanna couldn’t help marveling at his lithe, graceful movements. Reaching the first platform, he cast a glance over his shoulder. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

Curiosity burning, Ilanna hurried up the ladder. Before she reached the top, Denber raced across the platform, seized a rope, and swung through the air to land on a beam dozens of paces away. Months spent training on the Perch kicked in. Her mind flashed back to her first days in House Hawk. How weak and inexperienced I was! All this seemed so difficult, but now it’s as easy as breathing.

On her first day of training with Conn, she’d had such difficulty climbing the ladder. Now, she kept pace with Denber. She moved on instinct, her eyes scanning the surfaces for the safest route to cross. Her grip on the ropes and ladders never wavered. She placed her feet with confidence. Higher and higher, Denber led her. She’d never reached the top; he’d never permitted it. Now, she had no limits. Climbing, leaping, running, and swinging, she scaled the Perch with nimble grace.

Then she saw it. At the pinnacle, a window stood open. Denber vaulted through without a backward glance, as if daring her to follow. Her gloved hands closed around the lip of the opening and she pulled herself onto the rooftop.

Finding her feet, she gasped. She stood atop a tower, and the city of Praamis sprawled around them in all directions. Tiled roofs and whitewashed walls surrounded her, a sea of splendor such as she’d never imagined.

She drank in every detail. The colorful awnings of Old Town Market stood out against the sturdy brick buildings of the Merchant’s District. The elaborate spires and arches of the temples to the gods of Einan reached marble fingers into the sky. At the heart of the city, the Royal Palace lorded its grandeur over all.

A wave of emotion washed over her. “I-It’s perfect!”

Denber rested a hand on her shoulder. “I come up here every day. Each time, it looks brand new. Just wait until you see it at sunset.”

She managed to tear her gaze away from the city and squinted at the sun. “We’ve got a few hours yet.”

Denber grinned. “Well then, I think there are a few things you need to see.” With that, he raced across the flat rooftop and leapt into open space.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Ilanna screamed as Denber plummeted from sight. Her heart stopped and she sprinted to the spot where he’d disappeared.

“Got you!” Denber crouched on a ledge just below roof level, wearing a cocky grin. He waved. “Come on down.”

“You bastard!” Ilanna leapt down and landed lightly on her feet. “Don’t scare me like that!”

His grin broadened. “You said you wanted to fly, didn’t you? Well, now’s your chance!” He levered himself over the edge, hung by his hands, and let go. He landed with a somersault and rolled to his feet.

Ilanna eyed the long drop, hesitating. That has to be at least six paces!

Denber motioned for her to follow. “Just do what I do and you’ll be fine.”

She hung from the ledge, unable to bring herself to let go. Her leather gloves creaked with the strain. It’s too far! But Denber had done it; she had to, too. Any hesitation and he’d send her back to the Aerie. She forced her fingers to release their grip. Her stomach bottomed out as she fell and she landed with a loud thud. Her knees and ankles protested at the impact. Hiding her pain, she climbed to her feet.

Denber’s face grew serious. “Tuck into that roll to cushion the impact. Land wrong and you can break something.”

Ilanna nodded. I won’t let him down again. She couldn’t face confinement to the Aerie, not after tasting the freedom of the rooftops.

Ilanna’s jaw dropped as Denber raced toward a nearby wall. The older boy seemed to run along the side of the wall, across the empty space, and landed on the far roof. “Your turn.” He beckoned.

Ilanna hesitated a moment, instinct screaming at her. This is insane! One wrong move and I’m dead.

“Come on!” His grin turned mocking. “Are you a Hawk or just a chicken?”

Her face burned at his taunt. Clenching her fists, Ilanna sprinted toward the wall and leapt. Her feet pounded against the wall and she collapsed, panting, to the far roof.

Denber grinned down at her. “Well, damn me for a pretty princess! Looks like Prynn owes me a half-drake after all.”

“What for?”

“I told him you’d get it right on the first try. He wasn’t so sure.”

She took his proffered hand and climbed to her feet. “Remind me to thank him personally.”

Denber motioned around. “You’ve made it to the rooftops of Praamis and you’re ready to fly. Up here, this is our world. None of the other Houses come up here. The Hawks rule the skies.”

Ilanna studied the cityscape around them. “I never dreamed it would be so beautiful!”

Denber placed his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “It is. But make no mistake, Ilanna, it can be just as deadly.” The furrow in his brow deepened. “One misstep, one wrong turn, and you’ll take a three-story dive. There is no safety net up here. Always look before you leap. Those are the words to live by up here. Got it?”

Ilanna nodded. “I trust you.”

Denber smiled with real warmth. For a moment, Ilanna glimpsed the boy she’d met the first day in the Aerie. Once more, he was the happy, carefree youth who’d treated her with kindness after the horrors of the Menagerie.

“Oi, Denber!”

Prynn’s call snapped the fragile moment. Denber turned to face the apprentice Hawks racing toward him. His smile tightened and his shoulders slumped as if beneath a heavy weight. His mask of somber authority returned. Once more, he was Denber, oldest of the apprentices. Upon him rested the burden of keeping them alive.

Prynn dropped to the roof beside them. “There you are. You been teaching Ilanna the Hawks’ ways?”

Denber nodded and extended his hand. “Pay up.”

Prynn’s face fell. “Twisted damn! She did it, didn’t she?”

Denber grinned and the younger boy fished a coin from a pocket. Ilanna punched him, hard.

“Ow!” Prynn rubbed his arm. “What was that for?”

“For betting against me.”

Prynn’s grin turned wry. “Told you, did he?” He shot a mock glare at Denber. “Traitorous bastard!”

Bert, Werrin, and Willem leapt to the roof beside Prynn.

“Did she make it?” Willem glanced at Ilanna with a sly smile.

Prynn nodded. “Course she did, Lem. She’s Ilanna the killer!”

Ilanna reddened. Apparently, word of her nickname had spread. “Don’t you start calling me that!” Her hand dropped to her dagger.

“I surrender!” Prynn laughed and held up his hands. “Don’t hurt me.”

Denber stepped between them. “Enough. The time for play is done. We’ve got a city to show her!” He turned to her. “Remember my warning and follow the others exactly. I have enough work keeping these two,”—he smacked Werrin and Willem in turn—“alive.”

Ilanna nodded. I’ll show them I can handle it. She’d prove she deserved a place among the Hawks, gliding along the rooftops of Praamis. “Where’s Jarl?”

Denber gave a dismissive wave. “He has his own training to attend to.” He didn’t give her time to question further. “What say we take her to see the Font of Glory?”

Werrin turned to her with an excited grin. “You’ll love the Ward of Refuge with all the pretty temples. If you can keep up, that is!” With a laugh, he leapt to the next roof. Willem followed a heartbeat behind.

Denber grabbed Prynn’s arm. “Take the rear, will you? I have to chase those fools down before they break their necks, but I need you to keep an eye on her.”

Prynn nodded. “She’ll be fine, Denber.” He winked at Ilanna. “Off with you, mother hen.”

Grimacing, Denber took off, leaping from roof to roof in pursuit of the shouting, laughing boys. Bert waited a moment before crossing the empty space.

Prynn motioned for her to precede him. “You’re up, killer.”

With only a moment’s hesitation, Ilanna ran and threw herself through the air. She landed on the far rooftop, somersaulted, and rolled to her feet. The impact sent a twinge through her body, but she could handle the pain.

A heartbeat later, Prynn landed beside her. “You’ve got the hang of it now! Just try to keep up.”

She flushed at the approval in his words. Ducking her head to hide her grin, she hurried after Bert. The apprentice wobbled his way across a plank bridge spanning two roofs. He looked none too steady, and Ilanna’s heart leapt to her throat every time he wobbled. She sighed in relief when he leapt to the far rooftop.

Ilanna stepped gingerly onto the wood. The beam sagged but held firm, providing solid footing. She edged her way out over open space. Step by step, she shuffled along the plank. Her gaze dropped and she gasped. Empty air stood between her and a plunge to the cobblestone streets dozens of paces below. She had a terrifying vision of herself falling. She could feel her body shattering on the hard stones. The world gyrated about her. Her arms windmilled in wild circles as she teetered. Heart in her throat, she dropped to all fours, clutching the wooden bridge for dear life.

“Never look down!” Prynn’s voice cut through the whirling chaos in her mind. “Not until you’ve spent years flying across the rooftops. That’s the fastest way to lose your nerve.”

Ilanna shut her eyes to stop the world from spinning. Once again, the familiar words whispered in her mind. “Head up, eyes fixed on a single point, shoulders straight, arms out.” The familiar voice sent warmth rushing through her. She could see the smiling face and warm arms. She remembered the many hours spent in her garden. “Stand tall, my flower, no matter what.”

She gritted her teeth. Mama wouldn’t want to see me like this. Taking slow, measured breaths, she climbed to a crouching position. She focused on the sensations in her feet: the solid feel of the wood, the slight wobble of the plank. She felt the muscles in her legs tense as she straightened. Opening her eyes, she found Denber waiting on the far side of the bridge. Her world narrowed to a single point of focus. His face filled her vision. She traced the lines of concern around his mouth and eyes, using his features to block out everything around. Extending her arms, she walked forward, one slow, measured step at a time.

The bridge ended and she sagged to the far rooftop with a gasp. She lay back on the roof, closing her eyes. Thank you, Mama.

Denber hovered over her, worry written in his eyes.

She tried to push him away. “I’m fine. Just a bit woozy, that’s all.” Her hands and knees quivered. Her head felt light and her stomach churned.

He held her in place. “I know. We all go through that. Just give it a minute. Take long, deep breaths.”

She gave up struggling and did as he instructed. After a few minutes, the trembling stopped, and the roiling of her gut settled. She took Denber’s hand and pulled herself to her feet. “Thank you.”

Denber studied her with a somber expression. “Remember, Ilanna, only do what you are capable of. You don’t need to show off for anyone here. No one is judging you or holding you up to an ideal.” His mouth tightened. “You show off or try to do more than you can, you get yourself killed. Or worse, you get one of us killed.”

Bert placed a gloved hand on her shoulder. “We’re all learning, Ilanna. Just learn to run before you can fly.”

“I will.” Her mouth felt suddenly dry, and she swallowed hard.

Denber nodded. “Good to see you understand how serious this is.”

She took a shaky breath. “I’m ready to go on. I’d still like to see the Font of Glory.”

Denber searched her face a moment longer. “Think you can handle it?”

Ilanna nodded. I have to! She had to keep up, no matter how much the heights terrified her. They said I’ll get used to it, so I’ll just force myself to keep going until I do.

“Very well.” Denber released her arm. “But I’ll be behind you, just in case. Prynn, you take lead.”

With a nod, Prynn led them across the rooftops at a run. The three apprentices—Bert, Willem, and Werrin—followed, with Ilanna behind and Denber at the rear.

A chill wind rushed past Ilanna, tugging her hair free of its tie and whipping it around her face. She wanted to throw her head back and laugh. It felt so good to run free, to feel the breeze on her face. Months of hard training in the Perch had hardened her muscles, turned her body lean and hard. She grew stronger with every step, her fear fading before her excitement.

I’m one of them now! No more working the streets with the Foxes. No more lifting purses for a few pitiful coins. This is life!

She ran, leapt, climbed, swung, and hurtled across the rooftops of Praamis. The city passed in a blur. Ilanna saw nothing of the world below, only the open expanse of empty air above.

This is the world of the Hawks. This was her world. She would never be happy anywhere else.

*     *     *

She lay atop a sloped roof, head cushioned on her arms. Denber, Prynn, Bert, and the twins lay beside her. Not a word passed between them; none was needed.

Sunset bathed the rooftops of Praamis in a glorious red-gold glow. The blues, purples, and crimsons of the sky melted into the reds, whites, and browns of the cityscape. Distant bells tolled the hour, echoing crisply above the rushing wind, the chirp of birds, and the low murmur of life below.

Ethen would love this.

The view stole her breath. She felt so small in the massive city, which sprawled far out of sight in every direction. Yet she was a part of it all. The Night Guild had their place in the city. The Hawks had their place in the Guild. She had her place in the Hawks.

As the sun dipped behind the hills and the city descended into darkness, Ilanna felt—for the first time in what seemed forever—happy.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


“Hey, it’s Conn!” Ilanna waved to the older Hawk.

Conn strode to the serving table, sparing only an indifferent nod. He piled his plate high with bread, cheese, and fruits, and left the common room without a backward glance.

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with him? First time we’ve seen him in weeks and that’s how he reacts?”

Prynn shrugged. “It’s his Undertaking, whatever that is.”

“He looks exhausted!”

Denber slid into place beside her. With a nod to the younger apprentices, he spooned oatmeal into his mouth.

Bert waved his spoon. “Whatever he’s doing, I’m glad it’s keeping him out of the Aerie. It’s nice to have freedom from his iron rule.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Come on, Bert, it wasn’t all that bad.”

Bert stuffed a piece of bread into his mouth. “Maybe not, but it’s easier to train without worrying that you’re making a mistake all the time. Conn was always a perfectionist.”

Denber stiffened. “Better perfect than dead.”

The quiet statement plunged the table into silence. Ilanna ate without a word, her eyes fixed on her food. The other Hawks did likewise. Palpable tension filled the room.

Denber pushed back his plate, stood, and beckoned to the apprentices. “Come on, you lot. Time to fly.”

Abandoning her half-empty plate, Ilanna followed him from the common room, Bert and Prynn in her wake. They ran into Werrin and Willem halfway down the corridor.

Denber pointed back the way they’d come. “Lazybones get no breakfast. To the Perch.”

Werrin’s eyes went wide. “But Denber—”

Denber silenced him with a glare. “Gear up and meet us on the roof in five minutes or you’ll spend the next week cleaning the privies for every House in the Guild. Got it?”

The twins took off without a backward glance. Prynn chuckled and Ilanna couldn’t suppress a grin. Maybe that will get them up on time tomorrow. Though, knowing Werrin, it’s not likely.

Denber’s face showed no mirth. “Come on, let’s get up there.”

*     *     *

Willem rolled through the window, landing at Denber’s feet. “Did we make it?” Werrin followed a heartbeat behind, panting.

Denber scratched his chin, pretending to study the sun. “Barely.”

Willem slumped to the rooftop with a tired gasp. “Thank the gods!”

The older Hawk raised an eyebrow. “Getting out of shape, are we, Lem?”

The boy bounced to his feet. “No, sir! Just thought I saw something interesting down there. Turned out to be nothing at all.”

Denber grinned and clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Well then, I guess you’d better take the lead. Make sure to keep an eye out for anything interesting, eh?”

The tension in Ilanna’s shoulders drained. That’s a good sign. She’d worried Denber’s surly temperament would ruin their day, but it looked like the older boy’s humor had returned. The climb did him good.

Willem nodded. “Sure thing, boss. Where we off to today?”

Denber jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “A short jaunt. South Tower.”

Werrin raised an eyebrow. “What are we doing there?”

Denber poked Werrin in the chest. “We’re going to show Ilanna the ropes. Then I have to run a few errands.”

“Fair enough.” Willem turned to Ilanna and grinned. “Try to keep up, will you?”

Ilanna made a rude gesture Elmar had showed her.

Werrin’s eyes widened. “Damn, Ilanna! He was just teasing, you know?”

With a sweet smile for the other twin, Ilanna repeated the gesture.

Prynn laughed. “Maybe you’ll think twice about picking on her, now you know she can defend herself. And that without her knife!”

The twins studied Ilanna with a curious mixture of confusion, anger, and incomprehension.

She slapped their shoulders and grinned. “Oh, come on, you two! Don’t be silly. Are you going to show us the way or not?”

They exchanged bewildered glances and shrugged in tandem. Werrin swept an elaborate bow. “After you, good Lem.”

Willem returned the gesture. “Thank you, dear Werrin!” He turned to Ilanna. “Right this way.”

Ilanna followed the twins, her heart pounding. We’ve never gone this way! Instead of leading away from the Perch entrance, he guided them around the perimeter of the building. Ilanna followed, curious as to their destination.

Werrin and Willem leapt to a neighboring roof, slid down a wall, and disappeared from sight. Ilanna studied Prynn and Bert’s descent, the way they used the rough stone to slow their fall. When she tried to copy it, the craggy wall tore her gloves and scraped the flesh from her palms. She bit down on a bark of pain and tucked her hands into her pocket.

Before Denber dropped beside her, she took off after the other Hawks. I can’t let him see the injury. He’d just want to send me back to the Aerie to fix the gloves and I’d miss out on whatever we’re doing up here.

A smile spread on Ilanna’s face. The more time she spent on the rooftops, the more she realized how much she craved the thrill, the danger of being far above the city streets. Praamis found new ways to challenge her strength and skill. She relished every new experience, every chance to defy those who would try to keep her grounded. She was a Hawk and she could fly!

She rounded a corner and nearly slammed into a stationary Prynn. She skidded to a halt. “What’s going on?”

Denber trotted up behind her. “Time to put your skills to the test. Conn taught you how to read surfaces, yes?”

Ilanna nodded. “One of the first lessons on the Perch.”

“Good. Show us what you know.” He motioned her forward. Werrin and Willem stepped aside with sweeping bows.

Ilanna studied the roof. At first glance, it looked no different from the solid surface beneath her feet. The same chipped tiles and cracked slate. Uneven, but by all appearances, sturdy enough. But Denber had called it a test. Is he just tricking me or is there actually something different with the surface? Her experience with the Treasure Room had taught her to look beyond what she could see.

Sitting on her haunches, she examined it more closely. The change in angle drew her eye to a few minor details. “There! That bit is sagging in the middle. Those tiles are shifted out of place. Those stones are too broken to provide solid footing.”

Denber smiled and nodded. “Good. Want to try to cross first?”

Ilanna pictured herself plunging through the roof and shook her head. “I’ll let you show me. Rather not take a three-story dive today, if it’s all the same to you.”

Denber stepped out onto the roof, arms extended for balance. With a quick shuffle, two hops, and a leap, he stood on the other side, arms raised in triumph. He beckoned. “Come on! Your turn.”

Ilanna made no effort to do as he did. She chose her own route. He’d want me to think for myself. Halfway across, the roof creaked beneath her. Her heart leapt to her throat. Stomach twisted, she crossed the roof in three long jumps.

Denber caught her. “Easy! You’re safe.” He grinned and thrust his chin toward the other Hawks. “Look.”

Heart thundering, Ilanna turned to see Prynn, Bert, and the twins stroll across the roof. She rounded on Denber. “What?”

Taking her hand, Denber led her toward a staircase set into the side of the building. They descended a few steps and crouched. “Look there.” He pointed to the underside of the roof she’d just crossed.

The construction showed no signs of weakness. “B-But I thought…”

He nodded. “You were meant to. You’re supposed to think about what you’re doing, where you’re stepping. Not every rooftop is strong enough to hold you, and you have to learn to read the signs before you cross. But we’re not going to put you in any actual danger until you’re ready.”

Ilanna wanted to scream at Denber, but could find no words. She jerked her hand from his and stomped up the staircase.

Werrin motioned her over. “Come on, Ilanna. You’ll love the next part!” He leapt into open space, landed on a platform five paces below, and rolled to his feet. Willem, Prynn, and Bert followed. Ilanna hesitated before making the leap. She landed with a grunt, her legs buckling. Her knees slammed into her chest. Sharp pain flared in her ribs and the impact knocked the wind out of her. The world whirled around her. She slumped, gasping for air.

The roof vibrated beneath Denber’s weight. “Deep breaths, Ilanna.” Frustration mixed with the concern in his voice. “We’ll have to work on that landing back in the Perch.”

She took his outstretched hand and climbed to her feet. She tried to hide her pain. “Let’s go.”

With a shrug, Denber strolled across the rooftop. Ilanna limped along beside him, trying to catch her breath.

An insistent rapping sounded somewhere below them. Ilanna leaned out over the edge of the roof and sought the source. Jarl and two men in the brown cloaks of Journeymen Hawks hammered nails into a wooden beam set between two rooftops.

Ilanna turned to Denber. “What are they doing?”

“They’re the Pathfinders. They’re a very special kind of Hawk.”

“Special?”

Denber pointed to the beam. “They make the pathways—all the ropes, ladders, and walkways that allow us to travel the rooftops.”

She pondered his words. She’d never given much thought to it, but had always taken those crossings for granted. “And that’s what Jarl is learning?”

Denber nodded. “He was always too big to be a proper Hawk, but Master Hawk chose him for his strength. He has to be strong to haul the supplies to make the pathways.”

Ilanna watched the trio until Denber tugged at her elbow.

“Come on, there’s a lot more for you to learn before day’s end. No time to dawdle.” He led her around the building to the platform where the other Hawks waited.

Prynn held out a rope. “Here, put this on.” He helped her step into the loops, then pulled the rope tight. The coils wrapped around her waist and thighs. “Now you have a simple harness.”

“What do I need this for?”

Denber wound a rope around his own waist and walked toward the edge of the roof. Werrin and Willem let out slack to keep up with him. “Watch!” With a grin, he hopped backward and plunged from sight. The twins grunted as the rope snapped taut.

Ilanna peered over the edge of the roof. Denber hung a few paces below. Leaning back, feet planted against the wall, he looked as comfortable as if he sat in a chair. He waved. “Come on down.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened and her heart drummed against her ribs.

Prynn patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll go slower than he did.” He called down to Denber. “Show off!”

Ilanna eyed the rope, not much thicker than her middle finger. “That looks awfully thin.”

He grinned. “Trust the rope, Ilanna. If it can hold Jarl, you can be damned certain it’ll hold you, too. Here, lean back against the rope.”

She obeyed, her stomach twisting as her body swayed over empty air. Only the coils of rope around her waist stopped her from plummeting to the cobblestones far below.

“Good, now stay leaning back and walk your feet down the wall.”

One step at a time, Ilanna walked down the wall. Every instinct screamed at her. This is insane! And yet, after the moment of gut-wrenching terror, she couldn’t deny the thrill of excitement rushing through her. Within a half-dozen thundering heartbeats, she hung beside Denber.

He grinned. “How was it?”

Swallowing the knot in her throat, Ilanna beamed. “Amazing!” Her pulse drummed in her ears and her hands trembled—with exhilaration rather than fear. Her eyes strayed to the ground, four stories below. Her blood turned to ice. Her stomach lurched and she clutched the rope in a death grip. Every muscle in her body tensed. I’m going to die!

Denber chuckled. “Keep looking down. You’ll get used to it in a minute or two.”

Her head swam, but she forced herself to keep looking down. Her fear slowly drained away. Though the rope creaked under her weight, it held tight. The harness supported her with ease. She was safe.

Denber raised his voice. “How you doing up there, boys?”

Bert peeked over the edge of the roof. “Rope’s tied off. Anything else, boss?”

Denber shook his head. “Nah, off with you. You know what you need to be doing?”

Bert nodded. “Casing the Alamastri mansion.”

“Good. Meet you at the Black Spire an hour before sunset?”

“You got it.”

Ilanna quirked an eyebrow.

Denber grinned. “All in good time. First things first.” He shuffled away from her. For the first time, Ilanna noticed a small window set in the wall. The simple frame was made of solid iron and about the length of her arm across. He gripped the windowsill. “This is what we like to call the Hawk’s entrance.”

Denber drew a slim dagger. “It’s held shut by a simple latch, but this will make quick work of it.” He slipped the dagger between the window casements and lifted. At his gentle push, the window swung open. “Easy, right?”

Ilanna nodded. For you.

Denber pulled the windows closed. The latch engaged with an audible click. “Your turn.” He scooted away to make space for her.

Heart thumping, she shuffled toward the window and gripped the sill. She reached for her dagger in its hidden sheath.

Denber shook his head. “Your knife won’t work. The blade’s too thick to slip between the casements. See?” He demonstrated. He flipped the dagger and held it out. “This one’s for you.”

She took the blade, hesitating.

He gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t worry. I’ve got one of my own. Had this one made for you.”

Nodding her thanks, Ilanna turned to the window. She slipped the dagger through the gap between the frame, lifted, and pushed the window open. She turned to Denber for his approval.

He raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Ilanna racked her brain. “What?”

Denber pointed to the hinges. “Oil. Never know if the hinges’ll be squeaky bastards or not. Always safer to oil them, just in case.”

Ilanna nodded. “I’ll remember that. Now what?”

“Now, we go inside.” Denber swung into the window, his shoulders barely squeezing into the tight space. Halfway through, he twisted to face downward and lifted his legs. With a tug, he slipped the rope free of his waist. He disappeared for a moment, then poked his head out the window. “Your turn.”

Ilanna imitated his movements. Her slim frame slipped through the window with ease. But no matter how she tugged the rope, it remained securely tied. With a grin, Denber pulled on the end of the rope and the coils fell loose. She hauled herself into the room, landed with a somersault, and rolled to her feet.

“Well done.” Denber leaned against the wall. “You’ve entered your first house. Now it’s time to find the loot.”

Ilanna studied the room. Nothing stood out as being of real value. A few faded portraits, metal trinkets, and carved figures littered the shelves around the room. The two chests were empty.

What now? A memory of the Treasure Room flashed through her mind. Most of the treasure was well-hidden.

She ran her feet along the edges of the walls and tapped at the floorboard. A creaking board gave way to reveal a small purse. A secret cache in the ceiling yielded a second. Encouraged by her success, she continued the search. Half an hour later, she’d combed every corner of the room and found nothing.

Frustrated, she turned to Denber. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”

She ground her teeth. “If there’s another one, I can’t find it. And I’ve looked everywhere!”

With a grin, Denber swung the windows shut and plucked a purse from the wall behind it.

Ilanna’s face reddened. “Damn it!” Anger burned in her chest.

Denber laughed. “Don’t worry, Ilanna. None of us found that one. Not even Conn.”

That didn’t make her feel better. She hated failure. Especially when Denber is there to see it.

“Now what?”

“Back up to the roof.” Denber pulled the window open, clambered onto the sill, and snatched the hanging rope.

Ilanna’s eyes flew wide. “B-but…”

“But what? There’s no safety net to catch you? That’s the point, isn’t it? It’s not a test if there’s no danger.” He pointed to the far side of the room. “There’s a door and a ladder leading up to the roof. If you don’t think you can make it up this way, go that way.” With that, he swung out and disappeared from sight.

She stared out the window. What should I do? She had two options: take the risk to climb the rope or play it safe and use the ladder. There was no net, no safety harness to catch her. If she missed the rope or her strength gave out, she’d fall—certain death from this height. The smart choice would be to use the ladder. But that means I’m giving up. It means failure. To a proud, stubborn Hawk, it was no choice at all.

Ilanna clambered onto the windowsill and reached for the rope. It evaded her grasp, forcing her to lean farther out. Her head and torso hung from the window, dozens of paces above the street. Her heart leapt to her throat as she frantically snatched at the hanging line.

Her gloved fingers closed around it and she gripped tight. Coiling it around her arm as Conn had shown her, she pulled her legs from the window. For a heart-wrenching moment, only one hand kept her from a three-story dive. Then she wrapped the rope around her feet and her legs bore the weight of her body. She hung there, fear and panic churning in her gut.

Hand over hand, she pulled herself up. Her eyes darted to the rooftop. The descent had seemed so short, but now that she had to climb, it looked too far away. Her arms, shoulders, and legs burned with the strain.

She gritted her teeth. I have to make it!

Fire raced through her fingers and hands. Her grip threatened to give way at any moment. Her feet ached from holding the rope. She’d climbed less than half the distance and her muscles trembled from the effort.

Her heart sank. I can’t.

“Denber!” Shame burned in her chest. “Denber!”

Denber peered over the edge.

“H-Help me!”

“Are you sure?”

Ilanna nodded. “Y-yes! I-I can’t do it.”

Disappointment filled his eyes. “Very well.”

He disappeared from sight and Ilanna felt herself being hauled upward. Cheeks burning, she clung to the rope for dear life. Slowly, Denber pulled her up and over the edge.

She released the rope and lay on the roof, gasping for air. Her hands ached and her fingers burned. The pain paled in comparison to her humiliation. She couldn’t meet Denber’s eyes when he helped her to her feet.

“Come on.” He didn’t hide his frustration well.

Ilanna followed him across the rooftops of Praamis in silence. He spoke to her only when necessary for safety. He chose longer routes with fewer difficult crossings or challenges. The tension had returned to his shoulders. He’d become the polite, distant apprentice once more.

She barely noticed the world around her. Angry tears threatened at the corners of her eyes. Prynn’s words echoed in her mind. Denber retreated out of self-preservation. He didn’t want to feel the pain of loss. It was as if her failure today had reminded him of how unready she was. But understanding didn’t ease the pain of his withdrawal. This is my fault. I let him down. I failed.

A shout drew her from her reverie. A few houses over, the other apprentice Hawks sat atop a steep roof.

Bert waved at the pair as they approached. “There you are! We were just about to start lunch without you.”

Ilanna plopped down beside Werrin, away from Denber. She didn’t want to have to look at him; the disappointment in his eyes filled her with chagrin.

Willem handed her a crust of bread stuffed with spicy sausage and herb butter. Ilanna ate without a word. She barely tasted the watered wine and figs. She smiled at the twins’ jokes, but her heart wasn’t in it. A cloud of gloom hung over her, casting a pall on the bright day. She couldn’t drive away the frustration at her failure.

She listened half-heartedly to the boys talking to Denber. They’d spent the last hour studying the Alamastri mansion, a five-story brick and stone monstrosity a short distance from the Ward of Refuge. They described the patrol patterns, access points, and other details Ilanna found inane. She stopped paying attention when they began chivvying Prynn about spying through the window to watch the eldest Alamastri daughter in her wardrobe.

The sun had baked the shingles to a pleasant temperature. The heat of the day soothed Ilanna, driving away her aches and assuaging her shame. A cool breeze bathed her face. With a full belly and muscles tired from a morning of hard work, she slipped into sleep.

*     *     *

“D’you think we should wake her?”

The Hawks’ conversation filtered into the warm haze of slumber. Languor filled Ilanna, tempting her with its peace. She wanted to lie here forever, with the bright sun above and the hot tiles below. Anything to avoid the disappointment in Denber’s eyes.

Bert’s voice sounded distant. “Denber said to meet him at the Black Spire an hour before sunset.”

“Best get her up, then,” Werrin said. “We’ve got to be off if we’re to make it in time.”

Ilanna forced her eyes open. “I’m awake.” She climbed to her feet, hiding a groan. Her lower back ached from resting on the hard tiles.

Prynn nodded. “Good.”

The twins exchanged glances and Werrin spoke. “Denber left a few hours ago, but we’re to meet him—”

“At the Black Spire.” Ilanna rolled her shoulders. “I know. What are we waiting for?”

Willem opened his mouth, but snapped it shut and shrugged. “Off we go, then.”

The twins led her on a merry tour of the city, leaping, climbing, and swinging from rooftop to rooftop. They laughed and shouted like children—which they were: big children, in a very dangerous playground.

The roofs grew steeper as the buildings increased in height. The Hawks slowed their pace to allow her to keep up. Ilanna’s muscles ached and her lungs begged for air. She refused to give in to fatigue. One failure is enough for today.

Denber awaited them atop a flat roof. Without glancing at her, he thrust out a heavy waterskin and a handful of dried fruits and nuts.

Ilanna took only a few sips of the water before passing it on. “Why are we here?”

Denber pointed. “For that.”

Ilanna followed his finger. A single black tower rose dozens of paces above the tallest roofs of the city. The construction dwarfed the Royal Palace, and the pale spires of the temples looked puny by comparison.

She gasped. “What is that?”

“The Black Spire. Home to Duke Elodon Phonnis, brother to King Ohilmos, Protector of Praamis and Chief Justiciar.”

She couldn’t tear her eyes from the imposing building. “It’s so…big!”

“And impenetrable!” Prynn rubbed his chin. “They say it’s never been burgled, not once!”

Denber shook his head. “Once, and only once.”

Prynn looked suspicious. “By who?”

“Master Gold.”

The Hawks’ mouths dropped in unison.

Werrin found his voice first. “What?”

Denber nodded. “Before he became Master Gold, he was Master Hawk. The fortune he stole from the current Duke’s father was so large that he was selected as the successor for the then-Master Gold.” He thrust a finger at the Black Spire. “That tower is a challenge to every thief in the Night Guild. Every Hawk has wanted to try it, but few have been foolish enough. Only one has ever survived the attempt.”

The Black Spire filled Ilanna’s vision. The tower called out to her, taunting her. She felt it daring her to test herself, to see if she could do what so many had failed to do. Would she be foolish enough to try?

Denber’s words broke into her thoughts. “Come on, lads. Enough gawking for the day. We have to get back to the Guild if we’re going to be in time for dinner.”

Ilanna cast one last glance at the Black Spire before following the Hawks from the rooftop. Her shame had fled, replaced by a grim determination. Someday…
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Ilanna lay in bed, exhausted from another day on the rooftops. She tried not to move her raw, aching hands; she’d tied so many knots her fingers bled. Her gloves were little more than strips of shredded leather in desperate need of stitching. An afternoon spent studying every latch and lock manufactured in Praamis, Voramis, and Malandria added to her fatigue.

The last weeks had passed in a blur of hard work. She spent every morning with Denber, learning the skills she’d need as a Hawk. She hauled herself up ropes until her arms ached. She’d lost track of the hours spent crouched atop the roofs of the city, studying the surfaces to find weak spots. Werrin, Willem, and Prynn took her on their scouting runs. She pretended not to notice that they slowed to allow her to keep up. They never complained, but did their best to help.

Every day, they’d taken her to that same rooftop overlooking the Alamastri mansion. She’d listened to them drone on about the sentries and patrol patterns. They’d even made her count the time for shift changes. Her head was stuffed with information on every detail of the estate and she’d had to repeat it back to them until she got it right. Upon her return to the Aerie, she’d had to recite everything to Denber before he permitted her to eat.

Her few moments of freedom had gone to training on the Perch. Her arms shook from the effort of hauling herself up ropes and ladders. She hadn’t even changed her clothing before climbing into bed; she lacked the energy to do more than collapse. After a few hours of sleep, she’d be up to train before breakfast.

But it will all be worth it!

That morning, Prynn had asked her, “Why are you working so hard?”

She’d answered without hesitation. “To be better.”

She squeezed her eyes shut against the darkness. I won’t be a burden on Denber or the other Hawks. I won’t fail again.

*     *     *

Denber strode into the common room, the twins close on his heels. “It’s time.”

Ilanna glanced up from her dinner—a meat-and-vegetable stew served with hot, buttered rosemary bread.

Prynn pushed back his plate and stood. “Are you sure?”

Willem nodded. “There’s a soiree at the Lord and Lady Coladani’s mansion tonight and the Alamastris are invited. They’ll take most of the guards with them!”

Denber placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re coming with us, Ilanna. Time for you to prove yourself.”

Ilanna’s stomach knotted. “R-Really?”

His brow furrowed. “Has all of your training been for nothing, Ilanna? Have we wasted our time with you?”

She shook her head. “N-no.”

Denber looked unconvinced.

She cleared her throat and spoke again. “Absolutely not! I’ve been working hard for weeks and I deserve this.” She forced a confidence she didn’t quite feel and hoped he didn’t notice.

Denber nodded. “Good. Gear up and meet us at the top of the Perch in ten minutes.”

*     *     *

Ilanna crouched beside Denber, studying the lantern-lit gardens and walkways of the Alamastri mansion. The enormous estate—a solid stone construction decorated with ornate statuary sitting atop mammoth flying buttresses—stretched for hundreds of paces in all directions.

With the Alamastris away, the manor stood all but empty. Torches flickered inside the lower floors, but only a few candles dotted the upper levels. Few servants strode the halls; most had retired for the night. The six guards had just completed their inspection of the grounds. The Hawks had a full quarter-hour before the patrol returned.

Denber pointed to a nearby chimney. “Prynn, you’re on over-watch. Keep an eye on the street and signal if the carriage is coming.”

With a nod, Prynn disappeared into the night.

“Werrin, you’re guarding the nest. You watch for anything that would hinder our escape. Got it?”

Werrin grinned and made himself comfortable on a ledge. “Good to go.”

Denber turned to Willem. “Lem, you’re circling tonight. Keep an eye on those guards. If they deviate from their paths, you let Werrin know.”

Ilanna caught his eye. “What about me?”

Denber smiled at her. “Ilanna, you’re coming in with Bert and me.”

The twins exchanged glances, and Bert’s eyes widened. “You sure, Denber? On her first raid?”

Denber nodded. “She’s going to have to learn sometime. This job should be a doddle. In and out, quick and clean.”

Ilanna’s heart thundered, but she wouldn’t let Denber see her unease.

“Any problems? Bert?” Denber raised an eyebrow. “Now’s the chance to speak.”

Bert shook his head. “Long as you know what you’re doing…”

Denber nodded. “Good. That settles it.”

Motioning for them to follow, he scurried to the corner of the rooftop nearest the mansion. A black rope spanned the expanse between them and the Alamastri estate.

Denber placed his foot on the rope. “It’s nice and tight?”

Willem nodded. “Jarl anchored it on this side and I checked the far side myself. It ain’t going nowhere.”

“Good.” Denber turned to Ilanna. “No security lines. No harnesses. No room for failure.” With that, he lay atop the rope and pulled himself forward.

Ilanna studied the older boy. Denber moved at a steady pace. He makes it look so easy. Denber’s deep grey clothes blended with the darkness, and Ilanna soon lost sight of him. The thundering of her heart all but drowned out the whisper of the night breeze.

A bird call broke the stillness of the night. Willem grinned. “He’s across. You’re up, Ilanna.”

Ilanna climbed onto the rope as Denber had, trying to match his actions exactly. Right foot hooked over the rope, left leg hanging down for balance.

Willem placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just try to stay on top of the rope. If you do slip, use your hands and feet to move. It’s tough going, but it’s better than the alternative.”

Ilanna shuddered. I can’t think about falling. “I-I’ll do my best.”

Willem held up a finger. “One more thing. When you get to the far side, watch out for the little string. Do not touch it, under any circumstances.” He patted her shoulder. “Watcher keep you, Ilanna.”

The rope swayed beneath her weight. She held her breath and remained motionless until the swinging stopped. Heart in her throat, she began the slow crossing. Hand over hand, she pulled herself forward. Within minutes, her arms and shoulders ached from the effort. The gloves prevented rope burns on her hands, but she had no protection for her chest and legs. Beads of sweat rolled down her face, stinging her eyes. She didn’t dare release her grip on the rope. This is much harder than it looked!

But she refused to give in. She’d worked so hard over the last weeks, and Denber had trusted her to accompany him. I won’t let him down.

The farther she went, the more the line sagged and swung. She struggled to stay atop the swaying rope. Every muscle in her body trembled with the effort. A line of fire ran down her chest, stomach, and thighs from friction with the rough cable. Trailing her left leg helped her stay balanced, but barely.

A gust caught her cloak and dragged her off balance. She tried to stay atop the rope but felt herself falling.

No!

Her fingers closed around the rope. She clung to the line, hanging like a flag in the breeze, biting her lip to keep from crying out. Her breath caught in her lungs and terror set her heart racing. Arms and shoulders burning, she swung her legs up and wrapped them around the rope. A thrill of panic coursed through her. She had an image of her shattered body bleeding out on the paving stones and gardens of the Alamastri mansion.

I won’t let that happen. Grim determination filled her. Hand over hand, one foot at a time, she pulled herself forward. Her forearms screamed in pain. Her fingers trembled, but she would not let go. I’ve spent months training for this. I can do it!

Strong arms wrapped around her and her numb fingers released their death-grip on the rope. She fell to the rooftop with a thump and lay there, gasping. Agonizing spasms coursed through her arms and legs. Her whole body shook and a line of fire burned in her thighs from the rope.

Denber knelt beside her. The dim moonlight showed lines etched into his face. “You hurt?”

Ilanna shook her head, panting. “N-no. Just slipped…”

Denber patted her shoulder. “Rest while Bert crosses.” He whistled the bird call and sat on the rooftop beside her. “You did good, Ilanna. That was a long crossing for your first time.”

Frustration and defeat warred in her mind. She’d worked hard to earn a place yet failed on her first big job. She’d nearly plunged to her death. How could she be a Hawk if she couldn’t do something as simple as cross a rope? She had no business up here if she couldn’t keep up with the others.

Ilanna wanted to shout at him for putting her in danger, for not preparing her better. It’s not his fault. He taught me everything I need to know. Denber hadn’t made her slip; she’d done that herself. It’s my fault.

Bert hopped off the rope and whistled. Willem’s answering call came a moment later.

Denber held out a hand, and Ilanna pulled herself to her feet. Though her muscles ached, she stood tall. The job’s not over yet. I still have a chance to prove myself.

Denber held a finger to his lips. “Quiet as mice.”

Ilanna followed him up the side of the sloping rooftop, Bert close behind. They edged along the pinnacle with cautious steps. She winced every time a roof tile shifted or grated underfoot, hardly daring to breathe.

Denber stopped at a chimney. He pulled Ilanna close and held out a hand. “Your rope.”

She unwrapped the thin black rope from around her waist. Taking it, Denber lashed her rope to his own with a quick knot and added Bert’s to the other end. He gave it an experimental tug and nodded, satisfied. “Bert, stay up here and keep watch.”

Bert nodded and took the linked ropes. As Denber fashioned a quick harness, Bert looped the rope around the chimney and pulled it tight. He flashed Denber a thumbs up and a grin.

With a nod, Denber dropped over the edge of the roof and disappeared. The rope creaked under the older boy’s weight. Ilanna held her breath. The sound of shattering tiles would give their presence away to the guards below. The rope grated against the tiles, shifted, and hung loose.

Bert placed his lips against her ear. “He’s in. First window down.”

Ilanna fashioned a harness like Denber’s, slipped into the loops, and pulled it tight. With a shaky grin, she walked backward and clambered over the edge. She kept a firm grip on the rope as she rappelled down the wall. The harness rubbed against the raw flesh of her thighs, but she refused to let her pain show.

No more weakness.

She glanced down. Denber peered up at her from a window a few paces below the level of the roof. He reached out to catch her feet as she dropped. With a grunt, he pulled her into the room beyond. A quick tug on the line and the rope slipped free of her waist.

Pale moonlight shone through the window, casting eerie shadows. An enormous copper tub occupied one side of the room. Myriad scents and perfumes wafted from the glass bottles littering the table beside the door. Prynn had described the fancy bathrooms of the nobles of Praamis, but she’d never encountered anything half as elegant as Lady Alamastri’s bathing chamber.

Denber jerked a thumb at the open door and Ilanna moved aside. He slipped toward the doorway and peered into the next room. “All clear,” he mouthed.

Ilanna’s jaw dropped as she stepped through the door. Shelves lined the chamber from floor to ceiling. More dresses, gowns, robes, and cloaks than she had seen in a lifetime filled the room beyond. Her fingertips brushed across rich velvet, silks, and linens. These have to be worth a fortune!

Denber ignored the clothing. His nimble fingers darted among the robes and outer cloaks, rifling through pockets in search of treasure. Disappointment showed on his face when he moved on.

Ilanna peered into the adjoining room. A massive four-poster bed dominated the suite, with a hanging canopy and bedclothes trimmed with lace. An elegant velvet divan and chaise longue occupied the far end of the room. She wanted to curl up on the plush fur rug covering the floor.

So much wealth.

The picture window drew her eyes. The city of Praamis stretched around as far as she could see. Thousands of lights sparkled in the darkness, rivaling the stars in the night sky. Ilanna gaped at the breathtaking view. Almost as good as the view from the rooftops.

Something to her right caught her attention. Someone was in the room with them. She leapt backward and her knife flashed from its sheath. Atop a dressing table sat a mirror. The person staring back had her face, wore the dark clothes of a Hawk, and held a small dagger in trembling hands. Her cheeks flushed, and she was glad for the darkness.

I hope Denber didn’t see that.

The older boy was occupied rifling through a wooden chest at the foot of the enormous bed. He moved in near-silence; Ilanna felt loud and clumsy by comparison. Denber gestured toward the dressing table. Moonlight streamed through the picture window, revealing a small jewelry box, an assortment of ivory-handled hair brushes, and other items Ilanna had never seen before. She ran her fingers over the items in wonder.

How can anyone have so much? Before the Night Guild, her family had barely had enough to eat. In the Menagerie, she’d had nothing to call her own. Even in House Hawk, she owned very little beyond her clothing and tools. But the Alamastris had everything: clothes, jewels, a fancy house. More than they could possibly need or even want. That was why Denber had chosen them. Whatever we take, they won’t miss.

Denber placed a hand on her shoulder. “One thing only,” he whispered.

Ilanna wanted to ask why. They can’t possibly know we’ve taken anything. The older boy moved on before she could speak.

Fine. Just one thing. She fingered the jewelry box. Whatever is in here has to be worth a lot.

She ran her fingers over the contents. In the darkness, she had no way of knowing the value of the items within. Necklaces, pendants, bracelets, earrings, rings, and other pieces she didn’t recognize. So which should I take?

Denber whispered in her ear. “Come on, Ilanna. We’ve got to get out of here.”

Disappointment flashed through her. She didn’t want to leave yet, not when the Alamastris had so many amazing things to explore. But Denber had given the order, so she had to obey.

The door lock rattled. Ilanna’s heart stopped. She recognized the sound of a key inserted into the lock and the click of tumblers. She stood there, frozen in fear. Denber seized her wrist and dragged her toward the wardrobe. Halfway there, a gut-wrenching realization tore through her: she’d left the jewelry box open! Tearing her hand from his grasp, she raced to the dresser and snapped the jewelry box lid shut. Without hesitation, she turned to sprint after Denber. Before she’d taken two steps, the door swung open.

Too late!

Lantern light streamed into the room. Ilanna had a split second to think. She dove beneath the massive bed with a rustle of cloth. Footsteps approached the bed and Ilanna saw the outline of slippers. The mattress above Ilanna sagged as the feet disappeared from view. She lay perfectly still, her heart thundering. Don’t move, she told herself.

The tramp of a pair of boots sounded in the corridor. She held her breath.

“Come on in, darling.” A woman’s voice spoke. “The Lord won’t be home for at least another hour.”

“Erie, you know we’re not supposed to be in here.” A man, now.

“But who’s to know, Arelin? I’m her ladyship’s maid, not some scullery wench to be bedded in the pantry!”

The boots approached the bed. “Still, Erie. It don’t feel right doing this.”

“Why not? The Lord and Lady treat us like slaves rather than servants. Turnabout is fair play, you know that.”

The man grunted and the weight lifted from atop Ilanna’s back. “Not here, Erie. The Lord’s been good enough to us. Besides, I know of a better place where we can…”

The door creaked shut behind the pair, muffling the man’s words.

Ilanna gasped. Tension drained from her body. Without realizing it, she’d drawn her knife. Her hands trembled. She didn’t want to think what she would have done had they discovered her. Sheathing the blade, Ilanna crawled out from under the bed and sprinted for the wardrobe.

Relief flitted across Denber’s face. “Twisted hell! I thought…”

“I’m fine. Got what you came for?”

Denber nodded. “You?”

Ilanna patted her pocket and grinned.

“Back we go.”

Ilanna’s hands shook as she reached for the rope. She forced her fingers to grip it tight and focused on the effort of pulling herself up hand over hand. She’d never felt so relieved to see Bert’s grinning face up on the roof.

He held out a hand. “Had me worried, you two.”

Ilanna forced a smile and staggered a few paces away. She leaned on her knees, gasping. Her stomach heaved and lurched, threatening to disgorge its contents. Ilanna swallowed hard and clenched her fists.

Denber eyed her with a curious expression. “You all right?”

Ilanna nodded and straightened. “Fine, just excited.” They still had the return crossing, and the journey back to the Night Guild held its own perils. She had no time for fear.

Denber helped her up. “Come on, then. Time to go home.”

They slipped along the rooftop. Their soft leather boots made no sound on the tiles, and the wind obscured any whispers of their passage. When they reached the black rope, Denber let out a bird call. He frowned at Willem’s answering call. He held up a clenched fist. “Wait.”

Ilanna settled to the rooftop just as the rattle of a carriage reached them. A guard shouted, “Open the gates!”

Ilanna peered over the edge of the roof. The gate swung open and a carriage clattered into the courtyard. A servant rushed from the mansion to open the carriage door. “Welcome home, my Lord, my Lady. I trust the party at Lord Coladani’s was—”

“An utter outrage!” A woman’s shrill voice drifted toward them. “That painted whore Lady Coladani insisted that—”

“Now, now, dear.” A man who could only be Lord Alamastri emerged from the carriage. “We mustn’t speak ill of our hosts. The Coladanis are among the wealthiest nobles in the city. You cannot take offense when they…” The mansion’s front door boomed shut behind the nobles, cutting off their conversation.

Ilanna’s heart raced. We got out just in time! What had looked like a simple job had nearly gone terribly awry thanks to the Alamastris’ early return.

Willem’s “all clear” signal came a moment later. Denber motioned for Ilanna to go first. She reached for the rope, but jerked her hand back. She’d almost tugged on the string Willem had warned her to avoid at all costs.

Heart thundering, Ilanna climbed onto the rope, settling her weight. Her stomach twisted at the thought of the arduous crossing. Every time she moved, she feared she’d fall. Thankfully, her hands no longer trembled. She kept her eyes fixed on the rope before her and gritted her teeth. I can do this!

Something shifted in her tunic. The ring!

Acting on instinct, Ilanna’s hand darted to her hidden pocket. Her fingers closed around the ring just as it slipped out. The shift of her weight set the rope wobbling and she swayed, losing her balance. She clung to the ring with her left hand and the rope with her right. She didn’t dare move. A gust of wind could knock her from her precarious perch.

Every muscle in her body tensed. Slowly, she brought her left hand up to her face and closed her fingers around the rope, clutching the ring between her forefinger and thumb. Moving as little as she dared, she slipped the ring onto her gloved right hand.

She exhaled in relief and regained her balance. Hand over hand, she pulled herself across and slumped to the rooftop beside Willem. She lay on the cool tiles, gasping for breath. The merry twinkling of the stars overhead had never looked so beautiful.

Denber helped her up, nodding approval. “Well done.”

Bert threw his arms around her shoulders and led her a few paces away. “Will you do the honors?”

Ilanna took the string and stared at it. “What am I supposed to do?”

He grinned. “Pull!”

She yanked, and the rope sagged. Denber and Willem hauled on the rope, gathering it into a neat pile. By the time Werrin joined them, Denber had the rope looped around his chest. “Come on. Let’s fetch Prynn and head home.”

*     *     *

Denber waved his arms in a grand gesture. “Gentlemen and lady, behold the fruits of our labors.” He tipped up the leather purse, spilling gold and silver onto the table.

The apprentices applauded. Denber swept an expansive bow. “Thank you, thank you!” He seized a goblet of watered wine and raised it. “And a special thanks to the Alamastris! May the Watcher reward them for their contributions.”

Prynn prodded the small pile of coins. “How much is it?”

Denber shrugged. “Not quite sure. Enough, though. At least ten or fifteen imperials.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “A fortune!”

“For us, perhaps. For the Alamastris, the paltry sum thrown into a drawer beside their bed. What did you get?”

“Oh! I nearly forgot.” Ilanna slipped the ring from her finger and handed it to Denber, who passed it to Prynn.

“Hmm.” The boy held it up to the light. “Proper gold, no doubt. The stone looks a bit cloudy, but it could be real. I’ll take it to a jeweler tomorrow. Maybe get a dozen imperials. No more than fifteen.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. “Fifteen imperials?”

Prynn nodded and grinned at her. “You are clearly a woman of discerning taste. Your haul is almost the same size as Denber’s!”

The twins and Bert clapped her on the shoulder, and Denber nodded his approval. Ilanna glowed beneath the praise. She slipped onto the bench beside Denber and listened to the apprentices dividing the loot. They counted out six shares—one for each of them—then a seventh.

“Who’s that for?”

“Jarl.”

“Jarl?”

Denber nodded. “It’s the Hawk’s way. The Pathfinders keep the roofs safe for us. In return, they get an equal share of every haul we take.”

The boys cheered at Jarl’s arrival. The big boy smiled and, with a grunt, joined them in celebration.

As the festivities progressed, Ilanna’s excitement drained away, replaced by exhaustion. She’d trained hard all that day, and her evening’s activities had taken a toll. Now, she wanted nothing more than to sleep. Without a word, she slipped from the common room. She didn’t bother with the pile of sewing atop her bed; she shoved it to the floor and climbed under her blankets.

Every muscle in her body ached, but she welcomed the sensation. I did my part. Tonight, she’d earned the right to call herself a Hawk.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Nine


How long since I last had a moment to myself? Ilanna reclined against a steep rooftop, relishing the warmth of the tiles on her back. Denber had given her the day off. Months of training had taken a toll on her body and mind. After weeks of preparation for the Alamastri job and the excitement of the previous night, she welcomed the respite.

The Black Spire loomed in the distance, thrust like an obsidian dagger into the belly of the sky. It called to her, enticing her to try and fail—as had all those before her.

She climbed to her feet and waved farewell to the looming tower. Maybe someday. Today, I have somewhere to be.

The bustle of the streets below lured her. She slithered down a drainpipe, leapt to a lower rooftop, shimmed across a narrow ledge, and hopped down a pile of crates. After weeks spent on unsteady rooftops, she had a new appreciation for solid ground.

She ducked behind a pile of refuse, crouching in the shadows of a wagon. A band of heavy-set boys wearing red armbands tramped up the street. Heart thundering, she moved on only after the Bloodbears had disappeared. She kept to the busy avenues and thoroughfares. The muted brown of her Hawk clothes blended with the muddy streets of the Merchant District. Uncertain if she was in Fifth Claw territory, she preferred to stay out of sight.

She brightened at the sight of the colorful awnings and stalls of Old Town Market. She hurried toward the busy marketplace, slipping through the throng of people, animals, and vehicles. Heavy-laden wagons and ornate carriages rumbled past, adding to the noise of commerce. Her eyes darted in search of Bloodbears and the Praamian Guard. She hadn’t forgotten the lessons learned during her time as a Fox.

She clutched the silver coins Denber had given her. My share of last night’s haul. Two drakes, more than she’d held in a lifetime. All mine, for whatever I want. The question is: what do I want?

Stopping to gawk at the gaudy items in a merchant’s stall, she ran her fingers over ivory-handled brushes, ornamental knives of brass and iron, wooden toys, and bolts of soft cloth. She didn’t bother watching for Foxes; her purse held nothing but a few ingots of rubbish metal, a trick Alun had taught her to distract light-fingers. She kept her small fortune in her hands where no Fox could snatch it.

A pile of fabric caught her attention: bright crimson roses printed on a creamy background. A memory flashed through her mind.

She sat before a small mirror. With slow, careful strokes, she brushed her dark hair, counting to fifty as Mama taught her. Pink ribbons lay on the dresser, ready to tie in her hair once she finished braiding. Viola studied her cheeks, rosy from a scrubbing in the burbling stream.

She hadn’t dared hope for anything today—her eighth nameday. Papa had closed the chandlery months ago. What little money he didn’t drink away went to buying food. But the week before, to her surprise, Papa had promised to take her out. He’d even smiled for a moment. Then his eyes had turned sad and he’d spent the rest of the night at the table, bottle in hand.

“Maybe he’ll be happy today. Or at least not as angry.”

She ran her hands over her new dress. She’d spent months sewing it from scraps of fabric left over after preparing Mistress Irya’s curtains, always working in Papa’s absence. Better to do it behind his back than be scolded for wasting time sewing something for herself when she had work to do.

He has to love the flowery pattern! It was Mama’s favorite.

Finishing with the ribbons, Viola checked her reflection in the mirror one last time. Satisfied, she skipped down the creaking stairs and into the dining room. “I’m ready, Papa.”

Papa sat clutching an empty bottle. Pulling his head from his hands, he studied her through bleary eyes. “Let’s be off, then.”

Remembrance brought a stab of anger but, with it, a sense of longing. The cloth had belonged to Mama.

She waved to the merchant. “How much for this?”

“Five bits.” He studied her with a raised eyebrow.

“Two.” She had a faint memory of her mother arguing with a wine merchant over the price of the bottle of wine her father emptied the moment they arrived home.

“Three, and that’s my final offer!”

With a grin, Ilanna passed the silver drake to the cloth merchant.

The man’s eyes widened, but he handed back her change with a shrug. “Would you like it wrapped, little miss?”

Ilanna nodded.

He held up a finger. “One copper bit extra gets you a nice ribbon.”

“No, thank you. Just the cloth.”

The merchant handed her the bundle of cloth, tied tight with twine. “Apprentice smile on you this day.”

With a nod, Ilanna pushed her way into the crowd, package clutched under her arm. She would keep the rest of her fortune for another time. With this cloth, she could make another dress. Something to wear when she grew tired of muted Hawk brown.

She smiled at the sight of the familiar brick wall. Her heart raced. Maybe Ethen will be there.

He wasn’t. Nothing stirred in the garden. The sweet scent of her violas filled the air, but Ilanna detected a hint of roses. Someone had dug a channel to the rose bush, and it had sprung to life. Two ruby red roses contrasted with the green leaves. A few tiny rosebuds threatened to bloom.

She smiled. He’s behind this.

Placing her package gently on dry ground, Ilanna brushed away debris and pulled weeds. She couldn’t help smiling. Judging by the tiny green shoots, Ethen had to have come in the last week or two.

Weeding completed, Ilanna collected rocks and unwound the sling from her belt. The hours spent in the Perch had done little for her skills with the sling. She fumbled in her pouch for the handful of lead balls she’d had made. Though heavier, their uniform shape made them easier to launch. Still, she dropped more pellets than she hurled and none came close to striking their target. She gritted her teeth. I need to spend more time practicing.

After a few more failed attempts, she stowed the sling. What now? She studied the sky. The sun hadn’t peaked. I don’t need to return to the Aerie for hours yet.

Something drew her eyes to the house. Her house.

The roof sagged and stone crumbled from the walls. A pall of gloom hung over the house. She’d never dared to enter. She had few happy memories, not after Mama had died. Now curiosity burned within her. Her feet moved of their own accord. Before she knew it, Ilanna had lifted the latch and pushed the door open.

She recoiled beneath the assault of a foul stench. Holding her breath, she poked her head into the house. Nothing moved.

She stood inside.

Everything was so familiar, yet so alien. She knew she should recognize the chair. Mama had spent hours sitting there, as had she. She knew the wooden stairs would creak if she climbed them. But, standing there, she felt as if she saw the place for the first time.

Beyond the doorway stood the kitchen where she’d eaten countless meals. The horrible odor increased as she approached. Bottles of pewter and glass, leather wineskins, and shattered crockery littered the floor. Rodents turned to regard her for a moment before returning to their meal.

She shuddered. The rats feasted on something that had once been human. Empty eye sockets stared at her. The nose and lips had been eaten away, revealing crooked stumps of teeth. White bone showed through flesh dried and wrinkled by decay or devoured by predators.

Papa.

He died as she remembered him living: sitting at the kitchen table, a jug of wine clasped in his hands.

The memories washed over her in a sickening torrent.

She hurried after Papa, trotting to match his long-legged pace. She waved to Master Umlai, who’d slipped Mama pork scraps when she had no coin. The butcher just turned his back and closed his shop door.

She smiled at Mistress Harra, the metalsmith’s wife. Mistress Harra had carried Baby Rose when Mama needed to run errands. She had no smile for Viola, only tears running down her cheeks.

She couldn’t understand why they turned away. They’d once been Mama’s friends—her friends, too, or so she’d thought. Now, they had only angry glares for Papa.

She skipped alongside her father. “So, Papa, where are you taking me?”

Papa kept his eyes locked on the street ahead. The bottle sloshed in time with his shuffling steps.

“Are you taking me to see the gardens at The Sanctuary, Papa? The Bright Lady’s temple is always so beautiful this time of year and—”

Papa whirled, his face red, his jaw clenched. “Be silent, Viola. You’ll see where we’re going soon enough.” The ceramic bottle in his hand creaked and his knuckles whitened.

She snapped her mouth shut and trotted alongside Papa in silence. A lump formed in her throat and tears threatened.

“I won’t cry,” she told herself, “not today.” Today was her special day. Nothing would ruin that. “Besides, he’s just trying to make it a surprise.”

Colors and sounds swirled around her in an endless rhythm of chaos. Old Town Market. Vendors hawked their wares at the top of their lungs. Men, women, and children bustled through the square, pulling hand carts and groaning beneath the weight of heavy sacks. Oxen, horses, and donkeys rumbled past, pulling laden wagons and carts. Viola reached out to pet a passing horse, but snatched her hand away when Papa growled.

She took a deep breath. Hundreds of smells—spices, animals, people, cooking food, exotic perfumes, and so much more—blended in a strange harmony that reminded Viola of Mama. Wrinkling her nose at the odor of animal droppings, she leapt over a fresh cow pat in the center of the muddy lane.

She loved the bright colors most. Heavy sheets of canvas every color of the rainbow draped the shops and stalls of Old Town Market. Fabric merchants displayed vivid bolts of silk, wool, and linen. Carts piled high with multi-hued fruits and vegetables rumbled past. Here and there, people dressed in bright-colored clothing milled among the vendors and carters in their dull browns and greys.

“Papa, can we walk through the market?” Maybe Papa would buy her a treat. After all, he’d promised her something special on her nameday.

Instead, Papa tugged her away from the marketplace. Viola hoped he didn’t see her disappointment. It would only make Papa angry and spoil the day.

“Where are we going, Papa?” She didn’t recognize her surroundings; Mama had never taken her this far.

“You’ll see.”

He turned down a side street, leading them farther from Old Town Market. The decrepit buildings bordering the road sent a shiver down Viola’s spine. Windows gaped like dark, empty mouths. Brick gave way to rotting wood; the houses looked like they would collapse atop her.

She followed Papa through a twisting labyrinth of muddy alleys heaped high with refuse. She gasped as a man lurched from a makeshift shelter, reaching for Papa’s bottle. Papa snarled and pushed the filthy man away, hurling him to the ground. With a vicious curse, he shuffled on, not looking back to see if she followed.

She hurried after him. She wanted to tell Papa the muddy streets would soil her new dress, but held her tongue. He wouldn’t care.

She reached for his hand. “P-Papa? Where are we going? I’m scared.”

Papa jerked his hand away. “Just keep walking, girl. We’re almost there.”

She couldn’t stop the tear, but she brushed it away before Papa noticed. Gathering up the hem of her dress, she trotted after her father as best she could. Maybe his surprise lay beyond this horrible place. She had to believe it; why else would he bring her here?

Papa turned onto a larger street, where the street sign read “Fishmonger’s Row”. She gagged and covered her nose, but the smell didn’t seem to bother Papa.

She pulled on his sleeve. “Papa, I want to go home now. This place stinks.”

Papa grunted. “That is where we are going.”

He thrust his chin toward a large warehouse at the end of the lane. It looked like the others on the street: old, sagging, and a gust of wind away from collapse. Piles of debris lay strewn around the front of the building. A river of foul-smelling water washed across the street, turning the mud to slush.

She shuddered. What are we doing there?

Papa knocked on the faded, rotting wooden door. When no answer came, he pounded harder.

A voice sounded from within. “I’m coming, I’m coming! No need to get your britches in a twist.”

She gaped at the stooped figure that opened the door. Spots dotted the woman’s gnarled hands and her lank silver hair hung down past her waist in a wild tangle. She studied Papa through milky, weeping eyes. “What do you want?”

“I’ve come to speak to Iltair.”

The woman’s gaze fell on her. “A moment.”

The door slammed and Viola jumped.

“What’s happening? Why are we here?” She glanced at Papa, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes. Her heart thundered.

When the door opened again, a huge man stepped out. Something about him reminded Viola of Grien, the man who’d hurt Papa. His clothing matched Grien’s—the same brown cloth with trim the crimson of Papa’s blood.

“Girard.” His voice sounded like crunching gravel. “What do you want? Have what you owe, do you?”

Papa shook his head. “But I have something else.” He shoved her forward. “She reaches her eighth year today.”

Iltair crouched and studied her. The way he looked at her…it reminded her of Mama when choosing a cut of meat at Master Umlai’s butcher shop. “What’s your name, girl?”

“V-Viola.” Why was this man talking to her? She clasped her hands to stop them trembling. She shrank back against Papa, but Papa pushed her forward again.

“A pretty name.” Iltair squeezed her shoulders with calloused hands. “A bit runty, she is.”

“You’ll see to that.” Papa’s face had turned white and his hands shook. “But with this, the debt is paid?”

She choked back a cry. What? What’s happening? She didn’t like this place and she didn’t like this man who hurt her. I want to go home! She tried to turn back to Papa, but Iltair held her fast.

“Aye. All is forgiven, Girard.”

Papa nodded and turned to leave.

“Papa?” She reached for her father, but Iltair’s grip on her shoulders stopped her. “Where are you going?”

“Away.” Papa didn’t look back.

“When will you be back?” Why are you leaving me?

“I won’t.” He whirled, and Viola she shrank from the rage in his eyes. “I can’t stand to see you any longer. It’s your fault she’s gone. I can’t live with that reminder. You look too much like her…” His voice cracked and he swallowed. “I-I can’t…bear it.”

She didn’t understand. “Please, Papa, don’t leave me!” Tears streamed down her cheeks and her whole body shook. “I’ll be a good girl. I’ll work harder. I’ll—”

Iltair squeezed her shoulder tighter. “Come, child. Now!”

Papa turned away, his shoulders shaking, fists clenched. He limped down the stairs and up the street.

“Papa!”

A cork popped and Papa tipped the bottle to his lips. She threw herself down the stairs, but a huge arm wrapped around her waist and dragged her away. In vain, she kicked, screamed, and clawed at the man carrying her. The door clanged shut, cutting her off from daylight and plunging her into darkness. The sound echoed through the building with a ring of terrible finality. Papa wouldn’t come for her. He had abandoned her.

A wave of nausea washed over her. Rushing from the house, she retched onto a patch of dry ground, well away from the garden. She knelt there, panting, her stomach lurching. The sight of the rats feasting on the corpse bothered her more than the realization that the body belonged to her father. She felt nothing for the husk of the man at the table. He’d sold her to the Night Guild. He didn’t deserve her pity.

Without a backward glance, Ilanna gathered up her bundle and hurried over the garden wall. She would never return to that house again. It belonged to the rats and the ghost of her dead father, and they were welcome to it.

She only wanted the garden.

*     *     *

Ilanna walked in a daze, the streets of Praamis a blur.

The sight of the corpse had left her hollow, empty. She felt nothing but a numbness that turned her arms and legs to lead. How long had the corpse sat there, waiting to be discovered? Had he even realized he was dying or was he too drunk to care?

Someone shouted at her. “Watch it, girl!”

Ilanna mumbled an apology and stumbled on. Every step led her farther from what had once been her home. No longer. Now, she had only the Night Guild to call home.

Clouds filled the sky overhead, threatening a downpour. The colors of Old Town Market looked muted and dull. Even the bustle of the marketplace sounded distant, a subdued hum that failed to penetrate the fog in her mind.

Something struck her hard, sending her sprawling. She lay there, shocked. Her mind struggled to find its way back to reality.

“What do you have to say for yourself, girl? You drunk?”

Ilanna stared up into the eyes of the angry man. “I-I…”

He hefted his club as if to strike her again.

She swallowed and held up her hands. “Not drunk. Just lost my way.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “Well, mind you watch your feet. Can’t have you spoiling the merchandise!” He turned to the slim figure beside him. “And you, you’ll earn a few coins before nightfall, if you know what’s good for you.”

Ilanna studied the figure. Worn petticoats hid a thin frame and heavy makeup failed to disguise dark circles under the girl’s eyes. Her long hair hung in a messy braid down her back. She kept her eyes fixed firmly on the street, never speaking to the passing people. A tremor ran through her hands.

A few men stopped, studying her as if judging cattle at the market. None stayed long. One look at the girl’s thin, wasted frame sent them up the street to rounder, plumper fare.

The girl met Ilanna’s gaze for a moment. Ilanna’s eyes widened in horror.

“Nine?”

The girl—no, Nine is a boy—said nothing.

“Wh-What’s…?”

She backed away, eyes wide. Her stomach twisted in knots. She could find no words. She hadn’t seen Nine since the day she became a Hawk. None of the Houses had wanted the tyro and Master Velvet had led him away. She’d wondered what had become of him. Now she knew.

How could this happen? Without a backward glance at the dead-eyed, painted face of the tyro she’d known as Nine, Ilanna fled.

She ran, not caring where she went. The corpse of her father and Nine’s unseeing eyes hounded her. She had to get away from the horrors behind her. She had to erase the memories.

How could the Night Guild do that to him? Painted like a whore and set to sell himself on the street. A fate crueler than death.

She ducked into an alley and sagged against the wall. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Sobs racked her body. She cried not for her father, nor for herself. She cried for Nine, for all the horror he would endure in his short life.

A cruel, cold voice floated toward her.

“Looks like nameday came early, eh lads?”

Ilanna’s blood ran cold, her tears drying up in a moment of pure terror.

Sabat strode toward her, two smaller boys at his back. “What have we here? A crying Hawkling, fallen from her lofty heights?”

“Go away.” Ilanna’s voice sounded shaky and weak. “Leave me alone.”

“The little Hawkling wants us to leave her alone. What do you think, lads?” The two licked their lips and grinned at Sabat. “No, I thought not.”

Ilanna leapt to her feet and tried to flee, but Sabat blocked her way. The two Bloodbears took up positions behind her.

“Oi, Sabat, what you got there?”

Ilanna’s heart sank. Three more Bloodbears entered the alley behind Sabat. She glanced over her shoulder. Perhaps she could overpower the two younger boys and escape that way.

A hand seized her wrist and twisted, wrenching her shoulder and eliciting a bark of pain.

Sabat towered over his. His face hovered close to hers, his fetid breath washing over her face.

“I owe you a little something, Hawkling.” He ran a filthy finger along the white scar tissue crossing his cheek. “After all, you were kind enough to leave me with this.”

Ilanna’s free hand flashed to the knife in her belt, but Sabat moved faster. His fist plowed into her gut. She doubled over, heaving and retching. Laughter echoed in the alley. The Bloodbears clearly enjoyed the show.

He gripped her hair and pulled her head up. She stared at him through wide eyes. “Remember these?” He showed her the knuckledusters given him in the Menagerie. “It’s been too long since they’ve tasted blood.”

He struck her hard across the face. Bone shattered beneath the impact and blood streamed from her cheek.

“Pick her up.”

Two pairs of hands lifted her by the arms and held her upright. Her knees refused to support her weight and her head lolled on her shoulders.

Sabat yanked her hair, lifting her face again. “I’d like nothing more than to kill you for what you did that day. Made me look weak in front of the other Claws. Weak ain’t a good thing for a Bloodbear.” He slapped her, hard, his open palm cracking across her face and twisting her head. “Thankfully, there’s always a fresh crop of Bloodbears that need teaching. Took the attention off me and put it on the young blood.”

She tensed in anticipation of another blow. Sabat only grinned.

“Patience, girlie. Your time will come soon enough.”

Ilanna reeled beneath his punch. Her nose streamed crimson and her eye started to swell.

“Sadly, I can’t gut you outright.” He toyed with a knife—her knife. “T’aint the Bloodbear way or so they tell me.”

Tossing the knife over his shoulder, he reached for the package she’d dropped. He ripped open the paper and held up the length of cloth.

“Pretty. You wore something like this your first day in, didn’t you?” Leering, he used the cloth to wipe the blood from her face and held it up. “That looks better, don’t it?”

“Y-you bastard!” Ilanna spat.

Blood splattered Sabat’s face. He grinned. “There she is! There’s the little Hawkling that put the blade in me.”

He punched her in the gut again. She gasped for breath and tried to retch, but hands held her upright.

“No, Hawkling, I can’t kill you, but you’d be amazed by how easy it is to leave someone just this side of the Keeper’s embrace. Though I can’t say you won’t be begging for death by the time we’re done with you.”

He struck her again. This time, he didn’t stop. Blow after blow rained down on her. Her face caved beneath the impact of the brass knuckles. Blood streamed from her forehead, her nose, her cheeks, and her mouth.

The Bloodbears released her arms and she hit the ground hard. Sabat stomped hard on her upper arm, shattering bone. She shrieked and tried to move away, but he followed. After shattering the other arm, he moved on to her legs.

Every time Ilanna thought she would drown in pain, a wave of agony coursed through her from some fresh injury. Sabat’s snarling, slavering face filled her vision. She screamed and screamed, but no one came. She desperately searched the rooftops for any sign of Denber or the other Hawks. Only blue skies met her eyes.

The blows stopped. The pain remained. Ilanna floated in a haze of agony. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly, gasping, trying to speak.

Sabat knelt over her, toying with her knife. “I think I’ll keep this. The perfect reminder of what happens when you cross a Bloodbear.”

Slipping the dagger into his belt, he stood and retrieved the cloth. His eyes never left hers as he wiped the blood—her blood—from his knuckles. He threw the soiled rag at her and spat. “Be seeing you around, Hawkling.”

She couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even cry. Too…much…pain. With a quiet groan, Ilanna welcomed the embrace of unconsciousness.
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Chapter Thirty


“Ilanna?” The voice sounded distant, faint. “Can you hear me, Ilanna?”

Pain, more than she’d felt in her entire life, rendered her immobile. Agony flashed through every fiber of her being. She could barely moan, a pitiful sound.

“She’s awake!”

She croaked. “W-Wa…ter.” Her lips felt thick, her jaw at an awkward angle.

Cool liquid trickled into her mouth, wetting her parched tongue and throat. She coughed.

“Easy, Ilanna.” The familiar voice soothed her panic.

Her eyes refused to focus. “D-Denber?” Darkness filled her world.

“I’m here. Prynn, Bert, Jarl, and the twins, too. We’re all here.”

“Wh-what…happened?” She tried to lift her head. Everything hurt too much to move.

“We were hoping you could tell us that. Elmar said he found you broken and bleeding in an alley, but there was no sign of your attacker.”

Ilanna coughed, tasted copper. She raised a hand to wipe away the blood, but a paralyzing wave of pain washed over her. A weak cry burst from her lips.

“Easy.” A gentle hand wiped her lips with a cloth. “Don’t try to move. Bert, go fetch Tyman, now!”

Footsteps retreated and a door closed.

Denber’s face hovered above her. “Who was it, Ilanna? Who did this to you?”

What happened? Why does everything hurt so much? Ilanna tried to remember. Agony overwhelmed her, numbing her mind. She couldn’t think through the fog. A face filled her mind’s eye. Leering, snarling, slavering, with heavy-lidded eyes and thick cheeks. The memory slammed into her with gut-wrenching force.

“S-Sabat…” She choked out the word and dissolved into tears. Sobs sent fresh spasms of agony coursing through her.

“Go,” Denber said.

Jarl grunted and the heavy tread of his boots moved away.

Fear twisted in her gut. “Wh-where am I?”

Denber’s hand felt warm on her shoulder. “You’re safe, Ilanna. You’re in your bed, in the Aerie. We’re here to protect you.”

She tried to raise her head to look around. “I can’t see!” Try as she might, she couldn’t push the darkness from before her eyes.

“Your eyes, they’re swollen shut. The bones of your cheek and brows broke. Your arms and legs, too.”

“Move aside, move aside. Let me see my patient.” The commanding voice belonged to Journeyman Tyman. A cool hand rested on her forehead. “How do you feel, girl?”

Ilanna coughed. Pain lanced her ribs and stomach, eliciting a groan and a fresh wave of blood.

“Silly question, of course. Don’t try to move, girl. Your arms and legs are splinted, your ribs bound. Now, I hate to do this, but I must. It’s going to hurt.” Something sharp prodded her stomach and she cried out. “Easy, young Hawk. Just checking for signs of internal damage. Your organs took quite the beating.”

“How bad is it, Journeyman?” Denber sounded worried.

“Thankfully, the worst is over. The week of rest has done her good.”

A week? She could remember none of it. She remembered nothing but the pain.

She swallowed a lump in her throat. “H-how much longer?”

Tyman snorted. “If you so much as set foot outside this bed for the next six weeks, I’ll break every bone in your body myself.”

Six weeks? But my training… She hadn’t the energy to protest. At the moment, she wanted nothing more than to sleep. Perhaps sleep would drown out the agony.

“Rest now, child. Listen to your body and let it heal. But first, drink this.” Tyman pressed a cup to her lips.

She swallowed, grimacing at the bitter taste.

“Good! She’s showing signs of life again.”

“Thank you, Journeyman.” Denber sounded relieved.

“Of course, Denber. You know my fee.”

“Yes, sir.”

Journeyman Tyman’s hand rested on her forehead once more. “Sleep, child. Doctor’s orders.”

Ilanna complied, too exhausted to do otherwise. Blind and helpless, she floated in a sea of pain, until Tyman’s draught dragged her into merciful unconsciousness.

*     *     *

Every bone and muscle in Ilanna’s body ached. Sweat dripped down her forehead and stung her eyes. She tried to move, but the splints and bandages held her fast.

Faces danced in her vision. She could not see through her swollen eyes, but the images played over in her mind. She saw the leering face of Sabat as he beat her. She stared horrified at the lifeless, unseeing eyes of Nine, the tyro turned prostitute. She watched the rats tear at the parchment-thin face of the corpse that had once been her father.

Sleep eluded her. She needed the fresh, chill air of the rooftops, but was trapped down here in the tunnels. The heat stifled her. She couldn’t breathe. Panic set her heart drumming a frantic beat. Her pulse rushed in her ears and she gasped for air.

Something damp and cool rested on her forehead. “Easy, Ilanna.”

That voice! “E-Ethen?”

“It’s me. I’m here.” His hand felt cool in hers.

“W-What are you doing here?” Her parched tongue struggled to form the words. “You’re not a Hawk.”

“Denber sent for me. We’ve been taking turns caring for you.”

“We?”

“The other Hawks and me. Even Elmar and a few of his Foxes came to visit.”

Ilanna’s face flushed, sending a fresh wave of pain through her skull. I never wanted them to see me like this. Especially not Ethen.

“Don’t worry, Ilanna. They’re worried about you. They wanted to see how their ‘little killer’ was faring.”

Ilanna chuckled, but she broke off coughing at the pain in her stomach, ribs, and chest.

“I’ve brought you something. Here.” Something soft and velvety brushed against her fingertips. It smelled so sweet and so familiar. “It’s a viola. One of yours. I brought it here from the garden.”

“Y-you’ve been visiting the garden?”

“Whenever I can. It means so much to you, I had to help you take care of it.”

Warmth flooded Ilanna and a smile touched her lips. “Th-thank you, Ethen.” She wanted to squeeze his hand, but the splints held her broken arms immobile.

“Of course, Ilanna. Anything for you.”

Silence stretched out. Ilanna had no words to express the gratitude she felt. His presence meant more than he realized. More than she could say.

“Do you know what this little flower can do?”

Ilanna shook her head. Even that small movement proved painful.

“Well, many people use it to treat fevers and it’s known to be a useful remedy for snake bites. It neutralizes the venom before it kills and stops the swelling. Many people use it to stop wounds from growing infected and…”

Ilanna breathed deep, basking in the comforting warmth of his presence. His quiet voice pushed back the faces, soothing her into sleep.

*     *     *

The door to the bunk room swung open and Denber strode in. “Well, look who’s awake and sitting up in bed. How are you feeling?”

Ilanna gave Denber a weak smile, which turned into a grimace. “Like I’ve been run over by every horse and carriage in Praamis.”

“Sounds about right.” He grinned. “Thank the Watcher your sense of humor hasn’t faded.”

Ilanna grinned, then groaned. “Everything hurts. My face worst of all.” In the week since Tyman’s last visit, the swelling around her eyes had gone down, but the bones in her cheeks and jaw hadn’t healed. She dreaded looking into a mirror; she had no desire to see the mass of bruises and cuts on her face.

“Give it time. You’ll look like yourself soon enough.”

“I can’t thank you enough, you know.”

Denber turned away, his cheeks flaring.

“I mean it. You found me, didn’t you? You brought Tyman, even Ethen. I’m getting through this…” Her voice cracked and she swallowed. “It’s thanks to you.”

He shrugged. “You’re a Hawk, Ilanna. We take care of our own.” His eyes refused to meet hers and his expression tightened. “I-I just came to tell you I won’t be around as much.”

Her heart sank. “Why not?”

“My nameday came last week.” He turned away and spoke in a low voice. “My seventeenth.”

Already? Has it really been six months since my last nameday? Everything that had happened before—training, learning the rooftops, the Alamastri job—seemed a distant memory.

Denber ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve started my Undertaking. It’s been hard, but I’ve managed to squeeze in a visit every day. Now that you’re feeling better, I have to focus.”

She wanted to ask what the Undertaking was, but held her peace. If he wanted me to know, he would have told me.

“I-I’ll miss you, Denber.”

“And you, Ilanna.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Take care of the others for me, will you? Jarl is in charge, but I need you to keep an eye out for them.”

She rested her cheek on his hand. It felt…right. She had no other way to express the way she felt for him. He’d looked out for her since the beginning, treated her better than the others.

He removed his hand from her shoulder and, with a final backward glance, strode from the room.

A lump rose in Ilanna’s throat. She had no words to say. She winced as the door shut behind him. Alone, in the silence of her room, she yielded to the flow of tears. Her world suddenly seemed hollow, empty. She hadn’t felt like this since Mama died. Would she ever see Denber again or would he leave forever, as Mama had?

She allowed herself to wallow in her emotions. She hadn’t let herself feel since Sabat attacked her. Now, it seemed as if she’d lost the one good thing in her life.

Ethen’s face flashed through her mind. No, she reminded herself. I still have him. And the garden.

The door opened and she dashed a final tear from her cheeks. Jarl slipped into the room, moving with grace surprising for his size. Without a word, he lowered himself into the chair beside her bed and took her small hand in his.

Ilanna’s eyes darted to the abrasions, bruises, and scrapes on his hand. None of the Hawks had mentioned where they came from, but somehow she knew.

She met his gaze. “Did you make him suffer?”

Jarl nodded. “Squealed like a pig.”

Ilanna smiled and lay back on the pillow, closing her eyes. She didn’t release Jarl’s huge hand. She needed the comfort of his presence. Without him, she’d feel utterly alone.

*     *     *

Master Hawk shook his head. “I brought it before the other House Masters, but they all agree. There’s nothing we can do.”

“Why not?” Fury boiled in Ilanna’s chest. “This isn’t right!”

Jarl stood behind Master Hawk, arms crossed, face impassive. Prynn, Bert, and the twins surrounded her bed. They made no attempt to hide their anger.

The House Master held up a hand. “Ilanna, I understand your frustration, but what can I do?”

She bared her teeth. “Make him pay for what he did.”

He arched an eyebrow. “And do you have any proof? Any witnesses?” He turned to the other Hawks. “Any of you lot witness it?”

The apprentices shook their heads.

“I already told you, no one saw but him and his Bloodbears!” Ilanna clenched her fists, ignoring the pain in her healing forearms. The broken bones hadn’t fully mended.

“Then it would be your word against his.” Master Hawk crossed his arms. “That is not enough.”

Anger burned within Ilanna and her eyes brimmed with tears of frustration. “B-But look at me! Is that not proof enough?”

Master Hawk held up a talon-like finger. “If there was even one of the Bloodbears willing to corroborate your story, it would be different. But every member of the Fifth Claw claims Sabat was with them.” He snorted. “To hear them tell it, he was in five different places at once.

Ilanna growled. Of course the Bloodbears are protecting him! He’s one of them.

“There is no denying your suffering, Ilanna. But there is nothing I can do.” He shrugged. “The laws of the Guild are clear.”

Ilanna swallowed her angry retort. Making Master Hawk angry isn’t going to do anything. She clenched her teeth and, with effort, spoke in a calm voice. “Thank you, Master Hawk.”

“For what it’s worth, I truly am sorry. If you had even a shred of proof, I’d have the little cunt beaten to within an inch of his life.” He tilted his head toward Jarl. “But from what I hear, the boy suffered something of an…accident not long ago. Slipped down a flight of steps?”

Jarl grunted with a hint of a smile.

“Let that be enough.” Master Hawk’s expression darkened. “For now.”

Ilanna nodded and forced her fists to relax. “As you say, Master.”

“Get well, apprentice.” With a nod, Master Hawk strode from the room.

None of the apprentices spoke for a long while. Prynn broke the silence. “W-We’re sorry, Ilanna. We tried.”

“Don’t be sorry.” Ilanna scrubbed at her eyes. She would not let them see her cry, no matter how angry she felt. “You did what you could. Now, if you don’t mind, all this excitement has left me very tired.”

Prynn forced a smile. “Of course. We’ll be back with dinner.”

“Get well, Ilanna.” Bert smiled and followed Prynn from the room.

“You’ll be flying in no time.” Werrin grinned and Willem nodded.

Jarl said nothing, but squeezed her hand. For him, that was eloquence enough.

The door shut behind the big Hawk. Ilanna lay in bed, alone in the silence of her empty room. The look in Master Hawk’s eyes had told her what his words could not. He could do nothing, but Sabat would not go unpunished.

Elmar made the laws of the Night Guild very clear: don’t get caught. I will bide my time. Somehow, sometime, I will get my revenge.

*     *     *

“How many hemlock leaves are required for a fatal dose?”

Ilanna scrunched up her face. “Six?”

Ethen shook his head.

“Eight?”

He beamed. “Very good, Ilanna! Now, tell me about wolfsbane.”

She scratched her chin. “Wolfsbane interrupts the natural rhythms of the heart and cuts off air, suffocating its victim.”

“And where does it come from?”

Ilanna struggled to remember. “Monksfoot? Monksroot?”

Ethen shook his head. “Monskhood, Ilanna.”

She threw up her hands. “Well, excuse me if I can’t remember everything! You’ve spent nearly two years learning all this from the Scorpions, but I’ve been at it for just two weeks.”

Ethen shrugged. “And you’re doing well. But that doesn’t mean I’ll take it easy on you.” He grinned.

“Why are you teaching me all this anyway? I’m a Hawk, not a Scorpion.”

“Simple. Your body needs time to heal, but you can’t let your mind grow dull. Sharpen your mind and the body follows.”

She waved her hand at the stack of books strewn across her bed. “But how am I supposed to remember all this?”

“By listening and learning. Now, let me tell you about a poison that comes from the pit of a peach. It’s the most curious thing…”

Ilanna groaned, but Ethen droned on. She welcomed his presence, but tired of all the learning. It’s just too much to remember.

“Are you listening to a word I’m saying, Ilanna?” Ethen raised an eyebrow.

She grinned. “To tell you the truth, not really.”

“Well, pay attention to this poison. I think you’ll find it particularly fascinating…”

*     *     *

“What’s wrong, Denber?”

Denber stiffened. “What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Please, Denber. When you worry, your forehead gets all wrinkly.”

Denber rubbed his forehead, then sighed and plopped into the chair beside her bed.

“Is it the Undertaking?”

He shrugged. “Sort of. That’s exhausting enough, I guess.”

“If not that, what’s the problem?”

Denber eyed her, his mouth opening and shutting.

“What? Spit it out!”

“I…” He stroked the beard that had sprouted on his cheeks since she had last seen him. “It’s…”

“If you don’t say it now, Denber, I’m going to get out of this bed and beat you.”

The words spilled out in a rush. “They’re talking about sending you to the Grubbers!” His face darkened and his fists clenched.

“What?” Ilanna recoiled, as if struck.

“I’m sorry, Ilanna. I’ve made sure the talk is ended, but it’s not the first time I’ve heard it.” He looked away. “Some of the Journeymen…they’re saying that you’re…”

“I’m what?” Anger flared in her chest and her face burned.

He blew out his cheeks. “Useless to the Hawks. You’re not paying your way.”

“How can I? Look at me.” She gestured to the splints on her legs. “I’m trapped here!”

Denber held up his hands in a placating gesture. “I know, Ilanna. That’s why I’ve done what I can to put an end to it. But you know how it is. The Night Guild sees us—all of us—as an investment. There is a fine line between investment and liability.”

This is what they do? Kick me out of House Hawk and send me to the Grubbers to work as a beggar. All because of that bastard, Sabat!

“Th-That’s not fair!”

Denber. “Don’t worry, Ilanna. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen.”

“How? How can you?”

He shrugged. “However I must.”

They sat in silence, an awkward tension filling the room. Ilanna refused to meet his eyes. I hate how he looks at me with…with pity! It’s like I’m the weak, helpless tyro he met all those years ago. Her stomach twisted and fury smoldered in her gut.

“I-I’d like to rest now, if you don’t mind.”

Denber climbed to his feet. “Of course. Sleep.” He paused, hand on the door. “Nothing is going to take you away from the Hawks, Ilanna. Nothing.”

Ilanna turned her face away, not wanting him to see her tears. She didn’t move until she heard the door shut behind him.

“Damn you, Sabat!”

Ilanna shouted her throat raw. It felt good to hurl curses into the empty room until her strength gave out. She lay back, exhausted and panting, her fingers curled into fists. Her arms ached from the effort, but not as much as they had before. A gentle tingling spread through her numb fingers. Though it was slow, she was healing.

How long has it been? Three weeks? Four? Journeyman Tyman had told her to stay in bed. But she couldn’t afford to. She’d dedicated herself to House Hawk. I can’t let them send me away. I can’t…I won’t let all my hard work go to waste.

She shuddered, thinking back to the Grubbers she’d encountered on the street. Wisp-thin creatures wearing filthy, reeking clothes, one and all. But what choice did she have? She was useless to the Hawks in her bed.

So I’ll get up. I won’t lie in bed a moment longer, not if my fate in House Hawk hangs in the balance.

She tried to sit up, grunting with the effort. The splints held her arms and legs immobile, and her torso was too weak to lift her. It took long minutes of struggle to finally rise. Lowering her feet to the floor, she slowly placed her weight onto her legs. They ached, but she ignored the pain. Her muscles quivered from the effort. Weeks of disuse had left her legs—once strong enough to run miles without tiring—drained and exhausted.

I-I can’t! Agony raced up and down her legs, and her vision wavered. She slumped back onto the bed, too weak to stand. Despair slammed into her like a physical blow. She lay there, sobbing, half her body hanging off the bed. All her hard work of the last years, gone.

The Journeymen were right. I am useless as a Hawk!
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Chapter Thirty-One


“Ilanna, you’ve been at this for days. You have to stop pushing yourself!”

Ilanna ignored Prynn. He means well. She clenched her fists and took another unsteady step.

Tyman had removed the splints two weeks earlier, but the pain hadn’t faded. Two months of confinement to her bed left her leg muscles weak from inactivity. She could walk no more than a few paces before needing rest. Still, she forced herself to move as much as she could.

I can’t afford to stop. Not if I want to remain a Hawk.

A flash of pain raced up and down her legs. Her knees sagged and she hit the ground hard.

“Ilanna!” Prynn rushed to help her.

She waved him away. The pity in his eyes twisted a dagger in her gut. “I can do it, Prynn. You have to let me…do it.” She refused to cry out. I won’t be weak.

She was still a long way from climbing the Perch, running the Hawk’s Dozen, or returning to the rooftops of Praamis. But she would not quit. She would not be sent away from House Hawk. The mud of the streets belonged to the Grubbers; the skies belonged to the Hawks.

They belong to me. She levered herself upright, leaning on the wall for support. Gritting her teeth, she continued her shambling, stuttering walk. I will see them once more.

*     *     *

The needle dipped into the thick fabric of the pants. Ilanna grimaced at the pain in her forearms. Her fingers felt numb, clumsy. Her stitches, once so neat and orderly, now ran along the tear in a disordered mess. But she didn’t stop, despite the cramps. The movement helped to strengthen her fingers and hands, and the stitching grew easier. Slowly, one day at a time, she recovered.

Too slowly. She ached to race across the rooftops of Praamis with the others. Anything to get out of this horrible, stuffy room.

She hadn’t seen daylight in almost three months. She hadn’t the strength to walk the short distance to the Perch—she could hardly make the trek from her bed to the chair and back. She craved the warmth of sunshine, the chill of a cool breeze wafting across her face. More than anything, she wished she could trade the stale air of the bunk room for the fresh scents of her garden.

Her thoughts strayed to Denber. She hadn’t seen the older Hawk in more than a month, not since his last visit to her bedside. A stab of sorrow flashed through her. Why hasn’t he come? His Undertaking—whatever that is—consumed his time and attention completely.

The door opened and closed. “Ilanna?”

She raised her head. “What is it, Werrin?” A tingle ran through her neck and she twisted her head to sooth the ache.

The boy held up a shirt. “It’s ripped. I…I can take it to Bert, if you—”

“Leave it,” Ilanna snapped. “I’ll get to it.”

Werrin reddened. “I…uh…”

“I said leave it.” Fire burned in her chest. “Or do you think I’m useless, too?”

Werrin dropped the shirt and fled.

Ilanna ground her teeth. She wanted to apologize, but anger held her back. I hate how they all look at me. Pity, that’s what it is. They think I’m weak. My body may be, but I’m stronger than they can imagine.

The needle dipped and tugged, and Ilanna ignored the pain in her hands and fingers.

Soon enough, they’ll see just how strong I am. Once I’m healed, I’ll show them all what it means to be strong.

*     *     *

“Easy, Ilanna.” Ethen held out a warning hand, his brow furrowed. “That dust is incredibly poisonous. Even a small amount can be fatal.”

A bead of sweat rolled down Ilanna’s forehead. She resisted the urge to wipe it away, wincing as it dripped in her eye. The cloth covering her face stifled her. The thick leather gloves made her hands slick.

“How’s this?” She flexed her hands. Her forearms ached from grinding the dried beans into a fine dust.

Ethen inspected the contents of her mortar. “Keep at it.”

“What?” Ilanna wanted to club him over the head with the stone pestle. “I’ve been doing this forever!”

“Keep grinding, Ilanna.”

“Why?” She glared. “What difference does it make how fine the stupid dust is?”

Ethen raised an eyebrow. “Are you questioning the Journeymen of House Scorpion?”

Ilanna snarled. “No, I’m questioning the infuriating apprentice who’s making me grind castor beans until my hands bleed.”

Ethen grinned. “Good to see your temper is returning. Means you’re healing nicely.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes and flipped him a rude gesture.

Ethen broke into laughter. “Ah, Ilanna. What fun we are having!” His face grew serious. “Now keep grinding.”

“Not until you tell me why.” She folded her arms across her chest.

Ethen held up two fingers. “Two reasons. First, the finer the poison, the harder it will be for your victim to detect it. You can mix this fine dust into any drink, add it into dough, or even blow it into your target’s face.”

“And what’s the second reason?”

“Simple: it’ll strengthen your hands. Before your…injuries, you’d have gone for hours without tiring. I’m just doing my part.” He grinned. “Which leads me back to my original point: Keep. Grinding.”

With a growl of frustration, Ilanna seized her pestle and returned to work. He means well, but does he have to be so damned smug about it?

*     *     *

Ilanna ran fingers over the unfamiliar face looking back at her from the mirror. The eyes were hers, but the protruding cheekbones, the fine line of her mouth, and the scar above her right eyebrow all belonged to a stranger.

Will the scars ever fade? Six months had passed since Sabat’s assault. Her body had healed, on the outside at least. But the grim, wary interloper in the mirror looked nothing like the frightened tyro or the Hawk who’d laughed her first time on the rooftops of Praamis. Her eyes had a hard, cold edge. Everything about her had changed.

She tucked the sliver of mirror beneath her blanket and shuffled from the bunk room.

Her eleventh nameday had come and gone…how long ago? A week? A month? She’d hardly noticed. She noticed very little beyond her training. Every muscle ached from weeks of hard training. The bones had healed, but they were still weak. The pain served as a constant reminder of what she’d lost, of how far she’d fallen.

Conversation died as she entered the common room. Filling her plate, she took her place at the table. Tense silence filled the room. Prynn avoided her eyes and the twins shared a glance. Only Bert remained unaffected; he continued his assault on a mountain of potatoes.

Ilanna’s stomach twisted. She wanted to talk to them, to restore the camaraderie they’d shared. But what can I say? In her anger and frustration, she’d snarled and shouted at them more times than she could count. A nagging worry settled in the back of her mind. Had she severed their bond forever?

The common room door banged open. “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “Denber?” She dropped her bowl and whirled around.

The older Hawk no longer wore the muted browns of an apprentice. Instead, he wore dark robes hemmed with a deep chestnut. He adopted an expression of mock severity. “That’s Journeyman Denber to you, apprentice.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“Coming to check up on you all. I wanted to see just how terrible things have gotten in my absence.”

Prynn snorted and spoke through a mouthful of oats. “Much better, thank you.”

Denber grinned and clapped him on the back. “You’re keeping the twins in line, Prynn?”

“Not possible.” Prynn shook his head. “Kept them alive thus far, though.”

“I’d call that good enough.” He scanned the common room. “Jarl?”

“Undertaking. Not been around much these days.”

Denber nodded. “So it’s just the four you, then.”

Ilanna’s face flushed. “Five.”

“Of course. I just meant…” Denber trailed off lamely.

Ilanna knew full well what he meant. She didn’t need anyone’s help to feel useless. “So what brings you here, Journeyman Denber?” She added extra bite to the word.

“You lot, actually.”

Ilanna raised an eyebrow.

Denber waved at her. “Your…injuries got me thinking. We Hawks are many things. Courageous. Strong. Clever.”

“Foolhardy,” Werrin piped up.

“Idiots,” Willem added. “Or at least some of us.” He dug an elbow into Werrin’s ribs.

Denber nodded. “Yes, all those things. But the one thing we are not is fighters.”

Ilanna reached for her knife, but her fingers found an empty scabbard. Sabat had taken her knife that day.

“Which is why I’ve asked Journeyman Ullard here to come.”

For the first time, Ilanna noticed the man behind Denber. He wore the same rich robes as Denber, but trimmed with emerald green.

Prynn raised an eyebrow. “A Serpent?”

Denber nodded. “Who better to teach you to fight—and kill, if necessary—than those who do it for a living?”

Journeyman Ullard looked about Denber’s age. He stood a handspan taller than the Hawk, with broader shoulders and scarred hands. He carried himself with quiet assurance. His hands never strayed far from his belt, where a pair of serpent-headed daggers hung in leather sheaths.

“So what do you say?” Denber eyed the apprentices in turn. “Did my friend waste his time in coming here?”

Ilanna pondered the offer. She knew how to kill with a dagger, but her fighting skills ended there. Could she really turn down the chance to learn more? Ethen had taught her many of the secrets of the Scorpions. His lessons had done more than just teach her poisons and potions; they’d instilled in her an eagerness to learn. Knowledge, she’d realized, held power.

She climbed to her feet and nodded. “I’m in.”

The lines in Denber’s forehead smoothed and his shoulders relaxed.

“Me, too,” Werrin and Willem said at the same time.

Prynn nodded.

Bert put down his fork and swallowed his food. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice.”

Denber smiled. “Good. Training begins immediately.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two


The ring of steel on steel echoed off the walls of the Aerie. Ilanna watched, spellbound, as Denber and Ullard moved back and forth in an intricate dance of clashing blades. Their long swords dipped, darted, and thrust, bright metal reflecting in the sunlight. They moved with confidence, exchanging a flurry of blows in the space of a few heartbeats.

I had no idea Denber knew how to fight. No one could question his skill on the Perch or the rooftops of Praamis, but to handle a blade like this? What other talents did he keep hidden?

The two separated with a flourish, dripping sweat, panting with the effort. They bowed to each other and turned to face the open-mouthed Hawks.

“That, my friends, is what it means to be a fighter.” Denber handed the sword to Ullard. “If you learn these skills, you will never find yourself helpless.”

His eyes flashed to Ilanna and she winced.

Werrin eyed the heavy sword with a dubious expression. “And you expect us to lift those bloody things?”

Ullard shook his head. “No.” He threw the boys wooden staves. “You get to start with these first. Get used to the feel of them. You don’t get to touch steel for a long while yet.”

Ilanna raised her hand. “What about me?”

He nodded. “I have just the thing for you.” He held out a long, slim stick.

She eyed it with distaste. “This thing? It’s as thin as my pinky.” She pointed to the thick, arm-length sticks the other Hawks had. “Why don’t I get one of those swords?”

Ullard’s frown deepened. “Tell me, do you think you’re as strong as any of your fellows?”

Ilanna eyed the other Hawks. None, save Prynn, matched her skill with a dagger, but in terms of strength, they all outclassed her. Before her injuries, she might have had a chance against Werrin or Willem. Now, however…

She shook her head.

“Good.” He nodded. “That’s the first lesson you must learn.”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes.

A shrewd smile played at the corners of Ullard’s mouth. “The first thing Serpent apprentices learn is that all men are created different.” He flexed his arms. “Some are stronger than others. Some are quicker. And some are smarter. Many are fortunate enough to combine two of those attributes. It is rare to find a fighter with all three.” He pointed at Ilanna. “What would you say is your greatest strength?”

Ilanna shrugged. “I…don’t know.”

Ullard nodded. “Good. That’s the second lesson. When it comes to skill at arms, you know nothing.” He studied her, stroking his chin. “Do you know what I see?”

Ilanna shook her head.

“I see intelligence. If you can learn to outthink your opponent, you will survive. You will never be stronger, but there is potential for speed. To be a truly great fighter, you must combine the two.” He pointed to the stick he had given her. “That weapon is meant for quick, intelligent fighters. The others can develop strength, but you must learn to think and move with speed. Do that, and you stand a chance of survival.” He eyed her askance. “Slim though it may be.”

*     *     *

Face burning, Ilanna picked herself up from the ground. That’s the fifth time in the last hour!

I hate this! She loved the lessons of swordplay—fencing, Ullard calls it. She loved the sensation of sweat rolling down her back and dripping from her forehead. But she despised her slow, clumsy movements. Her legs refused to keep up with the rest of her body. Minutes into her training, pain raced through her hands and fingers. Her shoulders burned from the effort of holding the blade level. When she tried to match Ullard’s rapid shuffle-steps, her feet dragged.

“Don’t worry, Ilanna. It takes time to learn the saber.” Denber clapped her on the back. “You’re doing better, you know. Your form is much tighter and you’re moving more easily.”

She stifled a retort. What he meant as encouragement felt patronizing. The pity in his eyes sent a fire of rage racing through her gut. Even after all this time, he still sees me as weak.

She fell into the defensive stance Ullard had taught her. She cut, thrust, and parried in time with his barked orders. This time, despite a few stumbles, she completed the form without falling.

Ullard nodded. “Good. Rest, get some water, then back to it. First form, high-low strikes.” Grudging approval replaced the disdain in his eyes.

Tucking the wooden saber into her belt, Ilanna stumbled to the bench. She emptied a cup of watered wine in a single draught, refilled it, and emptied it again. Exhausted, she collapsed onto the bench, shoulders slumped, elbows on her knees.

Ullard’s quiet words floated toward her. “You weren’t lying when you called her strong-willed, Denber.”

“You haven’t seen the half of it,” Denber replied in a low voice. “Once she recovers fully, she’ll be whipping the others into shape in no time.”

Shock coursed through Ilanna. Ullard always seemed so dismissive of her, more so than with the others. But to hear him say that…

She raised her head. Ullard stood watching her, hands clasped behind his back. Beside him, Denber grinned and nodded. She dropped her head into her hands, but not out of shame. She did it to hide the flush of red and the smile on her lips.

*     *     *

“Remember, Ilanna, learn to outthink your opponent. Find his weaknesses.”

Ilanna cut and thrust in time with Ullard’s words. The wooden blade darted through the air like the tongue of a viper.

“Let him strike at you at will.” Ullard thrust with his heavy wooden blade, a strike meant to bury his sword in her gut.

She interposed her lighter stick, tapping his sword and sending it wide.

“Good. Do not block, deflect. Do not parry, turn aside.” He struck an overhead blow and Ilanna twisted aside. “Be where he least expects you. Go for the kill.”

He brought his wooden sword around in an exaggerated strike for her head. Ducking, Ilanna stepped inside his guard. Her off-hand tapped his throat, gut, and inner thigh, simulating dagger strikes.

She grinned up at him. “You’re dead.”

Ullard grunted. “You’re learning.” He retreated, bowed, and tucked the wooden blade into his belt. “I’ll be off, then. Same time tomorrow.”

Ilanna returned the bow, hiding a smile. Finally! After two months of hard training, she finally saw progress. She flexed her hands; her grip had grown stronger, better able to hold the wooden sword without tiring. The ache in her arms and legs had faded. Her muscles kept up with the demands of training more easily.

I still have a long way to go, but I’m getting there.

As it did every day, her gaze strayed to the vaulted heights of the Perch. She ached to fly free, high above the city of Praamis. Before she could do that, she had to scale the maze of ladders, ropes, and walkways.

What’s to stop me from doing it today? She glanced around. The Aerie stood empty. Prynn’s out on a job with the others. I’m all alone. No one would see her attempt. No one would see her if she failed.

Heart racing, she stepped on the first rung and lifted her foot. The ladder swayed beneath her. The ground tugged on her, refusing to release its grip on her weight. She gritted her teeth. I can do this!

Hand over hand, she climbed. Sweat stung her eyes and rolled off her arms. Her forearms screamed and her head spun. She had a memory of her first day on the Perch, training under the watchful eye of Conn. The same nervous hesitation threatened to drag her to the earth. Now, however, she had no one to guide her, no one to hold her accountable but herself. If she failed, only she would know. But she would know.

Slowly, the distance to the ground increased. Her legs and arms trembled with the effort of clinging to the rope. The Perch’s lowest platform drew closer with every thundering heartbeat. She kept her eyes fixed on the goal. I will do this!

Her fingers closed around solid wood and she slumped onto the platform. She gasped for air, every muscle drained. But it didn’t matter that she’d only climbed a few paces. She didn’t care how exhausted she felt. She’d left the ground for the first time in almost a year. Though she had a long way to go before she returned to the rooftops of Praamis, she’d taken the first step.

Excitement drove away her fatigue. She struggled to her feet, elation driving back her trepidation and fear. She eyed the ledge in the distance. A beam no wider than three fingers spanned the distance. She’d once made the crossing with ease, but could she now?

Only one way to find out!

Mama’s words came into her mind. She lifted her head, threw her shoulders back, and extended her arms. Fixing her eye on a single point in the distance, she stepped onto the beam.

One foot, then another. She wobbled but caught her balance. Keep going. A third step. Her left leg trembled, her right knee sagging.

She gritted her teeth. I won’t fall. She didn’t care that the net would catch her if she did. Falling now would be failure. She wouldn’t fail. Just…a…few…more…steps.

Her left foot, numb with exhaustion, twisted beneath her. She swayed and tried to catch her balance, but slipped from the beam. The net rushed toward her, sagging with her weight. Wild, maniacal laughter burst from her throat. She should feel defeat, frustration, or anger, but she felt only exhilaration. She’d fallen, but what did it matter? She’d climbed into the Perch. Weeks and months of hard work and training paid off. It didn’t matter how far she still had to go, how much more work she had to do. I did it!
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Chapter Thirty-Three


Ilanna lay on the rooftop, legs dangling over the edge, eyes fixed on the blue sky. She’d pushed her body to its limits and the hard work of the last year had paid off. Save for an occasional nightmare of Sabat’s leering face, no effects of her assault remained. Best of all, today was her first day of flying in more than a year.

Prynn and Bert sat beside her, sharing a skin of watered wine. Ilanna was too excited to drink. She ached to fly free across the rooftops. After months stuck in the enclosed tunnels of the Night Guild, the open air called to her. She’d completed her tasks before the sun peeked over the horizon. Nothing would keep her from flying today. But Prynn wouldn’t go without the twins.

Hurry up, you two! If you take any longer to finish your chores, I’ll—

Willem climbed through the opening to the Aerie, panting.

“Finally!” Ilanna leapt to her feet. “What took so long?”

Werrin stepped out beside his twin and smacked the back of Willem’s head. “The bloody fool decided it would be fun to spill the bucket we’d just used to clean the privies. And, of course, who should be walking through the tunnels but Journeyman Conn, the high and mighty. I’m surprised you’ve still got any skin left, Lem. Conn looked ready to flay you alive.”

Willem reddened and muttered a curse.

Ilanna turned to Prynn. “Ready?”

Prynn climbed to his feet, in no hurry. “Very well. Let’s be off.”

Bert stowed the wine skin and stood. “Where to, boss man?”

Prynn tugged at the sparse patch of hair on his chin. Ilanna couldn’t help noticing how much he’d grown in the last year. She barely reached his shoulder. “It’s been a while since we’ve visited the Alamastris. Let’s head over there and case the place.”

Ilanna nodded, unable to hide her eagerness. Anything to get out of the Aerie!

“Lem, Werrin, you’re in the lead. Bert, you’re with Ilanna.” He held up a hand to forestall Ilanna’s protests. “It’s your first day back, Ilanna. No one doubts your skill, but we’ll take no chances.”

Ilanna wanted to complain. I don’t need to be coddled! Or she hadn’t, before her injuries. Now, she wasn’t certain how well she would do. She snapped her mouth shut.

Prynn nodded and motioned to the twins. “Well then, let’s be off.”

*     *     *

Ilanna lay on the slanting rooftop overlooking the Alamastri mansion, her eyes fixed on the sky. The other Hawks can do the watching. This is more important.

She’d always loved sunset. During her months of confinement to the tunnels, she’d wanted nothing more than to watch the sun disappear behind the horizon in a glorious flare of color. Rich hues of blue, red, and purple splashed across the heavens in a vivid panorama and a cool breeze heralded the impending dusk.

Beside her, Willem and Prynn discussed their planned heist.

“How long until the Season of Plenty festival in Voramis, Lem?”

“If I remember correctly, it’s the last weeks before the winter. That means we’ve got about a month, give or take.”

“Hmm.” Prynn stroked the patch of fuzz. “Do you know anyone in the Foxes who can find out if the Alamastris have been invited to any events? Discreetly, of course.”

Willem nodded. “For a price.”

“We’ll pay it.”

“I’ll set it up when we get back. Should have an answer within a few days.”

“No rush.” Prynn gave a dismissive wave. “These things take time.”

Their voices faded into the background. Ilanna closed her eyes, relishing the fresh evening air, the myriad scents and sounds from the city below, and the warmth of the setting sun on her face. Yes, it’s good to be a Hawk once more.

A boot nudged her side. “Come on, Ilanna. We’re heading back.”

Opening her eyes, she took Werrin’s proffered hand and pulled herself to her feet. “That’s it? I thought we’d spend the night out here, studying the place.”

Werrin shrugged. “Prynn’s orders. Besides, you don’t really want to pass the night huddled in the rain and wind, do you?”

“Better than being trapped in the Guild. I’ve been in those tunnels for too long!”

“I know, I know. You’ll be back out here tomorrow, though.” He clapped her on the back. “And every day after that. It’s good to have you back, Ilanna.” His hand lingered on her shoulder and he squeezed. The gesture seemed to hold more than just friendly affection.

Ilanna returned Werrin’s gaze steadily. Something in his eyes had changed in the last few weeks. He’d grown taller—all the other Hawks had—but he’d never looked at her this way before. It felt uncomfortable yet…wonderful.

“Let’s go, you two!” Willem shoved Werrin, sending the boy stumbling. “Stop wasting our time. I’m starving!”

Ilanna punched his shoulder, grinning. “You’re always starving. And be nice to Werrin.”

Willem twisted his face into a mocking grin. “Ooh, going all gooey for Werrin, are we?”

She punched him again, harder.

“Ow!” He rubbed his shoulder. “Just teasing, Ilanna. No need to hurt me.”

Ilanna pushed past him, her face reddening. What was that? Why did I hit him so hard? What was it about his words that made me react like that? She didn’t understand the emotions coursing through her. Better not to think about it.

She turned to the four Hawks. “Race you back to the Aerie, chumps!” With that, she took off across the rooftops.

“Ilanna, no!” Prynn’s cry reached her, but Ilanna had already dropped from the lip of the roof to the plank bridge below.

Laughter burst from her lips as she ran. She basked in the sensation of the wind across her face, her boots pounding across the rooftops. Her legs protested as she broke into a full sprint, but she ignored them. Her wrists and knees always ached—a side effect of her injuries. Can’t let that stop me!

The plank bridge shuddered behind her and she turned to see Bert dropping from the rooftop. He opened his mouth to call out, but she didn’t wait. She leapt across to the next house, clambered up a rope ladder, and wobbled her way across a thin bridge.

“Wait!” A hand seized her arm.

Ilanna acted on instinct. She’d spent hours drilling with Ullard, learning how to break free from a restraining grip. Her elbow shot back, her shoulder driving into her assailant’s stomach.

A cry echoed across the rooftops. Ilanna’s heart stopped. Bert stumbled backward and his heel struck a roof tile. Eyes wide, mouth agape, he teetered on the edge of the rooftop for a heart-wrenching second. Her gaze locked with his as she leapt toward him, reaching out to clasp his hand.

She missed.

His weight dragged him backward and he plunged out of sight with a scream of terror. The sound died with a horrible thump.

Ilanna’s stomach bottomed out. Panic, shock, and horror held her frozen in place. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. What have I done?

Prynn’s voice snapped her from her paralysis. “Ilanna! Bert!”

Ilanna raced to the roof’s edge and stared at the street far below. A scream burst from her mouth. “Bert!”

The Hawk lay on the cobblestones, barely moving. A halo of blood spread around his head. His arms and legs lay twisted at an awkward angle. He coughed, spraying crimson. Without thinking, Ilanna slipped down the side of the house. She had no idea how she reached the ground. She had eyes only for the broken body on the street.

“Bert!” She threw herself to her knees beside the Hawk, seizing his hand. “I’m so sorry, Bert. I’m so sorry!”

“I-Ila…” He coughed, a weak, wet gurgle. “Ilanna…”

Tears streamed down her face. “Easy, Bert. Tyman will fix you up. You’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

His open eyes fixed on her, unmoving, unseeing. He gave her a faint smile, his skin pale against the blood staining his face. With a weak gasp, his final breath trickled from his lungs.

“Ilanna!” Prynn knelt beside her, shouting in her ear. He sounded so far away. “What happened, Ilanna?”

“I-I…” Her numb mind refused to form coherent words. What could she say? “He…”

“Are you hurt?”

Blood stained her brown clothing, her gloves, her arms. She shook her head. “It-it’s…his…”

Werrin dragged her away from the body. “Don’t look, Ilanna. Don’t look at it.”

She followed on numb feet, unprotesting. Sobs racked her body and a wave of sorrow crashed into her. Werrin’s arms wrapped around her. She buried her head in his chest, sobbing. She couldn’t look at Bert. Not after what she’d done to him.

*     *     *

“It’s not your fault, Ilanna.” Denber gripped her shoulders. “It could have happened to any of us.”

Ilanna met his gaze with unseeing eyes. She didn’t feel his hands on her shoulders or the cuts on her arms and knees. She felt nothing but a dull ache in the pit of her stomach.

“We all know the risk when we go up there. It’s why we spend so much time training on the Perch before we take to the rooftops.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Go, Ilanna.” Denber pushed her toward her room. “Rest. I’ll deal with Master Hawk and the Journeymen. I’ll tell them what you told me. Bert stumbled and fell, and you tried to catch him, right?” He scanned her face, concern in his eyes.

“Y-Yes.” She couldn’t form more than that single word. Everything she’d said since Bert’s death had been a lie. Every word had been like a knife to the heart. But she’d had no choice. They wouldn’t understand. They can’t.

How could she explain that she’d felt Sabat’s hand on her arm, his breath on her shoulder? The touch had filled her with an overwhelming terror. Memories of that horrible day had slammed into her and she’d acted without thinking.

And Bert died because of it.

What would Master Hawk do if she told him what had really happened? The Night Guild had proven itself short on mercy far too many times to count. She couldn’t allow herself be expelled from House Hawk—or suffer a fate worse—over something so stupid. I-It was just an accident! It’s not my fault!

The words rang hollow in her mind. She knew the truth.

*     *     *

“Bertimastus.” Denber gave a laugh as harsh as the agor in his cup. “What sort of stupid name is that?”

A few chuckles arose from the apprentices. Ilanna couldn’t summon the strength to smile. She stared at her cup with unseeing eyes.

“Messy bastard, wasn’t he?” Willem swallowed hard and scrubbed a hand over his eyes. “Always eating food in bed.”

“Always eating,” Werrin chimed in. He coughed, drank, and coughed harder.

Prynn snorted. “Never could arrive anywhere on time. Always made it late, with that goofy grin on his face.” He buried his face in the liquor.

All eyes turned to Ilanna. She couldn’t take her eyes from the floor. The words seemed to stick in her throat. Only her fingers moved, working ceaselessly at the swirls etched into the metal cup.

“A good lad,” Jarl grunted—an eloquent statement coming from him.

“A good Hawk.” Denber raised his cup. “To Bert.”

“To Bert,” the other Hawks echoed.

Ilanna drank then, didn’t stop until she emptied the cup. She welcomed the burn in her throat, the bite of alcohol in her gut. The liquor made her head spin, but no amount of agor could wash away the memories of Bert’s wide-eyed expression of terror as he teetered on the edge of the roof. That didn’t stop her from holding out her cup for a refill. She’d be damned if she didn’t keep drinking until the pain faded.

*     *     *

“Ilanna, it’s past midnight. You have to sleep.”

Ilanna ignored Prynn. Her stick clacked off the wooden practice dummy over and over. Her hands, arms, and shoulders ached, but she wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t.

“Ilanna!”

She rounded on him, tears in her eyes. “Leave me alone, Prynn!”

“It won’t bring him back.”

“So what? Just let me be!”

“Ilanna, you—”

“Go away, Prynn. Leave me alone.”

The Aerie echoed the clack of wood striking wood, but Prynn slipped away in silence.

Ilanna hacked and slashed at the practice dummy. She didn’t want to stop. She didn’t want to try to sleep. Sleep would evade her and she would see only Bert’s face. She couldn’t watch the life in his eyes slowly fade and die. Not again.

Tears blurred her eyes, mixing with the sweat rolling down her face. Faster and faster she struck. Sabat’s face leered in her vision. She fought with the memory of what he’d done to her. She could never be rid of him. She’d killed her friend because of him.

It’s your fault! She wanted to shout the words into the darkened Aerie. She wanted to spit in his face, to wrap her fingers around his throat and squeeze. She wanted to watch the light fade from his eyes, not from Bert’s.

She unleashed her rage on the dummy, but it did little to assuage the seething maelstrom in her mind. No matter what Sabat had done, he hadn’t killed Bert. She’d done that. She had no one but herself to blame.
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Chapter Thirty-Four


Ilanna pounded on the double doors of House Serpent. Intertwining threads of silver snaked their way around the massive viper-headed knockers. Green gems set into the serpents’ eyes glowed in the dim torchlight. The stones radiated a chilling menace that sent a shudder down her spine.

The door creaked open and an apprentice wearing green robes poked his head out. “What do you want?”

“Ullard. Is he here?”

He eyed her up and down. “Why?” He looked a year or two younger than her and stood a handspan shorter.

“None of your business. That’s between me and the Journeyman.”

The young Serpent raised an eyebrow. “What if I—”

Ilanna shoved the door, hard. It swung open, knocking the apprentice off balance. She strode in without waiting for an invitation.

She shuddered. Where the Aerie was bright and spacious, the Viper-Pit, as the Serpents called it, was a dark, gloomy place. No sunlight filtered into the Pit; the only light came from beamers and torches hanging in sconces. A pall hung over the low-ceilinged chamber. The obsidian walls wept water, filling the room with a musty, damp scent that blended with the reek of dried sweat and blood.

She turned to the young apprentice. “Where is he?”

The Serpent picked himself up from the ground. “Now, wait just one minute. If you think I’ll—”

Ilanna stepped toward him, her eyes burning. “Where. Is. He?”

Gulping, the boy pointed down a side passage. “Common room. But he don’t like being disturbed at his meal.”

She shrugged. “I’ll risk it.”

She stalked down the corridor and burst into the Serpent common room. A handful of green-robed apprentices sat around the tables. They goggled at her, mouths hanging open. Ilanna ignored them.

Her eyes fell on the Journeyman at the table. “Ullard, I need a sword.”

Ullard gave no indication he’d heard her, but continued spooning stew into his mouth.

Ilanna gritted her teeth. “Journeyman Ullard. Please.”

The Serpent grunted. “A real one?” He didn’t look up from his food.

“Yes. We’ve been training over a year now. Don’t you think it’s time for me to handle proper steel?”

Ullard pushed back his bowl and turned to face her. His eyes narrowed and he stroked his chin. “Why?”

His question caught her off guard. “What do you mean ‘why’? To protect myself, of course.”

“From who?”

Ilanna reddened and she dropped his gaze. “F-from…anyone. Anyone out there.”

Ullard raised an eyebrow. “Might be a bit odd to see a young girl carrying a sword on the streets of Praamis, don’t you think? Could attract unwanted attention.”

She snorted. “You’re telling me the Serpents have no way to conceal a blade?”

Ullard inclined his head. “It’ll cost. More than you’d imagine. Unless you want a practice blade.”

“Not a chance. I want the best you have.” She dropped a purse onto the table. “If this isn’t enough, I’ll get more.”

“Hmm.” The purse clinked in Ullard’s hand. “It’s a start.”

Ilanna nodded. “Then I’ll get you the rest. When can you have it ready?”

“I’ll bring it to the Aerie tomorrow.”

Ilanna crossed her arms. “Denber isn’t going to hear about this, is he?”

Ullard hesitated a heartbeat too long before answering. “Of course not.”

“Good.” She turned to leave.

“Hawkling.” His words stopped her. “This is House Serpent, not the Aerie. Remember that if you ever come back.”

She met his eyes and shivered at the menace written there. You come in here, they seemed to say, you show me the respect I’m due.

With a nod, she strode from the common room. She ignored the too-curious glances of the younger Serpents and the glare of the green-robed apprentice at the entrance to the House. Her heart raced as she strode through the tunnels back to House Hawk. She had what she came for.

*     *     *

A small part of Ilanna felt glad to be on solid earth. In the weeks following Bert’s death, she’d dreaded returning to the rooftops. Prynn had noticed and kept her occupied with duties on the ground. Today, he’d ordered her to run an errand for Master Hawk. She’d passed the morning walking the streets of Praamis, delivering a handful of messages around the city. The job of a Hound, perhaps, but she didn’t care. Anything to keep her feet securely on the cobblestones.

She’d completed her errand half an hour ago, but had no orders to return to the Aerie. Prynn won’t mind if I take a few hours for myself.

The weight of her new saber comforted her. The special pants Ullard had made for her concealed the slim blade. They made walking awkward, but she would grow accustomed to them. And she only needed to wear them on the streets. Up on the rooftops, she could wear the scabbard on her back.

Ilanna wanted to visit her garden, but something made her take a longer route through the back streets and alleys of Praamis. She told herself it was to avoid an encounter with the Praamian Guard. They would look askance at a girl carrying a concealed sword. Better to be safe.

But she knew better. She had another reason for taking the circuitous path to her garden. Bert’s death had filled her with anger—at herself and at the person responsible for her troubles. If she could find him…

Cries of pain at the far end of the alley brought a smile to her lips. It has to be.

She strode toward the sound, unhurried and unafraid. She gripped the hilt of her saber tighter. The solid feel of leather and steel filled her with confidence.

Sabat stood over a boy in the tattered clothing of a Fox. The small figure cringing in the mud couldn’t have been a day over ten. Tears tracked through the dirt and grime on his cheeks, and he held his hands up—a pitiful protection against the hulking Bloodbear. With a snarl, Sabat unleashed a kick powerful enough to shatter ribs. The Fox cried out and curled into a protective ball.

Sabat spat. “You Whites think it’s all fun and games, lifting purses. But when it comes time to haul your ass out of a jam, you let us do all the work. And then you try to avoid paying what you owe?”

The Fox tried to speak. Sabat’s kick snapped his head back, spraying blood.

Fire burned in Ilanna’s chest. “Always picking on the weak ones, aren’t you?”

Sabat’s head jerked up. His gaze darted toward her, eyes going wide. “Well, if it isn’t the little Hawkling, back from the dead. I’m so glad to see you recovered from your little accident.” A sneer curled his lip. “It wouldn’t do to have all the Hawks lying dead in the streets, now would it?”

Ilanna forced herself to remain motionless, though every muscle screamed at her to rush forward and cut him down.

Sabat turned his back on the wheezing, gagging Fox and strode toward Ilanna. “It’s a shame you’ve spent all of your time flitting around the rooftops, little Pigeon.” He spat the last word. “You could be learning some real skills, the sort of skills that makes a woman truly useful.”

She found it hard to believe he was the same age as she. He’d grown a lot since their last encounter. At fourteen, he towered head and shoulders above her and his shoulders and waist had filled out. He had muscle beneath the fat covering his chest and belly. His hands bore scars from countless fights.

Ilanna’s hands trembled—not with fear, but with rage. After what he’d done to her, she had wanted her revenge. She’d envisioned this moment a thousand times in the last year. Months of training with Ullard, endless hours working the practice dummies. I’m ready.

She clenched her fists. “No more, Sabat. You’ve tormented your last poor soul.”

“What are you going to do, little girl? Slap me to death?” He threw his head back and roared with laughter.

Ilanna stood her ground in silence. Have your fun, you bastard. Come a few steps closer and we’ll see what happens.

Sabat reached into his cloak and drew her dagger. “I’ve got your pig poker right here.”

“Keep it.” She watched him, judging the distance between them. Perfect. “I have another.”

She whipped the saber from its hidden sheath. Steel whistled through the air and she slapped him hard with flat of the blade. Eyes going wide, he clapped a hand to his cheek. Blood trickled from a shallow gash below the bone. His face twisted into a snarl and he prepared to rush her.

“Yes, please, take a step forward.” She rested the tip of her saber against the hollow of his throat and bared her teeth. “It would be so easy to end it all right here.” She moved closer, pushing on the blade.

Sabat leaned backward to avoid being impaled. “E-Easy there, Hawkling. I was just…”

The sword flashed and the tip carved a deep furrow along his forehead. Before he could move, the blade returned to his throat. Blood trickled into his eyes. When he tried to wipe it away, she slashed the back of his hands.

With a cry of rage, he slapped the blade away and charged like an enraged bull. Ullard’s lessons flashed through her mind. She slipped from his path and thrust out a foot. Her kick tangled his feet and he fell face first into the alley muck.

“Really, Sabat.” She snorted. “I thought they taught you Bloodbears how to fight.”

He leapt to his feet, his face turning purple. “You cunt! I’ll rip you apart!” He charged again, arms spread wide to encircle her.

She didn’t bother to dodge, simply extended her sword in a perfect thrust. Sabat’s momentum prevented him from stopping in time. He screamed as he impaled himself on her saber. The blade sliced deep into his right shoulder. She kicked out and her boot slammed into the fork of his legs.

Sabat fell, hands clasped between his thighs. Tears streamed down his cheeks. He rolled on the street, muck staining his clothes. He screamed in mindless pain and rage. “Kill you! Kill you!”

A vicious grin twisted Ilanna’s face. “I doubt that very much.” She drove her saber into the soft flesh behind his right knee, thrusting deep enough to strike bone.

“What’s going on?”

Ilanna looked up from Sabat’s huddled form. Three Bloodbears rushed down the alley, eyes wide in shock and horror. They stared at the weeping, huddled, and bloodied heap in the muck.

“Stay out of this, if you value your lives.”

“You little bitch!” One of the Bloodbears—a boy smaller and clumsier than Sabat—rushed her.

The tip of her sword stopped him in his tracks. “Stay. Out. Of. This. Don’t make me kill him, then the rest of you.” Her grin turned feral. “Just for the fun of it.”

The Bloodbear held up his hands, jaw working soundlessly. The other two made no move to approach.

Ilanna circled Sabat, keeping a wary eye on the Bloodbears. She slashed the muscles behind both elbows. His arms flopped limply at his side. He screamed as her blade removed the tip of an ear.

“Please, stop!” He curled into a protective ball.

Pitiful. Disgust twisted her stomach. And to think, I was afraid of him.

She’d played this day over and over in her mind. She’d carved him to pieces, hacking off limbs until he was nothing more than a torso and head. But now, to see him whimpering and begging for mercy like all those he’d beaten, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Crouching beside him, she whispered into his ear. “Touch me again and I’ll finish what I started here. Got it?”

Sabat nodded, sobbing.

“I find out you’ve been taking it out on anyone outside of House Bloodbear, I’ll find you.”

Wiping her blade on his clothing, she stood and sheathed her saber. I’m not done with you yet. Her boot flashed out. His head snapped back and blood sprayed from his nose and mouth. She spat. Now I’m done. She turned to face the three Bloodbears. “You know who I am?”

They nodded.

She thrust a finger at the sobbing Sabat. “You know what he did to me?”

They nodded again.

“Then you know why I did what I did. None of you were here. None of you were witness to what happened.” One of them looked about to speak. Ilanna dropped her hand to the hilt of her saber, and the Bloodbear’s mouth snapped shut. “If any word of this reaches the Houses, know that I will hunt you down.”

The three apprentice Bloodbears nodded, eyes wide.

With a final glare, Ilanna turned and stalked up the alley.

Her knees trembled and her hands shook, but her heart felt light. All her rage, frustration, and sorrow, all the emotions she’d bottled up since her beating, unleashed in a glorious explosion. She had her revenge for what he’d done to her a year ago. She had nothing to fear from him. She’d proven she wasn’t afraid and, like the coward he was, he wouldn’t touch her again.

She stepped into Old Town Market and a smile rounded her lips. She basked in the bright colors and rich scents of the marketplace. Wagons, animals, and pedestrians bustled around her. The busy street no longer pressed in on her. I feel…free.

The familiar fragrance of flowers wafted to her. With a spring in her steps, she crossed the market and turned onto the familiar road. Her heart leapt in anticipation of spending time in her garden once more. Perhaps Ethen will be there today.
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! The training dummy bled straw and Ilanna laughed aloud, triumphant.

Four years of practice and I’m finally as good as Ethen. Well, as good as he was when he started teaching me.

That day in the garden seemed a lifetime ago. It all did. She had only a few memories of her early years in the Night Guild, of the frightened tyro suffering under Master Velvet’s rule, and the insecure apprentice who had tried so hard to earn her place. In their place stood a confident, competent woman, apprentice of House Hawk.

Until today. Excitement coursed through her. She’d dedicated herself to learning the skills of a master thief. It had taken three years, but the day had come. My seventeenth nameday. The day I begin my Undertaking, whatever that is.

Denber, Prynn, and the twins had all remained silent when she questioned them regarding their Undertakings. They’d told her to be patient and wait.

I’ve waited long enough. Only the Undertaking stood between her and a place as a Journeyman of the Night Guild. Apprehension warred with her elation. An unknown challenge lay ahead. She’d face it with her head held high. You’d be proud of me, Mama. I’m standing tall.

Journeymen Werrin and Willem entered the Aerie, expressions somber. Werrin nodded. “It’s time, apprentice.”

Ilanna knew them well enough to know they were struggling to hide excited grins. In the year since becoming Journeymen, they’d recovered from their ordeal in the Undertaking. She remembered how haggard her friends had looked, how little she’d seen of them. Anxiety twisted her stomach in knots. What will be required of me? What will I have to do to earn my place in the Night Guild?

Taking a deep breath, she looped the sling around her belt and followed Werrin from House Hawk. Willem took up the rear, forming her honor guard. They led her through the empty tunnels of the Night Guild. Not a word passed between them.

Ilanna’s heart pounded. Hard to believe it has been eight and a half years already. Eight and a half years ago, she’d walked these very tunnels, following her new master. The memory of being chosen by Master Hawk remained fresh in her mind, even after all these years. House Hawk had been her home for all those years; she almost felt sorry to leave it all behind.

But the time had come. With each passing year, another Hawk had left her. Prynn first, summoned to his Undertaking during her fourteenth year. Werrin and Willem had left before she turned fifteen. Now it’s my turn.

The two Journeymen Hawks stopped at the door to the Menagerie. Stepping aside, they swung open the doors and motioned for her to enter.

“Good luck, Ilanna,” Willem whispered. Werrin placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

Ilanna met Werrin’s eyes. His smile looked forced. I’m sorry for what I had to do, Werrin.

After becoming a Journeyman, Werrin had professed his affections for her. While flattered, Ilanna had made it clear she had no time for romantic entanglements. Her training on the rooftops of Praamis and her third-story work kept her too busy for anything.

A few nights later, he’d stumbled into the Aerie, reeking of alcohol and semi-coherent. He’d reminded her of his feelings and when she refused him, he tried to force himself on her. Her training with Ullard kicking in, she’d resisted his advances with force. He’d limped for a month after and he still treated her with caution.

But all that’s behind me. After today, I’ll be on my way to becoming a proper Journeyman.

With a nod to her friends, Ilanna strode through the massive double doors. A smile tugged at her lips as she strode toward the only obvious destination: a circle of light in the heart of the Menagerie. A wave of memories washed over her. She’d stood there, her heart in her throat, waiting to be chosen by the nameless, faceless figures surrounding her. Now, she walked toward the designated spot with confidence, her head held high.

Three familiar figures waited in the ring of torches. All wore the orange-trimmed robes of House Fox. They squinted warily into the darkness, unsure of what to expect. Kit, the boy she’d known as Four, smiled to see her. She exchanged nods with Edgar and Rai, the tyros that had once been Five and Ten.

A rush of joy coursed through her when Ethen entered the ring of light. With a grin, he took his place beside her. A finger’s breadth separated their arms. She wanted to slip her hand into his, but resisted the urge. His steadfastness would help to calm her racing heart.

Another familiar figure strode through the circle of torches. Her blood turned to ice. Three years. Three years since she’d humiliated Sabat, left him bleeding in an alley, just as he had to her. She’d gotten her revenge; it had changed her. Her fear had fled, replaced by something else. Something…ruthless.

She avoided him and he hadn’t sought her out. He’d changed, too. He walked with a slight limp in his right leg. Her sword had pierced his knee to the bone; it hadn’t healed properly. Before, he’d sneered at her, confident in his size and strength. Now, hesitation and fear flashed through the mask of insufferable arrogance. He shoved past her with a growl, bumping her shoulder. Ethen stiffened and Ilanna gripped his wrist.

Sabat took up position behind her. His gaze burned on the back of her neck. Her fingers clasped the hilt of her hidden sword. Can’t avoid him here.

One, the other Bloodbear apprentice, followed on Sabat’s heels. Eleven shuffled into the circle of firelight, looking frail and hunched in his threadbare Grubber clothing. Eight wore the white-trimmed cloth of House Hound. Errik, the tyro named Two, glided through the darkness like liquid shadow. Only Nine, the unclaimed tyro, remained absent. Relief flashed through Ilanna. She had no desire to see him, not like last time.

Master Gold’s familiar voice boomed from the darkness. “Apprentices of the Night Guild. Welcome!”

Lamps and torches flared to light, flooding the Menagerie with blinding brilliance. Ilanna gasped. The Journeymen and House Masters surrounded them. All wore ceremonial robes, each bearing the marks of their Houses. The bright-colored banners of each House hung from the walls, lending an air of solemnity to the proceedings.

Ilanna scanned the crowd. Familiar figures in brown Hawk robes clustered at the far end of the room. Conn, Prynn, Werrin, and Willem stood beside the hulking form of Jarl. Denber towered above them all, taller than even Jarl by a handspan.

Master Gold sat on his ornate wooden chair at the heart of the Menagerie, surrounded by Master Hawk and the respective House Masters. His voice echoed through the vaulted room. “We stand before the Watcher in the Dark, patron god of the Night Guild, and submit ourselves to his judgment.”

In unison, the House Masters pulled back their hoods and chanted. “Here, in the sight of the Watcher and your betters, do you, apprentices of the Guild, submit to whatever fate the gods have in store for you?”

The apprentices spoke as one. “We do.”

Master Gold rose. “For nine years, the Night Guild has housed you, clothed you, and trained you. Now you must prove that our investment has not gone to waste. You must show us,”—he gestured around the room—“all of us, that you are worthy to take your place in the Houses of the Night Guild.”

Ilanna’s heart thundered. This is it!

“Step forward, apprentices.”

Ilanna obeyed and, together, the apprentices formed a line facing Master Gold.

“Swear before the Watcher and your companions that you will submit to an Undertaking, one worthy of earning a place in the Night Guild, and one befitting the power of our patron god. Do you swear?”

She crossed her arms over her chest and bowed. “I swear!”

“Do you swear to devote yourselves to this Undertaking, wholly and completely, until such a time as you have proven yourselves deserving of worshipping the Watcher in the Dark through service to the Night Guild.”

“I swear!” Ilanna’s hands trembled and sweat trickled down her back.

“Do you swear that you, and only you, will carry out your Undertaking? That you will refuse the aid of all others, so that you alone may offer up this sacrifice to the Watcher and to the Night Guild?”

“I swear!”

Master Gold raised his arms high. “So let it be done!” He stepped back. He and the House Masters drew their hoods forward, hiding their faces once more. “Let it be known in all the Houses. From this day forward, the apprentices you see before you are to dedicate themselves utterly to the completion of their Undertaking. Let no man interfere with their tasks. To interfere with them is to interfere with an offering to the god who has blessed and multiplied us. Do you swear?”

The assorted Journeymen and Masters around the room roared as one. “We swear!”

“So let it be done!” Master Gold produced a vial from his robes and, uncorking it, stepped toward Ethen, who stood at the far end of the line of apprentices. He whispered a few words into Ethen’s ear, too low for Ilanna to hear.

Ethen bowed. “Yes, Master Gold.”

Dipping his thumb into the vial, Master Gold drew three vertical lines on his forehead—the sign of the Watcher. “The Watcher guide you in your path, apprentice to the House of Scorpions.”

He stood before Ilanna. She stared into the shadows of his hood, meeting his glittering eyes.

Leaning forward, he spoke in a whisper. “Break these oaths, you will find yourself condemned to a fate far worse than death. For you have sworn before the Watcher and the Night Guild. Do you understand, apprentice?”

She bowed. “Yes, Master Gold.”

He drew the sign of the Watcher on her forehead. “The Watcher guide you in your path, apprentice to the House of Hawks.”

Master Gold moved down the line and his voice faded into the background. Ilanna’s hands trembled with excitement. Her eyes wandered over the crowd of hooded figures. Soon, very soon, she would take her place in their ranks. She had only to complete her Undertaking.

But what is it? Master Gold hadn’t explained anything. What do I have to do?

Master Gold finished with the last apprentice in line and returned to his place. “Go, apprentices, with the Watcher to guide you in your Undertaking. Prove yourselves worthy to join the ranks of the Night Guild, worthy to serve He Who Sees All in the Dark.”

*     *     *

Ilanna stood stiff at attention, eyes locked on the walls of the Aerie.

Master Hawk paced with hands clasped behind his back. “Tell me, apprentice, do you understand what the Undertaking is?”

“Not exactly, Master Hawk.”

The House Master stopped and eyed her, scratching his scruffy chin. “Simply put, child, it is a test to prove yourself worthy of being a Journeyman in the Night Guild. You have been an apprentice for nine years, learning the Hawk ways. Now, you will demonstrate your skill.”

“How?”

“That, apprentice, is entirely up to you.” Master Hawk started to pace again. “Your Undertaking is meant to be a challenge, one that will take you long months of study and planning to complete. You must choose something that will push you to your limit. Only by surviving and succeeding will you prove your worth—to me and the rest of the Guild.”

“So it has to be something difficult? Something perhaps so difficult it has never—or rarely—been accomplished before?”

Master Hawk nodded. “Precisely. Now, I expect you will need time to consider your options and—”

Ilanna had no need to think. She knew what she wanted. She’d known since her first day on the rooftops of Praamis. There’s nothing else for me.

“The Black Spire.” She blushed. She’d just interrupted her House Master. Heart-pounding seconds passed and Master Hawk said not a word. He simply stared with those piercing, unnerving eyes of his.

She didn’t back down. The old Ilanna would have cringed, but she held herself erect, meeting his eyes with confidence.

He raised an eyebrow. “Did I hear you right, apprentice? Did you say…?”

Ilanna nodded. “Absolutely, Master Hawk.”

“Are you certain you do not want time to consider carefully? The Black Spire is a challenge few have dared to attempt. Those who have…” He shrugged.

“I have given it all the thought I need to, Master.” I’ve thought about it since the day I saw it. The midnight tower had called to her. Most considered the challenge impossible, but that only made her want it all the more.

Master Hawk’s eyes burned and his mouth pressed into a tight line. “Do you know how many Hawks have been lost over the years, girl? You would not be the first apprentice under my command to attempt the feat, but how many of them do you think survived?”

She swallowed. “None, Master Hawk.”

“Precisely. None have survived. Those who survived the climb and entered the tower were only seen once more…on the day of their execution in the public square.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened.

Master Hawk nodded. “Ponder that a moment, apprentice. Nearly a dozen of the best Hawks that have ever come through this Guild, dancing at the end of a hangman’s rope, all because they believed themselves skilled enough to challenge the Black Spire and its master. Would you join them?”

Ilanna shook her head. “No, Master Hawk.”

Master Hawk’s face relaxed, and the lines around his mouth and eyes smoothed. “Good. I will give you a few days to think about your Undertaking—”

“I will not join them, Master Hawk, for I will succeed where they have failed.”

The tension returned to Master Hawk’s face. He looked like he wanted to protest, but Ilanna didn’t give him the chance.

“It is a decision I do not make lightly, Master Hawk. But it is my choice to make, is it not?”

Master Hawk’s mouth twitched. “It is your choice, apprentice. That is the purpose of the Undertaking, after all.” He rubbed his jaw. “Is there nothing I can say to dissuade you from this foolhardy mission?”

Ilanna locked eyes with him. “I have made up my mind.”

Master Hawk threw up his hands. “To think, all the years we have invested in you, wasted!”

His lack of faith stung, but she refused to let it show. “Perhaps things will not turn out as you expect, Master Hawk.”

The House Master snorted. “I have stood here and had this same conversation more times than I’d like, child. Every one said the same thing and where are they now?”

“None of them was me, Master Hawk. That, you will find, makes all the difference in the world.” The words felt hollow, but Ilanna wouldn’t let him shake her confidence. She needed every shred of belief she possessed if she was to succeed.

Master Hawk eyed her, shaking his head. “I wish that were true, apprentice.” He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I will provide you all the supplies you need for your Undertaking, as well as a guide to aid you.”

“But I thought—”

Master Hawk held up a hand. “None of your fellows may help you in your Undertaking, but they may offer counsel and guide you in preparation of the test.”

Hope surged within Ilanna. I won’t have to do it all alone!

“I have someone in mind to serve as your guide. Where shall I have them meet you?”

“I will be sitting atop the Coin Counter’s Temple.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The preparation begins already?”

Ilanna nodded. How many times had she sat on the flat roof of the temple, studying the massive black spire? I’ve been preparing for this for years.

“So be it. He will join you within the hour.”

“Thank you, Master Hawk.”

Master Hawk nodded and turned to leave.

“Master Hawk?”

He whirled. “What?”

Ilanna winced at the anger in his voice. “Might I ask a favor?”

“What is it?”

“May I speak to Master Gold?”

Master Hawk raised an eyebrow. “Hmmm. An unusual request.”

“He’s the only one who knows, isn’t he?”

Master Hawk nodded. “The only one still able to talk, at least.” He stroked his chin. “Very well. I will make the request to the Guild Master.”

She bowed. “Thank you, Master Hawk.”

*     *     *

Ilanna didn’t need to look up to know who her guide was. He dropped to the roof beside her and neither spoke for long minutes. The tower filled her vision, an obsidian dagger thrust into the azure belly of the sky.

“The Black Spire, Ilanna? Really?”

Ilanna shrugged. “Did you really expect anything else, Denber?”

“I…I guess not.”

Ilanna pictured herself climbing the skyscraping building, clinging to its midnight stone, being buffeted by the wind. It won’t be easy, that’s for sure. That made it all the more imperative that she defeat it.

Denber leaned back against the slanted tile roof. “I almost went up there, you know?”

Her jaw dropped. “Really?”

He nodded. “Aye. I was certain I could do it.”

“What happened?”

“A…a friend tried. He never made it out alive. When I saw him take the morning drop in Executioner’s Square, I…I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go out, not like that.”

Ilanna rested a hand on his arm. She could find no words to say to comfort him, but it didn’t matter. She squeezed and he gave her a weak grin.

“Ilanna?”

“Yes, Denber?”

“Don’t get yourself killed. Please.”

“I won’t.”

I won’t, she repeated silently. I’ll study the tower until I know everything there is to know. She had a year to train and prepare for the Undertaking. I’ve faced worse odds before and beaten them every time. The smallest of the tyros, she’d been chosen by Master Hawk. She’d recovered from her beating at Sabat’s hands and come back better and stronger. She’d taken her revenge on her tormentor. The Black Spire would be just one more challenge to conquer.

There was no question in Ilanna’s mind. I will do what I must and I will succeed.
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Chapter Thirty-Six


Master Gold sat in a plush divan, toying with an ornate dagger. “Well, this is a first.”

Ilanna stood in the Guild Master’s elaborate sitting room, back straight, eyes fixed on the man’s face. He looked nothing like she’d expected. Denber had said he’d ruled House Hawk before being Guild Master. She’d half-expected a stout man, pale from too much time spent in the tunnels.

She hoped he didn’t see her surprise. His barrel chest drooped to a slight paunch, but the man before her had strong hands, thick arms, and broad shoulders. He looks more like a Bloodbear than a Hawk!

“Wh-what is, M-Master Gold?” She clasped her hands behind her back to hide their trembling. The Guild Master’s piercing scrutiny set her nerves on edge.

White teeth showed beneath the Guild Master’s walrus moustache. “This.” He pointed to her. “You.”

“I don’t understand.”

Master Gold chuckled. “In all my years as Guild Master, and as a Hawk before that, you are the first woman to join House Hawk.”

Ilanna’s eyes narrowed. An insult or a compliment?

He raised a hand in a placating gesture. “Take no offense, apprentice. You are not the first woman to join the Guild, simply the first Hawk. From what Master Hawk and the Journeymen tell me, you have more than earned your place in the House.”

She bowed to hide a smile. “Thank you, Master Gold.”

The Guild Master nodded. “And now I hear you have chosen the Black Spire as your Undertaking. Is that correct?”

Ilanna nodded. “Yes, Master Gold.”

Master Gold stroked his moustache with two scarred fingers. “I trust Master Hawk has done his best to dissuade you from the attempt?”

“He has. But I believe it an Undertaking worthy of the Night Guild and the Watcher in the Dark.”

“Indeed.” He twirled his thick moustache. “Better thieves than you have tried and failed, you know.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Perhaps. But I may possess something they did not, something that will help me to succeed where they failed.”

“Oh?” Master Gold leaned forward with a curious expression. “And what is that? Some magical trinket or some spell you can cast to fly up to the top of the tower?” He narrowed his eyes. “What could you possibly have that no one else does?”

Ilanna clenched her fists. “I don’t know. Which is why I have come to you. Perhaps the wisdom you impart will be that ‘something’. Or it may be something else, I cannot say. But would you, as the former Master of House Hawk, expect any less than my utmost in this Undertaking?”

A slow smile spread on Master Gold’s face. “Of course not, young Hawk. That is its purpose, after all.” He waved to the divan beside his. “Come, sit.”

Ilanna sat, her posture rigid, uncomfortable in his presence. She found it hard to meet his gaze, which bored into her. The Master of the Night Guild seemed friendly and welcoming, but beneath the veneer, an innate cunning burned in his eyes. Instinct screamed at her; Master Gold was not one to be trifled with.

A feline grin spread his lips. “So, Ilanna of House Hawk, what would you have of me?”

Ilanna cleared her throat. “Tools of the trade I can acquire. I can practice until my fingers bleed. But there is one thing I cannot find elsewhere.”

Master Gold nodded. “Experience. I am the only living Guild member to enter and escape the Black Spire intact.” He stroked his moustache, eyeing her. “You are not the first to come to me for my advice. In fact, a companion of yours—a lad by the name of Denber—sat in that very seat not long ago. Why not talk to him?”

“Master Hawk assigned him to be my guide, but I wished to learn firsthand. Perhaps there is some detail he has forgotten or something he dismissed as unimportant. This way…” She turned her palms upward.

“Indeed. It is always best to be prepared. A wise decision, one I wish more of your brethren had made before attempting the impossible. Perhaps more Hawks would be alive today.”

Warmth suffused Ilanna at the compliment and a smile tickled at the corner of her lips.

Master Gold leaned forward. “What would you like to know?”

Ilanna’s hesitation and fear fled, replaced by nervous excitement. “Everything. From the very beginning. Anything you tell me could spell the difference between success and failure.”

Master Gold leaned back in his divan and steepled his fingers. “Well, it started on a night not unlike this…”

*     *     *

“Let me see if I have this right.” Denber studied the parchment spread across the common room table. “First, you’ll have to climb the tower.”

Ilanna nodded. “No easy feat, as I’m sure you remember.”

Denber tapped the stylus on his teeth. “The exterior walls are almost entirely smooth, with no crenellations, statuary, or balconies to anchor a rope.”

Ilanna snatched the stylus away from him to stop the tapping. “There are no buildings nearby, so no access from the rooftops. The only way to get to the tower is through the gardens.”

“Hmm.” Denber’s fingers twitched. “That’s going to make things challenging. I never found the route to get close enough before…”

Ilanna nodded. “We’ll need help from the Serpents and the Hounds. I know a Serpent who’d be willing.”

“I know a Hound. What will we need them for?”

“When it comes to slipping in and out of places unseen, they’re the best. They can help me find the safest route to the base of the tower.”

Denber nodded. “Fair enough. But once you reach the tower, you’re still going to have to find a way to scale the wall. Smooth stone, remember?”

Ilanna smiled. “Of course. But Master Gold is sending something to take care of that.”

Denber eyed her, but shrugged when she offered no more. “Getting up is the easy part, insomuch as anything about the Black Spire can be considered easy. You’ll go after dark, I assume?”

“Yes. Dark clothing, dark night, dark stone. Makes sense, don’t you think?”

Denber nodded. “We’ll have to plan it for a new moon, then.”

“Good. That way, we’ll have all night. Think it’s enough time?”

“That depends on how fast you can make the climb.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Once Master Gold sends his ‘secret weapon’, we’ll give it a test to find out.”

“Right. So let’s assume you can make the climb with plenty of time to spare. What next?”

Ilanna tapped the pinnacle of the diagram of the tower they had scribbled on the parchment. “According to Master Gold, there’s a glass window at the top of the Black Spire.”

“A window?”

“If you had the tallest tower in Praamis, don’t you think you’d want to admire the view? I know I would.”

He inclined his head. “So, the window shouldn’t be too much of a problem, right? A simple diamond-tipped cutter will get you in.”

“Yes, but that’s as much as I got from Master Gold. Nothing about what’s beyond the window or what sort of traps or snares could be hiding within the room.”

Denber cocked an eyebrow. “You really think the room will be trapped? The highest room in the tallest tower?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll have to be prepared for anything. I’ll spend time in the Treasure Room, getting accustomed to noticing even the slightest detail out of place.”

“Hmm, that’s something I hadn’t thought of when I was planning. Smart thinking.”

Ilanna grinned. “Once I evade or disarm whatever traps there are, I’ll have to steal something as proof I was there.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He rubbed his chin. “You could just light a beamer once you get in. The fact that you made it up there and back out safely would be enough proof.”

“Well, let’s keep that as a back-up plan, just in case I can’t find anything to serve as my proof.”

“And I assume you have a plan for how you’ll get back down?”

“That’s actually the easy part!” Ilanna grinned and tugged at the slim black rope around her waist. “I’ll just bring along enough rope to slide back down.”

Denber snorted. “Do you know how much rope you’ll need to carry to get back down?”

“Not exactly, but can it be all that much?”

Denber studied the parchment. “Give me a moment here.” He retrieved the stylus from the table and tapped his teeth, lost in thought.

Ilanna clenched her jaw at the irritating sound, but didn’t interrupt him.

“I can’t do it!” Denber threw the stylus on the table. “I just don’t have a head for figures.”

“You’re trying to figure out how tall the tower is and how many lengths of rope I’ll need?”

“Yes, but there’s a problem. No one knows how tall the Black Spire really is. There are no records of it being built, no architect’s plans. It simply always…was.”

Ilanna’s heart sank. “And without building plans, we can’t be sure how much rope we’ll need.”

“Exactly. You run the risk of taking too much rope and being weighed down or not taking enough and being trapped dozens of paces above the ground.”

Damn it! Ilanna ground her teeth. She studied the illustration on the parchment, but no solution presented itself. She forced a confident smile. “Well, that’s why we have a whole year, right? We’ll figure it out.”

“I’ll take your word for it, Ilanna.” Denber looked unconvinced. He returned to the drawing. “Is there any other way? Can you find a way down through the inside of the Black Spire?”

Ilanna shook her head. “The risk of getting caught is too high. I’m no Serpent or Hound. I don’t have the necessary skills.”

“That’s a problem we can address as we try to find a way to reach the base of the tower. We’ll have plenty of time to train you to sneak through the shadows.”

“Another back-up plan, just in case.” Ilanna grinned and clapped Denber on the shoulder. “Well, that’s it!”

“Are you kidding? We’ve just begun the planning! There’s so much more to do before—”

Ilanna groaned. “For today, Denber. Let it be enough for today. Do you really want to spend the rest of the year cooped up in here?” Her eyes darted to the Perch. “The rooftops are calling me, Denber.”

Denber’s eyes followed the maze of ropes and ladders upward, a look of longing on his face.

“Come on, Denber. Let’s get up there and fly free. At least for a little while.”

With visible reluctance, Denber nodded. “But not yet. First you have to get your Serpent friend to agree to help us.”

“Not a problem. I’m sure I can talk Errik into it.”

“Good. Then I’ll see if I can convince Garrill.”

Ilanna clapped him on the back. “Meet you at the Coin Counter’s Temple?”

Denber grinned. “Last one there buys drinks tonight.”

“You’re on!”

*     *     *

Ilanna waved lazily at Denber as he dropped onto the rooftop of the temple. “Looks like you’re buying tonight.”

With a shrug, Denber took a seat beside her. His companion, a young man wearing Hound white, slumped to the rooftop, panting. Errik, the Serpent apprentice, gave Garrill an understanding nod. The trek across the roofs of Praamis hadn’t been kind to him, either.

Denber turned to Errik and Garrill. “So, lads, up here we can talk with no prying eyes or listening ears.”

Garrill groaned and stretched his back. “So that’s why you brought us all the way up here. Wouldn’t it be easier to have this meeting in a tavern or cathouse?”

“And have someone overhear what we’re trying to do?” Ilanna shook her head. “The fewer people that know, the better.”

Errik studied Ilanna. “I’ve seen that look in your eyes before, Ilanna. You’re about to do something foolish, aren’t you?”

Ilanna grinned. “You’ve been told about your Undertaking, yes?”

Errik nodded, but offered nothing more.

“Well, I’ve decided what mine will be.” She thrust a finger toward the Black Spire.

Errik’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve got to be joking!”

She shook her head. “You heard Master Gold. An Undertaking worthy of the Watcher in the Dark. What could be more worthy than doing the impossible?”

“Even if you get killed in the attempt?”

Ilanna held up a hand. “I’ve had too many people try to dissuade me, Errik.” She glared at him. “Now are you going to help me or should I find another Serpent?”

Errik’s eyes narrowed. “What, exactly, do you need me to do?” Garrill studied her with equal curiosity.

“Don’t worry. I won’t need you to break into the Black Spire with me.”

Errik snorted. “That’s reassuring. I’ll sleep easy now, thank you.”

Ilanna glared, but ignored his remark. “You need to teach me how to move through the shadows unseen. From what I understand, the Serpents are the best at that. Or was it the Hounds?”

Errik and Garrill bristled, shooting glares at each other. Ilanna hid a sly smile. It’s too easy. Both Houses boasted of their skill at moving around Praamis undetected. She’d just given them a challenge and neither could back down now. They’ll be more than eager to help, just to prove they are better than the other. She wouldn’t need to beg or cajole; she had them competing for the honor of their House.

Errik spoke first. “Why? What are you going to do?” He rolled his eyes. “Oh no, let me guess: you’re going to walk in the front door.”

Ilanna shook her head. “Nothing as suicidal as that! I just need to slip through the gardens around the Spire and reach the base of the tower without being spotted by the guards.”

Errik’s face relaxed and the tension drained from his shoulders. “Is that all? You should have said that long ago. That won’t be a problem!”

Garrill nodded. “The apprentices of House Hound steal their way through the gardens in their second year of training. We have to touch the black stones and return without being caught. A sort of rite of passage.”

Errik snorted. “You didn’t have to drag us all the way up here for that. You could have just asked.”

Denber shook his head. “We can’t take a chance that word will reach Duke Phonnis.”

“You think any of the Night Guild would rat?” Errik narrowed his eyes.

Denber shrugged. “Ilanna has…enemies, shall we say. Enemies who might not mind one more thief getting captured by the Duke.”

Garrill narrowed his eyes. “Vicious cunt, that Sabat. Hates you something fierce.”

Ilanna nodded. “Which is why this goes no further than the four of us. And Master Hawk and Master Gold.”

Denber turned to her. “None of the others know?” He cocked an eyebrow. “Werrin? Lem? Prynn? Jarl?”

Ilanna shook her head. “No one.”

“Just me, huh?” A grin tickled his lips and he shrugged. “Fair enough.”

Ilanna climbed to her feet and strode toward the edge of the roof, eyes fixed on the Black Spire. Denber, Errik, and Garrill joined her. Together the four stood there, studying the tower in the distance. The obsidian fortress taunted her with its insurmountable heights.

“You think you can do it?” Garrill spoke in a hushed voice, full of reverence.

Errik placed a hand on her shoulder. “If anyone can, it’s Ilanna.”

Garrill nodded. “By the time we’re done with you, Ilanna, not even a wraith will be able to spot you in plain daylight!”

She hid a smile. “I will succeed where so many others have failed. And you’re going to help me do it!”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven


Thwack! Thwack! Two stones skipped off the brick wall in perfect concert.

“Damn, Ilanna, you’re getting good at this!”

Ilanna grinned at Ethen. “And don’t you forget it, little Scorpion!”

He raised an eyebrow. “Little?”

He has a point. He stood a head taller than her and was far broader in the shoulders. He’d grown a great deal in the last few years—far more than she. When she walked down the street, she barely reached the shoulder of the average Praamian. This suited her just fine. Her small frame made it easier to slip through crowds unnoticed or fly across the rooftops.

“Yes, ‘little’.” She turned up her nose in a pretense of hauteur. “Even if you are bigger than me, my mind is years ahead of yours.”

Ethen rolled his eyes. “Please, Ilanna. You have no idea what you’re dealing with!”

Ilanna whirled to face him. “Fine, then see if you can figure out this problem.” She thrust a finger at the nearby tree. “How would you measure the height of that tree without a measuring rod or without climbing it?”

Ethen eyed her. “Are you asking me because you really want to know or to prove that I don’t know?”

Ilanna crossed her arms, pretending nonchalance. “Tell me the answer and you’ll find out.”

Ethen stroked his chin. “Give me a minute, then.”

For the first time, Ilanna noticed a patchy growth of hair on his cheeks. It suits him. Her eyes roamed over his lean frame. She couldn’t help admiring his strength and the fierce intelligence in his eyes.

“Well, there is a way that you can measure it fairly accurately.”

Ilanna’s heart quickened. “How accurate are we talking?”

“Within a few hand spans.”

She hid a grin. Maybe he will be able to solve my problem! “That’s not bad. So, how is it done?”

He frowned. “Just like that, eh? It’s not exactly easy, you know.”

Ilanna shrugged. “Well? Or is it too hard for you?”

Ethen glared at her. “Watch and learn, you dunce.” He picked up a rock and placed it in a cleared patch of earth. “Stand by the rock.”

She complied and he knelt by her shadow’s head to mark a line in the dirt.

“That is the tip of your shadow, which is exactly…” He paced it off. “Three paces. Now, we take your measurement. How tall are you?”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes.

“I’m not doing this to make fun, Ilanna. I’m trying to figure out the problem like you asked.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Fifteen handspans, more or less.”

Ethen nodded. “Fifteen handspans, means roughly two paces.” He knelt and scratched the numerals for ‘two’ and ‘three’ into the dirt. “Now, help me count out the number of paces from the base of the tree to the tip of its shadow.”

With a grin, Ilanna joined him at the base of the tree. She paced the distance, keenly aware of his proximity.

“I got fifteen.”

Ethen rolled his eyes. “Your legs are too short to be counted as proper paces. I counted twelve, so twelve it will be.”

Ignoring Ilanna’s glare, he knelt and scratched in the dirt. “So, if your shadow measured three paces and you are only two paces in height and the tree’s shadow is twelve paces long, that means…” He tapped his chin for a moment and turned to her with a triumphant smile. “Nine. The tree is nine paces tall.”

She narrowed her eyes. “And you’re sure that’s accurate?”

“As close as I can get it.” He shrugged. “The arithmetic we employ in House Scorpion uses much smaller measurements. When you’re making potions, you work in grains and drams. But I think that’s a reasonably accurate calculation.”

Ilanna’s mind raced. “So, if I wanted to measure something, this is how I’d do it?”

Ethen nodded, his eyes widening. “Did you…?” His face fell. “You just tricked me into figuring out some problem for you, didn’t you?”

Ilanna grinned. “Of course, I did. Like I said, my mind is years ahead of yours.”

His brow creased in an expression of mock anger. “Why you sneaky little—!”

Ilanna held up a finger. “Choose your words carefully, young Scorpion. I’m known to have a nasty temper.”

Ethen chuckled. “Don’t I know it!”

She punched him, hard.

“What was that for?”

She glared. “For saying I have a temper!”

“You’re just proving my point, you know?”

She tried to punch his arm again, but he caught her hand. She made no move to pull it free. Instead, she stood there, staring up at him. The years had changed the way he looked at her and she liked how it made her feel.

“Thank you, Ethen.” Her words came out soft and low. Her eyes traced his strong jaw, angular cheekbones, and dark eyes.

He raised an eyebrow.

“For this. For teaching me the sling. For being my friend. For everything.”

“Of course, Ilanna. When you go through the kind of things we have…” He shrugged and let the words die.

Her eyes locked with his. She wanted to speak, but dared not break the fragile silence. His hand felt so warm around hers. Heat rushed through her veins. Her heart hammered a staccato beat and her breath quickened. Instinct screamed at her to step closer.

Ethen swallowed. The moment snapped. He dropped her hand as if burned and he turned away, flushing.

“What’s wrong, Ethen?”

“N-nothing, Ilanna.” He spoke in a tight voice.

Something’s wrong, but what? If she pushed him for an answer, he would clam up. She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Tell me.”

“I’m fine.” He refused to meet her eyes.

Disappointment filled her. “I-I have to go.” She stepped back, and it seemed a chasm opened between them. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Will you…?”

“No, not for a few weeks. I’ve got my…my Undertaking.”

“Well then, I guess I’ll be off.”

Ethen whirled around. He seized her hands and locked eyes with her, his gaze intense. “You’re going to do something foolhardy and suicidal, aren’t you?”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “I-I…” She couldn’t deny it. He knows me too well.

“Promise me you’ll be careful, Ilanna. I couldn’t bear to…” He broke off and swallowed hard. “I couldn’t bear it if you got hurt.”

“I’ll be fine, Ethen. My Undertaking is dangerous, but no more so than anything else I’ve done in the last few years. The life of a Hawk is always filled with danger.”

He studied her, his gaze boring into her. “Promise me, Ilanna.”

She nodded. “I promise.”

His shoulders relaxed, and the tension in his face drained away—replaced a moment later by the light-hearted grin she found so appealing. “Good.” Releasing her hand, he leapt over the wall without a backward glance or a word of farewell.

Ilanna stood there, staring in open-mouthed confusion. What in the twisted hell was that all about? They’d been so close, but he’d changed from one moment to the next. What did I do?

Try as she might, she couldn’t puzzle it out. She pushed the thought aside. I have things to do and no time to worry about anything else. She’d have plenty of time to sort out Ethen’s confusing actions after she completed her Undertaking.

*     *     *

“And you’re sure this will work, Ilanna?” Denber eyed her with a dubious expression.

Ilanna shrugged. “Ethen seemed pretty confident in his answer. Though it wasn’t the most accurate method, he said it should get pretty close.”

Ilanna and Denber sat together on the roof of the Coin Counter’s temple, studying the Black Spire.

“I guess it’s the best we’ve got right now.” He scratched his beard. “But how do you propose we measure it?”

“That’s the challenge.” She held up a finger. “First things first, we have to see how far the shadow stretches.”

“That’s why we’re up here, you know. If we can measure the tower’s shadow at the first hour after noon, we’ll stand a better chance of getting an accurate measurement.”

Denber nodded. “Fair enough. But how are we going to get that measurement? No one can get close enough to the base of the tower while the sun is up.”

Ilanna thumbed her lip, pondering the problem. “What if we mark the spot where the tower’s shadow ends, then we have Errik or Garrill count the paces after dark? I’ll take the measurement of myself at the same time and use that to figure it out. Unless you have a better idea?”

Denber thought for a moment and shrugged. “I guess that’s as good as it’s going to get.”

“Now to let Errik and Garrill know the plan.”

*     *     *

Ilanna crouched in the shadows of the building that served as the marking point for the shadow’s end. Her eyes darted through the gloomy streets, searching for any sign of Errik or Garrill. They should be back by now.

She turned to Denber. “Why aren’t they back yet?”

He shrugged. “They’ll be here.”

Torches flickered atop the stone wall that surrounded Duke Phonnis’ mansion. The enclosure rose at least a dozen paces into the night sky. The sound of clanking armor and weapons reached her, setting her on edge. Garrill and Errik had their secret ways to enter the gardens, but she couldn’t help worrying for them.

“They should have returned by now. They’re taking too long!”

“Patience, Ilanna. This is not something you want to rush.”

Minutes ticked by in breathless, heart-pounding silence. A chill breeze sent a shiver down her spine and she pulled her cloak tighter. Music and laughter drifted over the wall—the Duke held some form of revelry. They’d chosen tonight because the guards would be consumed by the party and less focused on the gardens.

“There!”

Ilanna followed Denber’s pointing finger and relief washed over her. Two dark shapes hugged the wall, moving in total silence. At Denber’s whistle, Errik and Garrill stopped, turned, and slowly started to pace the distance from the wall to their hiding place. As they neared, the sound of their muttered counting reached her. Errik arrived first, with Garrill a few steps behind.

Excitement set Ilanna’s heart racing. “Got it?”

The Hound and Serpent nodded.

“Then let’s get back to the Aerie and figure it out!”

*     *     *

“So, we’re looking at about two hundred paces in height, if you got the count right.”

Errik and Garrill glared at Denber, who answered with a sardonic grin.

Ilanna whistled. “Two hundred paces. That won’t be an easy climb.”

Denber rolled his eyes. “Oh, and here I thought the things most people consider ‘impossible’ are usually so simple!”

Ilanna punched him, but it had no effect.

“So if you can make it to the top—and that’s a big ‘if’, mind you—you need enough rope to get back down in a hurry. Just in case you set off an alarm inside or you get spotted.” Denber poked her bicep. “Think you can handle the weight?”

Ilanna glared at him. “What do you think?”

“I think two hundred paces’ worth of rope is a lot more than you think it is.”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

Denber hurried from the room. He returned a few minutes later, a massive bundle in his arms. He dumped it onto the table with a grunt. “Here you go. Time to test your strength.”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. That is a lot of rope!

He wound the rope around her back, adding more and more coils. The pile on the table looked endless and the strain on her shoulders increased. Finally, she could take no more. “Enough!”

Denber narrowed his eyes. “That’s not even half as much as you need, Ilanna.”

“Thank you, Denber,” she snapped. “Don’t you think I know that?”

She shrugged out from under the coils of rope. Free of the burden, she glared at the pile at her feet. “Now what?”

Denber stroked his chin. “Well, this is the standard, all-purpose rope, but I’m sure we can come up with something a little lighter. That means thinner and weaker, too, you know?”

Ilanna shrugged. “I don’t care. I’d climb a spool of threat if it could support my weight!”

“Fair enough.” Denber nodded. “You know, I think I may have a solution.” He strode from the Aerie.

She turned to Errik and Garrill. “You haven’t told anyone, right?”

Errik rolled his eyes and Garrill shook his head. “Of course not, Ilanna. You promised to do terrible things to us if we broke silence, remember?”

Ilanna grinned. “Just checking.”

At that moment, the doors of the Aerie swung open. “Delivery for Ilanna of House Hawk.” A man entered, wearing the dark colors of House Scorpion, but with filaments of gold thread intertwined with the black trim. He clasped a bundle under one arm.

Ilanna brightened. “From Master Gold?”

The man nodded. “You are Ilanna, I take it?”

“I am.”

The man placed the bundle on the table, bowed, and retreated without another word.

Errik reached for the cloth covering. “What is it?”

Ilanna slapped his hand. “Mine!” With deft movements, she released the leather cord holding the bundle shut and peeled back the layers of cloth.

Garrill gasped. “Keeper’s teeth!”

Within, lay a pair of leather gloves, but of a sort Ilanna had never seen. Curved steel spikes jutted from the palms and an additional clasp hung from the wrists—for added stability, she guessed. The black glove slipped onto her right hand as if made for her. Steel banded around her knuckles and the loop around her wrist pulled tight.

Errik narrowed his eyes. “What are those for?”

For an answer, Ilanna strode to the wall of the Aerie and dug the spikes into a crack in the masonry. She hung from one hand. The gloves bore her weight.

“Amazing!” Garrill studied the other glove, still tucked in the bundle. “What are these?” He held up two studded pieces of metal, which hung from leather straps.

Ilanna unhooked herself from the wall. “I think they’re for my feet.” The pieces of metal rested against the sole of her boots, running the length of her forefoot, with the spikes pointed inward. “They should give me extra grip on the wall.”

Errik eyed them. “Have you ever used them before?”

Ilanna shook her head. “No, but I’ll have plenty of time to practice. I still have months to complete my Undertaking.”

Errik leapt to his feet with a grimace. “Speaking of, I have my own to be getting back to.”

Ilanna placed a hand on his shoulder. “Very well. But don’t stray too far. Never know when I’ll need you again.” She grinned up at him.

The apprentice Serpent nodded. “Try staying alive and not getting caught, eh?”

Ilanna grinned and waved farewell to Errik. The youth leapt out of the way as Denber rushed into the Aerie. “I think I’ve found it!” He carried an armful of black rope.

Ilanna eyed it with skepticism. The cord looked slimmer than her little finger. “And that’s supposed to hold me?”

Denber grinned and dropped his load. “Only one way to find out.” With nimble grace, he leapt up the ladder to the lowest level of the Perch. “Time to test your climbing skills.”

Ilanna removed the spiked glove and seized the end of the rope. She winced at the creaking of twine.

Denber snorted at her hesitation. “Come on, Ilanna. Now is not the time to turn chicken.”

I’ll show you chicken! With a growl, Ilanna pulled herself hand over hand up the rope. Nervous tension tightened every muscle in her body. It’s going to break! Her heart leapt to her throat and her stomach clenched. To her shock, the rope held.

Denber pulled her onto the platform with a grin. “Well I’ll be damned! It works.”

Excitement coursed through her, washing away fear. “So it does. Now we just have to plan the rest of the job.”

“And you’ll need to build your strength.”

Ilanna narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

“Have you ever tried to climb a hundred paces up the side of a building, Ilanna?”

“No. But I’ve done the Perch a h—”

“The Perch is easy compared to the Black Spire. When you’re dozens of paces in the air, hanging by nothing but your fingertips, it’s very different.”

Ilanna rolled her eyes. “Fine. Just tell me what to do.”

Denber grinned. “For the next few months, we’re going to spend every moment training. Trust me when I say you’re going to hate every minute of it. But it’s the only way you’ll survive that climb.”

Ilanna growled. “You’re loving this, aren’t you?”

Denber shrugged. “It’s been years since I’ve been able to boss you around. I can’t deny that I’ve missed it!”

Ilanna glared. She knew he had good intentions—he genuinely wanted to help her—but did he have to enjoy it so damned much? Denber was too busy exchanging grins with Garrill to notice her fury.

But so be it. If it means success, I’ll run all the way to Voramis and back! She nodded. “I will do what I must.”

“Good. Now get some rest. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Thirty-Eight


Ilanna bit back a curse as a twig snapped beneath her heel. Errik stiffened and glared over his shoulder.

How in the bloody hell does he move so quietly? The Serpent slipped through the dense foliage without so much as a rustle of leaves. This would be so much easier if we were on the rooftops. Years of training had taught her to read every tile, shingle, and beam. She could slip across the roofs in absolute silence. But here, in the gardens of Duke Elodon Phonnis, she felt as clumsy as a newborn foal. Her boots seemed to find every twig and leaf. Her small pack had caught on branches more times than she could count.

Errik pressed a finger to his lips. Ilanna nodded. Yes, thank you, Errik. You don’t need to keep reminding me. She tugged her hood forward to hide a furious blush.

They could afford no mistakes, not tonight. This was no practice run. Tonight, they attempted to reach the base of the Black Spire. They crept through the gardens of the Chief Justiciar of Praamis, a man every thief knew to fear. One misstep could alert the Duke’s guards. One mistake and she would find herself dancing at the end of a rope in the public square.

She clenched her jaw. Come on, Ilanna, you can do this! She’d spent every spare moment training with Errik and Garrill, learning how to move through the shadows like a Serpent or Hound. Only now, after six months, had they deemed her ready for the attempt. I have to live up to their expectations.

Heart thundering, she followed Errik through the gardens. Slivers of moonlight trickled through the dense foliage, revealing a mass of exotic flowers, bushes, and trees. The musty smell of damp earth filled the air. A part of her wanted to explore the gardens; they would be beautiful in the daylight. Common sense kept her moving after the dark silhouette of the Serpent.

Nervous excitement set her heart pounding and her head spinning. She stepped with caution, testing the ground with her toes, placing her weight. Errik had threatened to call off the attempt if her actions put them in danger. She had little doubt he’d carry out the threat.

Errik snapped out a hand, snagging her cloak and pulling her into a crouch. What is it? Breathless, pulse thundering in her ears, Ilanna searched the darkness.

Leaves and twigs crunched beneath heavy boots. Armor and weapons clanked in a steady rhythm. Light flooded the gardens. A trio of armored guards wearing the Duke’s insignia tromped toward them, carrying alchemical lamps and torches.

Ilanna turned her face away and retreated into her hood. Stay perfectly still. Errik and Garrill had pounded the lesson into her. Her grey cloak would blend with the shadows as long as she remained motionless. Even the slightest movement would draw the guards’ attention. She drew in short, silent breaths as the Serpent had taught her.

Errik waited until the guards clattered around a bend in the garden path and the light faded. His teeth shone white in the moonlight. “Close one.”

Ilanna nodded and mouthed, “Too close.”

Rising from his crouch, he motioned for her to follow. They flitted from shadow to shadow like wisps. The thick canopy blocked the moonlight, making it easy for them to slip through the gardens unseen. A stiff breeze rustled the trees, hiding the sounds of their passing. They reached the edge of the gardens without encountering another patrol.

Errik stopped her just before they broke from the cover of the gardens. Hounds barked in the distance. Ilanna stiffened and gripped Errik’s arm.

The Serpent shook his head. “Chained up.”

Her shoulders relaxed and her racing pulse slowed. That could be a problem! If the dogs were let loose in the gardens, their keen sense of smell would detect her presence long before she reached the base of the Black Spire.

Errik placed his lips close to her ear. “Hardest part, here. Crossing walkway, open space, fifteen paces wide. Have to run. Hope no one is watching. Do as I do.” He poked his head from the dense foliage, glanced around, and sprinted across the clearing.

Every muscle in Ilanna’s body tensed. She gasped when the Serpent reached the shadows of the wall. Ice coursed through Ilanna’s veins and her stomach churned. My turn.

She peered from the bushes. Moonlight revealed a garden walkway cutting through manicured lawns. She studied the ground, unable to tell if the darkness hid dips or bumps. She would make the run all but blind. What choice do I have?

Taking a deep breath, she burst from the hedge and sprinted across the clear stretch of ground. The sound of her soft-soled boots on the grass seemed as loud as a carriage rattling through Old Town Market. Her heart thundered. Almost there!

Her foot twisted on an uneven patch of lawn. Pain lanced up her leg and she sprawled to the grass. She tried in vain to roll with the fall and landed hard on her face. The impact slammed the wind from her lungs.

Errik broke from the cover of shadows, racing toward her and offering her a hand. “Come on, Ilanna!”

She pulled herself upright and half-ran, half-hobbled the remaining distance. Her chest and face ached and she struggled to breathe. She all but collapsed against the black stone tower.

Errik crouched beside her. “You hurt?”

Ilanna shook her head. She remained hunched, fighting to catch her breath. She was glad for the darkness; it hid her shame and embarrassment.

“Come on.” Errik glanced at the sky. “Not much time left. Now or never.”

A throbbing ache spread through her upper body, but she couldn’t let it stop her. Swallowing her pain, she straightened and nodded. “Let’s go.”

Errik crept along the base of the Black Spire, moving deeper into the shadows of the trees surrounding the tower. Ilanna groped her way down the wall. Her fingers traced fissures in the stone. None was large enough for an anchor, but the climbing spikes would fit. It will be difficult, but possible.

She held up a hand. “Here.”

Errik nodded and slid to a sitting position. “Good luck. Make it quick.”

Ilanna slipped the studded gloves and shoe spikes from her pack. She’d practiced with the climbing gear every day for the last two months. Master Gold had even taken time out of his day to instruct her on their use—a high honor, indeed.

She stepped up to the wall of the Black Spire. Time to see what I can do.

The dark tower taunted her. She could almost hear it daring her to attempt the climb. She clenched her jaw. Watch me.

Digging the spikes into the wall, she took her first step. Master Gold’s advice echoed in her mind. “Find a hold for your feet. Let your legs do the work. Your arms will tire more quickly.”

Her claws clacked on stone, but the rustling trees drowned out the sound. Higher up, the sound would carry, but there was no helping that. She climbed at a steady pace, fighting the urge to hurry. Tonight is a test, nothing more. She climbed to get a feel for the tower, its stones, and her surroundings. She would climb a few paces—no higher than the treetops.

The descent took far longer. Unable to see where she placed her hands and feet, she had to feel with the shoe spikes until she found a solid hold. Her muscles burned by the time she jumped into the soft grass beside Errik. The fire in her arms and legs couldn’t diminish the excitement coursing through her.

I did it. She’d known she could—had spent years training for this very moment. But it felt wonderful to prove it, even if just to herself.

“Come on, Errik. Let’s get the hell out of here before the guards come back.”

*     *     *

“You should have seen me Ethen!” Thrusting her spade into the soft earth of her garden, Ilanna whirled to face her friend. “I made that run three times without making a sound.”

Ethen raised an eyebrow. “Out of how many attempts?”

Ilanna blushed. “Five.”

Ethen laughed. “Not the worst odds, you know. So you think you’re ready for it?”

“I don’t have much choice. The year is almost up. Between now and nameday, I have just one more new moon.”

Ethen’s eyes widened. “You mean…?”

Ilanna nodded. “Two weeks, Ethen.”

She found it hard to believe. The Night Guild had given her a year to prepare for her Undertaking. She’d invested every moment into her training in preparation for the challenge. She had run out of time.

Ethen grew serious. He leaned against the garden wall, his eyes taking on a faraway look. Lines of worry etched his face.

She squeezed his arm. “You knew it was going to happen eventually.”

“I know.” Ethen shook his head. “I was just hoping you’d…”

“Change my mind?” Ilanna bolted upright, glaring. “Don’t you know me better than that?”

Ethen threw up his hands. “Easy, Ilanna. Of course, I knew you wouldn’t change your mind. Still, it can’t hurt to hope that the woman you…your friend decides to not choose something suicidal as her Undertaking.”

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “You worry too much, you know that?”

Ethen shrugged. “Girl like you around, a fellow has a lot to worry about.”

With a snort, Ilanna settled her head back into his lap. His fingers twirled a lock of her hair. Heat rushed in her veins. Something about the way he touched her felt right. With Ethen, she never had the strange, uncomfortable feeling she’d had when Werrin made advances on her.

She let her mind drift, pondering what could happen once they became full-fledged members of the Night Guild. Perhaps we’ll have time…

Ethen spoke in a soft voice. “I’ve missed you, you know.”

Ilanna smiled up at him. “I’ve missed you, too.”

“It’s been odd coming here without you. The garden started to feel…lonely. But now you’re here.”

“I know I’ve been absent, but you can blame Denber for that. He’s never pushed me that hard before. I barely managed to steal a moment of time today to—”

“Damn it! Time!” Ethen scrambled to his feet and Ilanna’s head struck the ground.

“Ow! Frozen hell, Ethen! What’s wrong?”

“I’m late!” Panic stained his face. “Master Scorpion will kill me if I don’t make it.”

Ilanna waved him away. “Go! I’ll see you tomorrow?”

Ethen vaulted over the wall without a backward glance. Ilanna snorted and turned to her viola plant. Ethen had cared for the garden in her absence. The patch of bright flowers had grown; come spring, the color and rich fragrance of violas would fill the garden. I’ll have to spend more time here once my Undertaking is complete. And more time with Ethen…

“I knew I’d find you, bitch!”

Ilanna stiffened at the voice. Her blood turned to ice. No! Him, here? How? She leapt to her feet, whirling and drawing her saber in one smooth motion. “Sabat.” She spoke through clenched teeth. “Get out of here, now! I won’t be responsible for what I do to you.”

Sabat’s scarred lip twisted up into a sneer. “With that thing? I doubt it.”

A thump sounded behind Ilanna and she spun. Two of Sabat’s cronies dropped into the garden. When she turned, four more Bloodbears had joined Sabat. Fear twisted knives in her stomach. Seven to one. Impossible odds, even with her sword. Though armed with only knuckledusters and coshes, every one of the Bloodbears towered over her. Even if she stopped one or two, the rest would overwhelm her.

She gripped her sword tighter. “What do you want, Sabat?” Sweat trickled down her spine.

Sabat parroted her voice in a high, whiny pitch. “’What do you want, Sabat?’” His sneer turned into a snarl. “I’ve been looking for you for years, trying to find out where you go when you come down from the roofs. And now I’ve found you.”

But how? Her heart thundered. She’d kept the garden secret from all save Ethen. Her friend would never tell Sabat. No, he had to find out some other way.

Sabat cracked his knuckles. “It’s time for payback, little Hawkling. You thought I’d let you get away with what you did?”

Ilanna’s eyes widened. “That was—”

“Five years ago, Ilanna.” He spat her name like a curse. “Five years ago you humiliated me in front of my crew. You know what happened after that? Your beating was nothing compared to what they did to me. The abuse they heaped on me, all because you made me look weak!” Spittle flew; his face twisted into manic rage.

“And you deserved every bit of it, you bastard! For everything you did to me and to all the other defenseless Foxes and Grubbers you’ve beaten.” Ilanna edged backward, a wary eye on Sabat and his companions.

“No one deserves that, you cunt!” Sabat flexed massive hands.

He took a step forward, and Ilanna’s heart lurched. The Bloodbear towered over her; the top of her head didn’t reach his shoulder and he stood easily twice as wide as she. Only the saber in her hand kept him and his cronies at bay.

“Keep back, Sabat! And the rest of you.” Her sword whistled through the air.

Sabat sneered. “I’ll snap that thing in half!” He took another step forward. The stem of her mother’s rosebush snapped and the velvet petals crumpled under his heel.

Ilanna gasped involuntarily, her eyes widening.

Sabat looked down and his smile grew. “Oh, poor little Hawkling. Did I ruin your garden?” He lifted his foot and stomped, trampling the crimson flower deeper into the soft earth.

Ilanna gritted her teeth. Bastard!

Sabat turned to regard the viola shrub. “What’s this? Such pretty little flowers. So delicate. It would be a shame if something happened to them.” His boot crushed the purple and yellow blooms.

“No!” The word burst from her lips. Fury burned in her veins, setting her hands trembling. All the time she’d spent in the garden, tending to the little patch of flowers. They were her last link to Mama, to baby Rose. And Sabat had destroyed them just to spite her.

The gleam in Sabat’s eye told Ilanna he had much more in mind. “You think that’s bad? Wait until we’re done with you, little Hawkling. Even the filthiest whore in the city won’t envy you.”

He advanced, his friends falling in behind him. Her eyes darted around. She had no hope of escaping through the garden. She was trapped, the door at her back.

Without thinking, she twisted the door handle and leapt inside the house. She dropped the bolt into place just in time. Wood shuddered beneath the impact of heavy bodies. The door wouldn’t hold for more than a few seconds. Her eyes darted around in search of anything she could use to fight off the Bloodbears, wished she’d had the foresight to store weapons in the house. Her father’s rotted corpse had kept out squatters; why hadn’t she turned the house into a safe haven with weapons, supplies, and coin?

Cursing herself for not anticipating Sabat’s discovery of her hiding place, she sprinted through the kitchen and burst out the front. Her feet pounded in time with her racing heart. I just have to reach Old Town Market! She could lose him in the crowd and it would be easy to find a way up to the rooftops. Once there, she would be out of his reach. They’ll never find me on the Hawk’s Highway.

Old Town Market flashed by in a whirl of colors and scents. Ilanna slithered through the crowd, ducking and dodging the myriad carts, animals, and people. People hurled curses at her retreating back, but Ilanna didn’t care. Can’t let him catch me!

She raced toward a darkened alley and lunged into the shadows. Ducking behind a stack of crates, she scurried up the hidden rope ladder. Slipping, she slammed face-first into the stone wall, but she bit back a cry of pain. She had no thought for anything but escape.

Pulling herself onto the roof, she hauled up the rope ladder and sagged to the warm tiles. She gasped for air, her lungs burning. She peered over the edge. Below, Sabat and his companions shoved through the marketplace, snarling, cursing, and hurling people aside. One Bloodbear scanned the rooftops.

Heart thundering, Ilanna ducked out of sight. Twin blazes of fury and hatred burned in her chest. Damn you, you bastard! Heaving sobs shook her shoulders. Tears blurred her vision. How could anyone be so cruel, so vicious? He’d destroyed her garden out of sheer malice. She’d lost the one thing she cared about more than anything, all for vengeance.

Someone has to do something about him. Someone has to stop him! She clenched her trembling fists. And it has to be me.

But not yet. She couldn’t allow anything to distract her from her Undertaking. She couldn’t risk confronting him. Even a minor injury could spell the difference between success and failure in her attempt on the Black Spire.

So be it. Sabat could wait. One problem at a time. The Undertaking is more important. In two weeks, she would take on the impossible. She would conquer the Black Spire and earn her place in the Night Guild. After that, she would return to the matter of Sabat. I will find a way to deal with the bastard once and for all!
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Chapter Thirty-Nine


Ethen burst through the double doors of House Hawk. “Ilanna! Where are you?” The fury in his voice echoed from the vaulted room.

Ilanna slid down the pole to the Aerie floor.

Ethen turned to her, eyes blazing. “What in the twisted hell happened to our garden?”

She shook her head. “Sabat. Sabat happened.”

“What? When?”

“Yesterday, after you left. I don’t know how he found it, but he did. And he…” Ilanna swallowed.

Ethen seized her shoulders. “Did he hurt you? If he laid a finger on you, I swear I’ll—”

“Ethen!” Ilanna’s voice cracked like a whip, and the Scorpion flinched. “I’m fine. I slipped through the house and escaped out the front. I lost them in Old Town Market.”

Ethen’s shoulders relaxed, but the rage in his eyes remained. “He can’t go unpunished, Ilanna. He’s gone too far this time.”

“This time?” Ilanna’s lip curled into a snarl. “He’s been out of control since the beginning. Someone should have done something about him long ago, but here we are.”

Disbelief flashed across Ethen’s face. “How can you be so calm? After what he did to you, to our garden? Why aren’t you stalking through House Bloodbear and carving him to pieces right now?”

Ilanna shook her head. “I can’t. Not yet.”

“What does that mean, Ilanna? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of him!”

Ilanna slapped him, hard. “If that’s what you think of me, Ethen, then you don’t know me at all.”

Ethen rubbed his cheek more from shock than pain. “Then what’s stopping you? Why are we talking instead of hunting him down and making him pay! I know of a poison that will—”

“Because I can’t, Ethen.”

“Why not?”

“The Undertaking. I-It’s going to take everything I have to make that climb. If I so much as stub my toe, it could mean failure in my attempt. I want to confront that bastard, Sabat, more than anything else in the world. But not until after the Black Spire.” She placed her hand on his cheek, where she had slapped him. “One enemy at a time, Ethen.”

Ethen looked ready to relent. Something snapped. He straightened, throwing his shoulders back, clenching his jaw. “No. I won’t let this go unpunished. Not again.”

“Ethen, you can’t—”

“Can’t what?” His eyes flashed. “You have no idea what I’m capable of, Ilanna. When he hurt you before, your friend Denber convinced me to leave it alone. He said he would protect you. But where is he now? It’s up to me to keep you safe.”

Ilanna’s heart lurched. “Don’t be stupid, Ethen. Sabat is twice your size.”

“I wouldn’t care if he was a hundred times my size! I won’t let him hurt you, not again. Not when there’s something I can do about it.”

Fear coursed through Ilanna. What is he going to do? She opened her mouth to warn him.

“Ilanna! You ready?”

Ilanna whirled. Denber strode from the tunnels, a large sack clutched in his hands.

“What?” The word came out in a shout.

Denber raised an eyebrow, surprised at her vehemence. “We’re headed out for a practice run, remember? Going to see how you handle climbing with the weight of the rope.”

She’d forgotten. “O-Of course. Give me a minute, will you?”

Denber nodded. He threw the sack at her feet and leapt up into the Perch. “I’ll meet you up there. Don’t be long. We’ve barely got a week until the new moon.”

“I know, Denber. I’ll be right up.”

She turned to face Ethen. One glance at his tight lips, blazing eyes, and clenched fists told her everything she needed to know. “Don’t do it, Ethen.”

“I have to, Ilanna. I won’t let him hurt you. I l…” He swallowed. “I care for you too much to let that happen.”

Ilanna seized his hands in hers. “Promise me. Promise me you won’t do anything foolish.”

“Ilanna—”

She locked eyes with him. “Look at me, Ethen.” He complied. “Swear it, on the Watcher in the Dark, that you won’t do anything.”

“But—”

She squeezed his hands. “No buts. When I finish this Undertaking, we’ll find a way to make Sabat pay. You have my word on that. But we’ll do it together.”

Ethen stiffened. “I don’t need you to protect me, Ilanna. It should be the other way around.”

“I don’t care what it should be. All I care about is that you’re safe.”

“I will be. He won’t expect—”

“Promise me, Ethen.” She tightened her grip. “Swear it, or I will shatter your fingers here and now.”

“You wouldn’t.”

She squeezed and he winced. “I’d rather have you crippled for life than dead.”

“Fine!” Ethen wrenched his hands from hers. “I promise.”

Ilanna eyed him, but his expression gave nothing away. “Two weeks, Ethen. After that, I’ll be done with the Undertaking and we’ll both be full-fledged members of the Night Guild. We’ll have plenty of time for vengeance then.”

Ethen nodded. “Go. Denber’s waiting for you.” An odd tightness filled his voice at mention of the Hawk.

She retrieved the bundle and slung it over her shoulder. “I’ll meet you at the garden tomorrow, at sunrise? We’ll fix it up. It’ll be good as new.”

Ethen nodded. “As you say.”

Ilanna eyed him, unconvinced. Please, Ethen, don’t do anything stupid! Something about the way he toyed with the leather sling at his belt…

“Let’s go, Ilanna!” Denber’s voice echoed through the vaulted room.

Squeezing Ethen’s arm, she leapt up to the Perch. As she scaled the maze of ropes, ladders, and walkways, a prayer came unbidden to her lips. “Bright Lady, hear us and protect us in our hour of need. Keep Ethen safe.”

*     *     *

Ilanna stifled a yawn. After a night of training with Denber, she wished for the soft comfort of her bed. She could sleep for days in the silence of her empty bunk room. But, try as she might, she couldn’t shake her worries for Ethen.

I have to find him and stop him from doing anything stupid. Something about the way he’d refused to meet her eyes made her nervous. He’d promised to meet her at their garden at sunrise. Even if she left now, she’d arrive late. He’ll wait for me there. He has to!

“We done here, Denber?”

Denber raised an eyebrow. “Got somewhere to be?”

“Ethen.”

Denber nodded. “Yeah, we’re done for today. You’re pretty much ready, anyway. These last few days are just to be certain you’re in shape for the climb. Though I’d have to say you handled yourself well out there. Rope and all.”

Ilanna grinned and dumped the heavy sack at his feet. “Which is why you’ll be carrying it back to the Aerie for me, right?”

Denber rolled his eyes. “Fine, off with you. See you tonight.”

Ilanna groaned. She hadn’t slept much over the previous days. When she did, Sabat’s leering grin filled her nights. He destroyed her garden over and over. In her dreams, she failed to escape. She shuddered in remembrance of a particularly violent nightmare from a few days past. The things he’d done to her after he caught her…

Another night of training is better than that!

Thoughts of the vicious Sabat faded beneath the warm sunlight. A gentle breeze wafted across the rooftops, carrying the scents of the city below. The noise of the busy Merchant’s District floated up to her. Life returned to Praamis with the rising sun.

Ilanna’s heart lightened. Just a few more days and this will all be over. She’d attempt to scale the Black Spire on the night of the new moon, eight days hence. I just have to stay out of Sabat’s way until then. And keep Ethen away from him.

Her boots pounded on the tiled rooftops, her legs pumping as she flew toward the garden. She kept to the Hawk’s Highway, not daring to take to the streets. Sabat would be somewhere down there, no doubt waiting for her. She would only descend near Old Town Market. She’d be safe there. With the bustling early morning crowds, she could slip into the garden without being seen.

She leapt onto a brightly colored awning and dropped to the cobblestone streets without alerting the stall’s owner. Her lessons with Errik and Garrill had done her good. She flitted through the press of people like a wraith. Heart pounding, she studied her surroundings from beneath her hood.

No sign of Sabat, or any of the Bloodbears for that matter. Good. She slunk through the early morning shadows, wary as an alley cat. Nothing out of the ordinary. No one leapt out at her. By the time she scaled the garden wall, her heart had slowed its nervous thundering.

She winced at the sight of the garden. Sabat and his cronies had trampled the dirt to mud. Her yellow and purple blooms hadn’t escaped their wrath. Not a speck of color stood out from the brown mud.

Fury burned in her chest. Her hand wrapped around the hilt of her saber and she squeezed until her knuckles turned white. Soon enough, Sabat, there will be a reckoning.

She would fix it up, would plant again. With Ethen’s help, the garden would be as good as new.

“Ethen?” No answer came. He’s not here yet. She glanced at the sun. He should have arrived hours ago.

Anxiety churned in her stomach. Why isn’t he here? Her mind raced. What could have happened?

She pictured Ethen confronting Sabat and her heart sank. No, she told herself. He promised me he wouldn’t. Maybe he was still back at the Aerie, where she had left him. Or he’d returned to the Burrow. Yes, he has to be there. He has to!

Hurrying over the garden wall, Ilanna slithered her way through the Old Town Market crowds. She kept a wary eye on the passersby, but saw no sign of the Bloodbears. Try as she might, she couldn’t ignore the nagging doubt in the back of her mind. Something was terribly wrong.

Slipping into the alleyway, she moved toward the rope ladder. I have to find him!

A weak cough caught her attention. She whirled, her saber whispering from its sheath. “Who’s there?”

A soft, wet gurgle reached her.

Ilanna’s heart thundered. “H-Hello? Come out where I can see you, or I’ll run you through.”

Someone groaned. “I-Ila…nna?”

Ethen lay a dozen paces down the alleyway, rubbish heaped high atop him. Crimson stained his pale face and curly brown hair. Blood spread outward in a pool that soaked into the muck of the alley. Ilanna’s heart stopped. Her sword dropped from numb fingers. She stood there, frozen in place by shock and horror.

He groaned again. The sound snapped her trance.

“Ethen!” Ilanna scrabbled through rotten vegetables, sacking, and other substances too horrible to contemplate and pressed her fingers to his neck. His pulse was weak, thready. She pushed the refuse away, not caring that it stained her hands, seeped into her clothing, and filled her boots. “Ethen, what happened to you?”

Ilanna gasped. Blood spurted from deep wounds in his arms, shoulders, and abdomen. Her stomach lurched. A cold, detached part of her mind analyzed the lacerations. Whoever had done this had taken their time. Though deep, the wounds weren’t fatal, but the rubbish heaped atop him meant infection. Infection could lead to a slow, agonizing death.

Her thoughts whirled in a seething maelstrom. I have to get him back to the Night Guild, now! Journeymen Tyman can take care of him. He’ll—

Her eyes fell on the dagger buried in his stomach and her blood turned to ice. She would recognize the blade anywhere. Th-That’s…mine! Master Velvet had given her the knife in the Menagerie. She’d lost it on the day Sabat had beaten and broken her. And now…

A scream bubbled up from somewhere deep within her, a horrible piercing sound, the primal cry of an animal howling in anguish and rage.

A hand grasped her shoulder. “Ilanna? Are you—?” The words died in a gasp and a curse.

She whirled, the bloodied dagger in her hand. “Don’t touch him! Get away!”

A dim part of her mind registered the familiar face before her. She knew him. He was…friend. “D-Denber?”

“What in the twisted hell happened here, Ilanna? Did you—?” His words died on his lips.

Ilanna rocked back and forth, Ethen’s head cradled in her arms. No! Tears streamed down her face. Please, no!

Heaving sobs shook her shoulder. She didn’t care about the muck, the offal, or the foul smell. She didn’t care that Ethen’s blood stained her face, hands, and clothing. She fumbled with his hair, pushing the locks aside. She just wanted him to open his eyes.

*     *     *

Ilanna sat beside Ethen’s bed, holding his hand—the only part of his body free of cuts, shattered bones, and lacerations. “Please, Ethen, talk to me. It’s been eight days, Ethen. You have to wake up. Please!”

He remained silent, unmoving. His chest rose and fell in a shallow rhythm. He rasped with every labored breath. The sound thrust a knife into Ilanna’s heart.

The door opened and closed behind her.

“How is he?” Journeyman Tyman laid a hand on her shoulder.

Ilanna didn’t look up. “Same.”

“It would be easier for me to care for him in House Scorpion, you know. I’d much rather—”

“He stays here.” She spoke in a quiet voice, but there was no question or plea. Ethen would stay in House Hawk, in her bed, where she could care for him.

Journeyman Tyman said nothing. He bent over Ethen, raising his eyelids, lifting bandages, and prodding. “I’ll return in a few hours to check on him.”

Ilanna nodded, too numb to speak. She wanted Tyman out of the room so she could cry, but when the door closed, no tears came. Her rage left no room for sorrow.

Sabat. The Bloodbear had done this to her friend, that much she knew. No one else would discard his body like refuse. No one else would leave the knife—her knife. It was a message, and she heard it loud and clear. You will suffer for this, you bastard!

The Undertaking first, then payback. She ached to feel her blade slip through the cartilage of his throat. She would bask in the gush of hot blood spurting from the wounds she would inflict. He wouldn’t die quickly; she wouldn’t let him. But how? When? She would bide her time. She would find the right moment to make him pay.

“I will do what I must,” she whispered. “Watcher hear me, I will do what I must.”

She thought she heard Ethen stirring. Her eyes darted to the unconscious Scorpion. She leaned over him, squeezing his hand, eager to hear him speak. But Ethen remained silent, still. He moved! I heard it. But had she or was it all her mind willing it to be so?

The door closed. Her heart plummeted and a lump formed in her throat. It had been nothing more than a breeze kicked up by the opening door.

“It’s time, Ilanna.”

She shook her head. “No, Denber. Not yet. Not until—”

“Yes, Ilanna, now. If you don’t go now, you’ll have to wait a whole month until the new moon. You’ll fail in your Undertaking.”

She whirled, eyes flashing. “So what? What do I care about some stupid test? With Ethen like this…” Her voice cracked.

Denber placed a hand on her shoulder. “What would he want you to do? What would he say?”

A tear spilled down her cheek. She dashed it away. “Damn you, Denber! You can’t expect me to—”

“What choice do you have, Ilanna? Sit here and pine away in the hopes he’ll wake up or get out there and make him proud? Do the impossible. For him.”

Ilanna forced her fingers to unclench. Ethen’s hand slipped free, falling limply to the bed beside him. He looked so peaceful, so calm. He was so handsome beneath the bruises and lacerations.

She leaned over and placed a kiss on his lips. “I’ll be back, Ethen.”

She followed Denber from the room, casting one final glance at the unmoving Scorpion. In the heartbeat before the door clanged shut, she almost thought a smile tickled at the corners of his mouth.

I’ll do it. I will do the impossible. She would conquer the Black Spire or die trying. And she would do it for him.
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Chapter Forty


Ilanna crouched in the shadows of a towering oak, studying the gardens surrounding the Black Spire. Stars twinkled in the moonless sky. A gentle breeze rustled the trees, carrying the scents of flowers and fresh-trimmed grass.

She’d made the crawl through the hidden tunnel with ease, and thick trees had provided cover. She stared across the open expanse of lawn and the paved stone walkway cutting through the sea of green. If I remember correctly, any moment there will be a—

A lantern bobbed in the darkness, accompanied by the tromp, tromp of booted feet. Ilanna threw herself to the soft earth, face down. Blood rushed in her ears and her pulse quickened. Her breath caught in her throat. She forced herself to take a deep breath, then another. She counted the echoing footsteps.

Six guards in this patrol. Two more than normal. For some reason, Duke Phonnis had increased security in his property. If they’re guarding the tower more carefully, there’s a chance I’ll be spotted while climbing. Can’t have that.

She clenched her fists to stop her hands trembling—from excitement as much as fear. This was supposed to be the easy part, but already she felt exhausted. The nervous tension filling every muscle in her body didn’t help.

The lantern disappeared with the patrol and Ilanna climbed to her feet. Her soft leather boots made no sound on the soft grass. The laborious weeks Errik and Garrill had spent teaching her how to walk silently paid off. She made less noise than the wind whispering through the garden.

The sweet scent of roses reached her. Ilanna swallowed hard. The fragrance reminded her of Ethen. They’d spent hours in their garden together, tending the flowers. Now the garden lay in ruins and Ethen lay in bed, broken…dying. Tears blurred her vision. She dashed the moisture away. No time for that now. Have to focus.

Ilanna ducked beneath the shadow of an overhanging willow as another patrol passed. She waited in breathless silence. This should be the last one for a while. She should have enough time to reach the base of the Black Spire and start the climb well before the guards returned. I have to move quickly.

After what seemed an eternity, the patrol passed out of sight around a bend in the path. Ilanna’s stomach ceased its churning. Almost there! Heart thundering, she made the final dash across open ground and slid into the protective shadow of the trees ringing the base of the Black Spire.

Excitement coursed through her. She’d made it. She glanced up at the moonless sky. How long had it taken her to reach the base of the tower? An hour, maybe more. She had entered the Duke’s gardens just after nightfall. She had perhaps six hours to climb the tower, break through the Spire’s defenses, find something to steal, and descend. It’s going to be a close thing.

Ilanna’s eyes traveled up the looming pillar of darkness. The black stone tower no longer taunted her. Instead, it seemed to pulse in time with her nervous energy, as if in anticipation of her attempt. With a grin, she stepped up to the tower and started to climb.

*     *     *

Ilanna bit down on a frustrated curse. She wished for some way to anchor herself to the Black Spire. After an arduous hour of climbing, she needed rest. Her shoulders, arms, and legs ached from her interminable effort.

She dug the steel studs into a crack in the masonry and hung there, letting the gloves and boot spikes bear her weight. She risked a glance behind her. The treetops of Duke Elodon Phonnis’ garden ended a dozen paces below. She’d climbed roughly thirty or forty paces. At this pace, she would reach the top of the Black Spire in three hours. But could she last that long? The burning in her arms and legs increased with every labored heartbeat. Her neck ached from craning upward in search of handholds.

I have no choice. I have to make it! She’d spent a year training for the attempt. Denber had given her months, teaching her everything she needed to know to make the climb. Errik and Garrill, too. If I fail, they fail, too. I won’t let them down.

The moment of respite had dulled the throbbing in her limbs and sensation had returned to her fingers.

Enough rest. I’ve got a tower to climb!

*     *     *

Twisted hell! Gasping in terror, Ilanna hung by one hand. She didn’t dare move for fear of dislodging the glove spike. If it slipped loose, she would plummet more than a hundred paces to the garden below. She pictured herself crashing through the branches of the trees, her body crushed by the impact. Not even the soft grass would save her.

Slowly, careful not to shift her weight, she slipped the spikes of her left glove into a crack in the masonry. The steel spike grated against stone, but it held. Next, her right foot. A soft chink, chink of metal on rock, and the boot held. Finally, her left foot. She dug it as far into the crack as she dared. She let out a deep, shuddering breath. The spike held.

That was too bloody close! Ilanna clung to the rock, fear setting her nerves ablaze. Every muscle ached, but the brush with death set adrenaline rushing through her. A jolt of energy coursed in her veins and the pain in her spine and muscles retreated to a dull ache.

She tried to ignore the growing fire in her shoulder. Not for the first time, she contemplated discarding the heavy satchel. She didn’t dare adjust it, no matter how much the strap dug into her shoulder. Even a slight shift in her balance could dislodge the spikes.

She weighed her choices. If she got rid of the rope, she could make the rest of the climb without the excess weight. But that would force her to descend through the interior of the tower. She couldn’t climb back down the way she had come. She would be too exhausted to survive a descent.

It was no choice at all. Her only way out of this alive was rappelling down the side of the tower. To do that, she needed the rope.

Halfway there. A long way to go, but she was halfway there. A snort of desperate, terrified laughter burst from her throat. She swallowed the sound, but she couldn’t help feeling giddy. She’d come so close to taking a final dive and yet here she remained. The Black Spire hadn’t defeated her yet.

*     *     *

Blood seeped warm and wet down Ilanna’s back. She tried to ignore the fire in her shoulder, but it joined the rest of the sensations flooding her protesting body. Crimson trickled from her fingertips and knuckles, slickened her grip. The knots in her back and calves had passed bearable long ago. All feeling had fled her arms and legs. Her mouth and throat begged for water. The straps of the gloves, boots, and satchel had worn away at her skin until blood streamed from dozens of tiny friction wounds. Every part of her hurt. For a moment, the desire to abandon the climb threatened to overwhelm her. It would be so easy to…

No! She clenched her jaw. I’ve come this far. I can’t back down now.

She risked a glance upward, trying to spot the tip of the Black Spire. Nothing but darkness and twinkling stars met her gaze. She hung there, hundreds of paces above the ground, with only steel spikes and leather straps holding her in place. She wanted to scream, to shout, to sob in frustration. She wished she could see something, anything, that would tell her how much longer this torment would last. How much farther did she have to climb?

I have to keep going. The words rang hollow in her tired mind. She had nothing left. How many more hours would she spend trapped up here? Why had she been so foolish as to believe she could succeed where so many others had failed?

The stone seemed to hum beneath her hands. An icy wind blew across her face. The breeze whispered, tempting her to let go, surrender to its grasp. It would bear her weight. She wouldn’t feel a thing. From the look in Journeymen Tyman’s eyes, Ethen would join her in the Long Keeper’s arms soon enough.

“No!” She pushed the thought aside. I can’t give in.

Denber’s words rang in her mind. “Do the impossible. For him.”

She would do it. Not for herself, not for Denber, and certainly not for the Night Guild. She would do it for Ethen. If she defeated the impossible, maybe he could, too. He has to live!

One agonizing step at a time, Ilanna crawled up the Black Spire. She held Ethen’s face in her mind’s eye. Not as she’d seen him last—broken, bloodied, and dying—but as he was in the garden. Handsome, smiling, eyes clear and bright. She would reach the top for him.

Her hand struck something hard. Numb with fatigue and cold, her mind failed to grasp the significance of the contact. It was just one more annoying obstacle to prevent her from reaching the top. But when she touched it again, she realized what it was. Metal? Bars, anchored in the wall of the Black Spire.

She wrapped nerveless fingers around the bars and tugged. They held firm. She scrabbled with her left hand, grasping at the metal shafts. Tugging her boot spikes free of the wall, she pulled her legs up and wrapped them around the iron. She locked her feet and dangled there, hundreds of paces above the city of Praamis.

Blood rushed through arms and forearms that had gone numb long ago and, with the return of sensation, came a torrent of pain. She bit her tongue to keep from crying out, but a single whimper escaped her lips. Her fingers had frozen into claws; she doubted they would ever return to normal. She wanted to cut off her hands if it meant an end to her suffering.

Slowly, the pain receded to a dull ache. Forearms screaming, she forced her fingers to close around the bars and pulled herself up. She slipped a shoulder between the bars, but that was as far as she got. They were too close together to allow her to squeeze through.

She tried again and hissed at the agony lancing into her shoulder. The satchel! That was the problem. But finally, with the bars to support her weight, she could do something about it.

She tugged at the strap, but dried blood had crusted it to her shirt and skin. Every effort to pull it free sent a stab of pain through her shoulder. She gritted her teeth. Pain or not, she had to get it off. Taking a deep breath, she pulled hard. Fire raced down her back as the strap pulled free, ripping away skin. She bit back on a cry and tugged the satchel over her head. With frantic movements, she wedged it inside the bars. She couldn’t risk it falling now.

She managed to squeeze her head and shoulders through the bars, but her ribs caught.

“Keeper’s teeth!” She pushed and pulled, trying to force her body into the tight space. Cloth ripped and skin tore, but she managed to crawl through the unyielding iron bars. Fire raced up her chest and back. Her fingers probed the fresh injury. Tender skin showed her where the bars had sliced away layers of her flesh. Her clothes were a mess—stained with blood, reeking of sweat, and shredded.

But she’d done it. She’d survived the climb, at least this part. Her legs dangled between the iron bars. She leaned on the window; the glass felt cool on her burning back.

She drank in the breathtaking view of the city of Praamis. Pinpricks of light meandered through the formless mass of blackness below. The only sound this high up came from the icy wind whipping across her face. She shivered and clutched her torn clothing tighter.

No wonder no one has entered the Black Spire and returned to tell the tale! She eyed the iron bars. They would stop any thief from entering—any normal-sized thief, that is. Ilanna’s small frame had made it possible for her to slip through…barely.

What now? Her mind raced. I could light the beamer and slip down the outside of the tower. That would be enough to prove I made the climb.

She had completed her Undertaking. She could return and take her place as a full-fledged member of the Night Guild. But she wasn’t satisfied, not yet. She hadn’t come all this way just to leave so soon. She didn’t need to enter the Black Spire, but that didn’t matter. She would break in and steal something anyway. No one since Master Gold had done it; all considered it impossible. But not her.

After this, no one will ever doubt me again. This will prove, once and for all, that I truly am the best of House Hawk!
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Chapter Forty-One


Ignoring the stabbing ache in her legs, Ilanna crouched on the iron bars and twisted around to peer into the window. Darkness filled the room. She felt along the outer edges of the window frame. Stone and glass met her touch. No locks or latches here. None were needed; she was the only thief small enough to slip through the bars.

Carefully, Ilanna drew her lockpick set. Her fingertips brushed the tools nestled in the folds of dark cloth. She drew out a tool Denber had insisted she include—just in case, he’d said. Good thing I listened.

The steel knife shone bright in the starlight. She gripped the tool tight, afraid of dropping it; the tiny diamonds set into the head cost a fortune. The knife sliced a thin crack into the glass. She sketched a rough circle, tracing over her lines a few times to ensure a proper cut. Her cut was uneven and jagged, but she didn’t care. She only needed the hole to be large enough for her to slip in and out. The window, a single pace across and almost two paces high, would give her plenty of space.

Slipping the knife back into the lockpick set, Ilanna took a deep breath. Now for the moment of truth. She tapped her elbow against the glass. Nothing happened. She tried again, harder. The window shattered and shards of glass tinkled on the floor inside.

She eyed the hole. It was smaller than she had thought. She could still fit through, barely. Should I cut more? She shook off the thought. What if someone heard me? The Duke’s guards could be climbing the tower at that very moment.

She had no time to waste. It would have to do.

Drawing her quickfire globes, she pressed them together and held them aloft. The red and blue light played tricks with her eyes, casting eerie shadows in the room. She studied the small room, searching for traps. Something about a section of floor tile drew her attention. They were slightly raised from the rest of the floor, but even with the tiles around them. Too neat to be an imperfection, too imperfect for precise craftsmanship.

The section of tile stretched from the window to the doorway at the far end of the room and two paces in either direction. Almost as if it was designed to stop someone from entering or exiting this way.

Ilanna slipped the black rope from the satchel. Securing one end around the iron bars, she lowered herself through the window and crawled spider-like down the wall. She hung a hand’s breadth above the floor, scarcely daring to breathe.

What appeared to be one section of uneven flooring was actually two. Two separate rows of tiles, with a slim line—no wider than her foot—running down the middle. She didn’t dare press the raised flooring. No doubt it triggered some trap or alarm.

Every muscle taut, Ilanna placed a foot gingerly on the center row of tile, hoping to encounter solid flooring. She half-expected to hear the dreaded click. Nothing came. She rested her full weight on the floor. Silence.

She forced herself to breathe deep. Holding her breath would only reduce her coordination and balance. One step forward, then two. No click. Ilanna wavered, gasping as she tried to catch her balance. Years of training kicked in.

A familiar, soothing voice spoke in her mind. “Bend your knees a little, lift your head, shoulders back, and hold your arms out.” Ilanna moved in time with the remembered words, following their instructions. “Find an object in the near distance, something for you to focus on, and look only there. Keep your eyes fixed on it, lift your foot high, and step. And step. And step.” No hesitation, no fear; only Mama’s voice to guide her.

A memory played in Ilanna’s mind. She and Mama were in the garden, kneeling in the dirt, tending to the plants. Mama brushed aside a hair and kissed her forehead.

A soft smile touched Ilanna’s lips. “Thank you, Mama.”

Memories of the garden brought back thoughts of Ethen, shattering Ilanna’s calm. Her stomach twisted in knots and nervous tension filled every muscle. What if she got caught? What would happen to Ethen? Would they let him die, or would they continue to care for him? She couldn’t get caught! She couldn’t leave him—

The quickfire globes sputtered and died. Panic overwhelmed her. I have to get out of here! I have to escape before the Duke catches me. Her heart thundered, setting her hands twitching. She reached the open doorway and leapt through to the empty chamber beyond. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. How silly she’d been to think she could do the impossible! She was just a foolish girl.

“No!” The single word came out in a harsh whisper, deafening in the silent tower. She gritted her teeth to push back the panic. I can do this. I am doing this! She stood in the Black Spire, a feat considered impossible. She couldn’t leave, not yet. For Ethen.

Ilanna drew the beamer from her satchel and lit it. The soft multi-colored lights of the lamp soothed her. She sucked in a deep, shuddering breath, then another. Holding the lamp high, she studied the room beyond. She could see no traps, but instinct warned her of danger. She crouched, letting the lamplight play along the floor. A fine silver wire stretched across the room. A tripwire. Heart thundering, Ilanna stepped over it.

Something clicked beneath her foot. Her stomach bottomed out. Realization of the Duke’s plan slammed into her. The bars on the window would deter anyone from entering. Should a thief somehow get past the bars, as she had, the visible traps would lull them into a false sense of security. The invisible trap she’d just triggered was the ultimate fail-safe.

Somewhere below her, a massive bell shattered the silence. A steel grate dropped into place at the far end of the room. Acting on instinct, Ilanna leapt forward, just in time. Thick bars slammed into the spot where she’d stood a heartbeat earlier. Heart thundering, she threw herself against the bars. They held firm, unyielding and unmoving.

She was trapped!

Damn it! Her mind raced, and her eyes darted around. Think, Ilanna, think. How would she get out of this? By all appearances, she had no way out.

Her gaze fell on something in a darkened alcove beside the doorway. She shined the beamer light onto the object. Horror and terror coursed through her, and she leapt backward with a shriek. A corpse lay sprawled in the shadows. Hair and flesh had rotted away long ago, leaving only white bone and a grinning skull. Tattered shreds of a brown cloak hung on its frame, bearing the insignia of a hawk. She covered her face with her cloak to block out the pungent odor of decay.

Bloody hell! Dust and cobwebs covered the corpse; it had clearly lain there for a long time. Why leave it there? Why not move it?

Her mind flashed back to Denber’s lecture on Duke Elodon Phonnis. “The Duke has publicly stated that the Black Spire is impregnable. To this day, he has never been proven wrong. This has allowed him to make a fortune installing traps, alarms, and other safety systems in the homes of the richest nobles in Praamis—even as far away as Voramis.”

He takes pride in his reputation. He believes his systems to be infallible. She stared at the skeletal remains and a chill ran down her spine. The Duke had left the body there as a message. He knew the challenge his tower presented and he relished the opportunity to prove himself a match for any thief. This entire room—the only accessible room in the tower—had been constructed as a death trap.

But a man who would leave a corpse on display wouldn’t be satisfied with simply executing them in the public square. He would delight in starving his victims to death, and they would die knowing they had failed to defeat him. Worst of all, he would taunt them with their failure. He would offer them an impossible way out.

Heart sinking, Ilanna searched every nook and cranny of the room, looking for anything out of place, anything that didn’t belong. She discarded the notion immediately. He wouldn’t make it that easy. Her years of experience had taught her to measure a man by the traps he set for thieves. A clever thief could find even the most secret of latches and levers. Duke Elodon Phonnis would make it impossible to escape. No, the way out will be somewhere just out of reach.

She squeezed her face between the bars, trying to get a clear view of the space beyond. An alchemical lamp filled the small room with soft light, illuminating a particular section of wall. There, in plain view, was a small square of solid gold.

That’s it. It has to be. The lamp had been positioned precisely to shine on that spot. The gold would immediately arrest the attention of a greedy thief. It lay well out of reach, but well within eyesight. It was the perfect taunt. A pressure plate, perhaps?

Ilanna’s hand toyed with the handle of her dagger. Her expert eye gauged the length of the room. At least forty or fifty paces across. If I throw it just right, it could trip the release. If she had Jarl’s strength, perhaps. The gilded plate was less than a handspan across and she’d never excelled at throwing knives.

The alarm bell tolled out, filling the city of Praamis with the reverberating echo of her failure. The lever taunted her. It lay out of reach—so close, yet so far.

She bit back a curse. What can I do? A terrible image played in her mind’s eye. She dangled from a hangman’s noose, kicking and struggling as Duke Phonnis watched on. If I don’t find a way out now, that could very well be my fate. She would join all of the other Hawks foolhardy enough to make the attempt. Denber had warned her, Master Hawk had warned her, even Master Gold had warned her. Why had she been so foolish as to think she could succeed?

She fell to her knees, shoulders slumped in defeat. A stab of sorrow flashed through her—not for her fate, but at the thought of never seeing Ethen again. She wouldn’t be there to greet him if—no, when—he awoke. They would never spend time in the garden. She would never prove herself better with a sling.

The sling!

She leapt to her feet, fumbling at the leather thong on her belt. She drew a smooth, round lead ball from the small purse she’d carried since Ethen had taught her the sling. Without hesitation, she dropped the ball into the sling’s pouch, whirled it around her head, and cast.

Her heart sank as the ball skittered on the stone floor. Harder! She slipped another into the pouch, spun the thong, and released. This time, the lead ball cracked off the wall an arm’s length away from the pressure plate. So close!

Taking a deep breath, Ilanna drew and cast again. The ball collided with a corner of the gilded plate, chipping away at the gold. She squinted into the torchlight. She eyed her target. It had moved, she was sure of it. Just a little more…

She hurled two more lead balls in quick succession. One struck her target, but the other flew wide. Ilanna ground her teeth in frustration. She ran her fingers over the three pellets remaining in the pouch. Come on, Ilanna. You can do this!

Her next ball flew true. The pressure plate shuddered beneath the impact. It was so close to the wall; she could almost taste her freedom. I just have to hit it once more and I’ll be free!

Confidence growing, she dropped the next lead ball into the pouch and let it fly. The moment it left the sling, her heart stopped. The cast was off. The projectile collided with the alchemical lamp, shattering it. The light slowly fluttered and winked out of existence.

No! She threw herself against the bars, squinting into the darkness. Acid daggers twisted in her stomach. She couldn’t see her target. Without the light, she had little hope of hitting the lever. Her prison remained securely in place. She’d failed.

The alchemical light flickered, gasping out its last moment of existence. For a single heartbeat, Ilanna saw the gilded cube, as clear as could be. She fixed the memory in her mind even as her fingers went through the motion of slipping her last ball into the sling’s pouch. Her arms seemed to move of their own accord, whirling the leather thong in circles and releasing. She didn’t dare watch, but couldn’t look away. Dread turned her blood to ice. She listened for the clack of metal striking stone.

Instead, she heard a tink. Elation coursed through her veins. I did it! She turned, blood rushing in her ears, her mind racing. Was it enough? Had she managed to trip the release? The darkness hid it from view; she had no way to be certain. She stared at the bars, willing them to move. For a terrifying heartbeat, nothing happened. The toll of the bell faded and an ominous silence filled the room.

With the slow grinding of levers, the bars rattled up into their housings. The doorways—both forward and backward—stood clear. She gasped in shock and relief. She’d done it. I’m free!

The alarm rang out again, dashing her hopes. Well, not quite. She had to descend the tower and slip through the gardens unnoticed. All of Praamis had heard the alarm bell. She had little doubt the gardens below would be filled with guards—all searching for her. She swallowed hard, pushing her fear aside. One problem at a time. First, I have to find something to steal.

She searched the room, looking for anything that would prove she’d made it up here. All three rooms stood bare of furniture. The only thing out of place was the corpse in the alcove. Something glinted at her from the shadows. A golden hawk pin, driven into the crest of the grinning skull. That’ll do!

She pried the pin free with her knife and slipped the grisly trophy into her pouch. Without hesitation, she sprinted toward the window, pausing only long enough to recover her thrown glove and the beamer.

The darkness beyond beckoned to Ilanna. She clambered up onto the windowsill and slipped through the opening. A sharp pain flared in her right shoulder and arm. Warmth soaked into her shirt and trickled down her back.

“Watcher’s teeth!” Gritting her teeth, she pulled the shard of glass from her arm. She couldn’t let the pain distract her; she had enough to worry about. Her bloodstained fingers fumbled with the knots holding the satchel closed. Coils of rope spilled from the sack, sliding through the bars. Ilanna made a desperate snatch. By pure chance, her fingers closed around one end of the black cord before it plummeted hundreds of paces to the garden below. Heart thundering, Ilanna hung there, gasping for air.

With trembling fingers, she secured the rope to the iron bars using one of the complex knots Denber had taught her. It would hold as long as her weight pulled on the rope, but would come loose when she reached the ground. She would leave no trace of her passage save a few shards of shattered glass and a handful of lead balls.

A quiet bark of pain escaped her lips when she tried to squeeze herself through the iron bars. The metal tugged at the torn flesh of her shoulder and arm. A fresh surge of blood rolled down her back. She wrestled her body through the narrow gap and clung to the bars with slick fingers. She had seconds to anchor the rope before her grip slipped. Locking her legs around the bars, she finished the final hitch of the knot and tugged it taut. Her breath caught in her throat as she tested her weight on the thin cord. It held.

Ilanna gasped, her heart hammering. One step at a time, she crawled down the rope. The descent proved easier than the ascent. With the rope coiled around her waist, she could afford to pause when the burning in her arms and legs grew too intense.

She dared not look down, but concentrated on the stone face before her and the rope sliding in her hands. Every muscle in her body ached. The makeshift harness constricted around her waist, pinching her skin and burning as it rubbed. Her forearms knotted with the effort of gripping the rope. But she’d prepared for this. With slow, cautious movements, she looped the rope around her leg and passed the line to her left hand. She hung there, hundreds of paces in the air, swaying gently in the breeze.

Twisting her neck, she stared out over Praamis. It looked beautiful at night. Thousands of lights dotted the city, glittering like candles. Ethen would love the view.

Thoughts of Ethen filled her with worry. She had to hurry if she wanted to escape before the Duke’s guards discovered her. The longer she waited, the less time she’d have to slip through the gardens. Daybreak couldn’t be more than an hour or two off. No time to waste!

Her heart lurched at the creak of rope. She felt herself dropping, as if the rope slowly unraveled. She risked a glance below. The ground had to be at least a hundred paces away. If the rope snapped, could she climb down the tower? Not before the rising sun revealed her clinging to the stone wall like a trapped spider.

With that thought firmly in mind, Ilanna hurried her descent. She leapt out into open space, dropping dozens of paces at a time. The rope burned her fingers and palms through her gloves, but she didn’t care. Ilanna couldn’t allow herself to worry. She focused on keeping a firm grip on the line. She had one thought: I have to get down, now!

She felt the snap through the rope and she plummeted. The treetops of Duke Phonnis’ gardens rushed up to meet her. She crashed through the canopy, snapping twigs, bouncing off branches, and finally falling through the thick boughs. Ilanna slammed into the ground, knocking the breath from her lungs.

Gasping for air, she tried to stagger to her feet. Shouts and cries filled the garden. Torches and alchemical lamps flickered in all directions. Her fall from the Black Spire had not gone unnoticed. At any moment, the guards would find her. She fought to move, but her legs refused to cooperate. The world whirled around her.

“Ilanna!” The familiar voice called her name again. “Ilanna, get up!” Denber’s worried face hovered over her.

Ilanna groaned, her stomach heaving though nothing came out.

“Errik! Help me with her.”

The Serpent materialized from the darkness beside Denber. “Damn it! She took a bad fall.”

“I know, you idiot. That’s why we have to get her out of here.”

“But the Undertaking…”

Denber snarled. “Undertaking be damned, Errik! She can’t move with that leg of hers. If she stays, the guards will find her. You know what will happen.”

Errik said nothing, but seized her other arm. Together, he and Denber hustled her away through the gardens.

Ilanna wanted to ask them how they found her, but her mouth couldn’t form the words. She fought to stay conscious, stumbling along between them. I…I did it! Every fiber of her being ached from her fall, but she clung to the thought. A sense of triumph flared within her. They said…it was impossible…but I did it.

With that, she slipped into the painless embrace of unconsciousness.
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Chapter Forty-Two


Ilanna lay beside Ethen, his limp hand clasped in hers. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She watched the soft rise and fall of his chest. You have to get better, Ethen. You have to! The words rang hollow. Journeyman Tyman had looked worried when last he checked on Ethen. Something about the slump of his shoulders told Ilanna he’d written Ethen off. His gentle squeeze of her shoulder felt more sympathetic than reassuring. He hadn’t returned in the last three days. Ethen’s rasping grew louder with every tortured breath. Each heartbeat could be his last.

She winced at a fresh wave of pain. She’d spent the last week confined to rest on Tyman’s orders. Her fall from the Black Spire had left her with cracked ribs, a dislocated hip, and more bruises than she could count. Ilanna didn’t mind—even relieving herself proved difficult and she hadn’t wanted to leave Ethen’s side.

The door opened and closed. A hand rested on her shoulder.

Ilanna didn’t turn. “Already?”

“Yes.” Denber spoke in a soft voice. “I know you don’t want to leave him, but…”

Ilanna craned her neck. “We can’t keep the Masters waiting.”

He nodded, his eyes filled with sorrow. Grasping his outstretched hand, she pulled herself upright. Sharp pain flared in her side; it paled in comparison to the searing agony in her heart, one no poultice or potion could heal. She pushed a dark curl from Ethen’s pale face and a lump rose in her throat.

I’ll be back. Squeezing his hand, she struggled to her feet. Denber held out the crutches, and she waved them away.

“Ilanna, you know your hip—”

“Is fine, Denber. It’s had a week to heal.” She straightened, hiding a grimace. “See? Good as new.”

He eyed her. “Are you sure? You’re not just being stubborn?”

Ilanna nodded. “I’m sure, Denber.” She laid a hand on his arm and gave him a weak smile. “But thank you.”

Denber leaned the crutches against the wall and offered his arm. She accepted, more glad for the support than she wanted him to know. Despite her protests, she had to rest halfway down the tunnel.

“Take your time.”

She glared up at Denber. His eyes held no trace of mockery, only sympathy. He carried as much of her weight as she allowed, though she refused to lean on him. She gritted her teeth against the waves of pain radiating from her hip. With grim determination, she placed one foot in front of the other. Before long, her whole body ached from the effort. She cursed herself for her stubbornness. The journey to the Menagerie seemed interminable. Relief flooded her as she limped down the last tunnel. Werrin and Willem stood waiting for her. The Hawks swung the ponderous double doors open at her approach.

Stepping into the high-vaulted central chamber felt like entering a whole new world. The Menagerie had always been such a drab, somber place, devoid of life or warmth. Now, hundreds of candles and torches flickered in ornate sconces, filling the room with a soft golden light. The colored banners of each House hung from the wall.

She stumbled toward the heart of the room, grimacing at the effort of hiding her limp. Her fellow apprentices waited in silence. Errik, in his robes of green. Kit, Rai, and Edgar, wearing dark robes trimmed with orange. The tyro she had known as Eight, clad in pure white. The tyro, One, with robes of red-trimmed black.

Relief coursed through her. At least Sabat isn’t here. She didn’t think she could be in the same room as the Bloodbear without killing him. After what he did to Ethen…

A knife twisted in her heart as she took her place between Errik and Kit. Her eyes darted to the double doors. Hope surged within her chest. Perhaps Ethen would stride through the doors, black robes and charming smile, to take his place beside her. Her hope died stillborn; no one entered the Menagerie. Ethen lay in her bed in House Hawk. He won’t be coming.

Head held high, she faced the assembled Guild members. They lined the walls, deep hoods hiding their features from view. The House Masters stood at the fore, gilded candlesticks in their hands. The flickering light played tricks with their features.

Master Gold’s voice boomed through the Menagerie. “Masters! Journeymen! Members of the Night Guild. Rejoice!”

The crowd thundered. “Hail, apprentices!”

Passing his candle to a hooded figure, Master Gold strode forward to stand before the circle of light. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Tonight, we bear witness to the achievements of these apprentices. Tonight, we honor their years of work and sacrifice, and give them opportunity to join us as full-fledged Guild Members. What say ye?”

The shout rang out again. “Hail, apprentices!”

Master Gold turned to face the Night Guild. “For ten years, these you see before you have served the Houses of the Night Guild faithfully. They honored their Masters, obeyed the commands given, and learned the skills imparted to them.” His deep voice echoed in the high-vaulted chamber, growing in pitch and intensity as he spoke. “Each has embarked upon an Undertaking to prove himself worthy of service to the Watcher in the Dark. Let us examine them and see how they have chosen to honor our god.”

Drawing back his hood, Master Gold faced the circle of light. His gaze traveled down the line of apprentices. “Errik, of House Serpent, step forward.”

Errik complied and the shout rang out. “Hail, Errik of House Serpent!”

The Guild Master turned. “Master Serpent, do you acknowledge that this apprentice has served his House with honor and dignity, obeying the commands given, and learning the skills imparted to him?”

Master Serpent stepped forward and bared his head. He towered above Master Gold, with a heavy beard, bushy eyebrows, and a scar running across his forehead, nose, and right cheek. “In the eyes of the Watcher in the Dark, I do.”

“Do you acknowledge that Errik of House Serpent has selected and completed an Undertaking worthy of service to the Watcher?”

“I do.” He spoke in a voice filled with gravel.

The two Masters exchanged bows and Master Gold turned to Errik. “Errik of House Serpent, what task did you select as your Undertaking?”

“Master Gold, Master Serpent, assembled members of the Night Guild.” Errik showed no sign of hesitation or trepidation as he spoke. “I undertook the task of hunting down and slaying the criminal known as Malak Short-Hand.”

Ilanna stifled a gasp. Malak Short-Hand was a Praamian killer-for-hire well known across the south of Einan. He spent a great deal of time in the city of Voramis, more to escape the justice of the Praamian Guard than any desire to live there. He stood nearly thirty hands tall, a monster of a man with a fierce reputation to match. If Errik had actually slain him, that would be an impressive feat. Master Serpent looked pleased.

Master Gold’s face showed no sign of surprise. “Tell us, what proof do you offer that you have completed your Undertaking?”

Errik held up open palms. “I offer the word of my fellow Serpents Crastor and Kain. They accompanied me to Voramis. There, I found and executed Malak Short-Hand.”

The Guild Master turned to the crowd. “Crastor and Kain of House Serpent, step forward.”

Two men clad in the dark emerald robes of House Serpent complied.

Master Gold crossed his arms. “Do you swear before the Watcher in the Dark that the apprentice known as Errik did as he has claimed?”

The Serpents imitated his gesture. “In the Watcher’s name, we swear.”

“Do you swear that you provided no assistance in the completion of this Undertaking?”

“In the Watcher’s name, we swear.” With a deep bow, the two stepped back into their place.

“I also offer this, Master Gold.” Errik drew something from within his robes and passed it to the Guild Master. “Malak’s right hand.”

Ilanna’s jaw dropped. Keeper’s teeth! She couldn’t take her eyes from the gnarled, withered fingers curling toward the palms. The misshapen hand that had earned Malak his name was nearly the size of her head.

Master Gold swept a deep bow. “You have provided sufficient evidence that your Undertaking is complete, Errik of House Serpent. Master Serpent, do you accept this apprentice into your House as a Journeyman?”

The House Master stepped forward. “I do, Master Gold.”

“Do you accept responsibility for his actions?”

“I do, Master Gold.”

“Errik of House Serpent, do you swear to serve House Serpent, the Night Guild, and the Watcher in the Dark faithfully?”

Errik’s voice rang out strong and clear. “I do, Master Gold.”

“Do you swear to honor your House Master, your fellow Journeymen, and the apprentices who follow in your path?”

“I do, Master Gold.” A smile tickled at the corner of his lips.

“Then in the Watcher’s name, I welcome you to the Night Guild, Journeyman Errik of House Serpent.”

Master Serpent passed the candle to Errik and led him from the circle of apprentices. Applause and cheers swept the room.

Ilanna glowed with pride. If anyone deserves it, it’s him. Even after all he did to help me, he managed to complete his own Undertaking.

Master Gold’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Ilanna of House Hawk, step forward.”

Ilanna obeyed, gritting her teeth as pain stabbed into her hip. The pain faded as the crowd cheered her name. “Hail, Ilanna of House Hawk!”

Heart thundering, she met Master Gold’s eyes. Master Hawk stepped up beside the Guild Master.

“Master Hawk, do you acknowledge that this apprentice has served her House with honor and dignity, obeying the commands given, and learning the skills imparted to her?”

The Master of House Hawk drew back his hood, revealing his hooked nose, angular features, and dark eyes. “In the eyes of the Watcher in the Dark, I do.”

“Do you acknowledge that Ilanna of House Hawk has chosen and completed an Undertaking worthy of service to the Watcher?”

“I do.” Bowing, he stepped back into place.

“Ilanna of House Hawk, what task did you select as your Undertaking?”

Ilanna’s heart raced and her words caught in her throat. She swallowed hard. Thankfully, Denber had rehearsed this moment with her.

“Master Gold, Master Hawk, assembled members of the Night Guild, for my Undertaking, I selected the task of ascending and entering the Black Spire.”

Gasps echoed from the crowd. All knew the reputation of Duke Elodon Phonnis’ tower.

Master Gold’s expression remained impassive. “And tell us, apprentice, what proof do you offer that you have completed your Undertaking?”

Ilanna pointed to the crowd. “I offer the testimony of Denber of House Hawk, Errik of House Serpent, and Garrill of House Hound.”

Master Gold turned. “Those named, step forward and bear witness.”

Errik stepped out from Master Serpent’s shadow. A figure in white robes pushed his way free of the crowd. Garrill. The brown-clad figure at the far end of the room could only be Denber.

“Do you swear before the Watcher in the Dark that apprentice Ilanna did as she has claimed?”

The three crossed their arms over their chests. “In the Watcher’s name, we swear.”

Denber’s voice echoed in the vaulted room. “We three saw the lamp left shining atop the Black Spire.”

Master Gold stroked his chin. “Do you swear that you provided no assistance in the completion of this Undertaking?”

“In the Watcher’s name, we swear.” Bowing, the three retreated.

Reaching into her pouch, Ilanna produced the golden pin. “I also offer this, Master Gold.”

The Guild Master took the ornament from her. “The symbol of House Hawk.” He held it out to Master Hawk.

He took it and turned it over in his hands. “It belonged to Journeyman Callidis.”

The crowd gasped. Ilanna couldn’t help her own sharp intake of breath. Can it be? She’d heard countless stories about the legendary Callidis, a man whose skill rivaled even Master Hawk’s. Nearly two decades before, he’d served as Master Hawk’s second-in-command. Ten years ago, before Ilanna had been sold to the Night Guild, Callidis had gone missing. His fate had been uncertain…until now.

Master Gold dropped his voice to a whisper. “Are you certain?”

Master Hawk nodded. He seemed to struggle to find words. “I…I am.”

Master Gold leaned forward. “Where did you find this, child?”

Ilanna shuddered. “A body…in the Black Spire. The pin was…” She trailed off, uncertain what to say. Would Master Hawk want to know the truth? Ilanna met his gaze and was surprised to find genuine pain filling his eyes. No. Better not to tell him. He didn’t need to suffer with the knowledge of how his friend had died. “Was there.”

Master Gold eyed her, his skepticism plain. “You are certain?”

Ilanna nodded. “Yes, Master Gold.”

“So be it.” Master Gold stepped back. His booming voice echoed through the Menagerie. “You have provided sufficient evidence that your Undertaking is complete, Ilanna of House Hawk.”

Heads turned away as the hooded and robed figures muttered amongst each other.

Master Gold held up his hands. “Silence!”

The voices died out.

Master Gold returned his attention to the ceremony. “Master Hawk, do you accept this apprentice into your House as a Journeyman?”

Master Hawk’s voice came out shaky at first. “I…I do, Master Gold.”

“Do you accept responsibility for her actions?”

“I do, Master Gold.” His words came out in a flat, emotionless tone and he swept a deep bow.

The Guild Master turned to her. “Ilanna of House Hawk, do you swear to serve House Hawk, the Night Guild, and the Watcher in the Dark faithfully?”

Ilanna crossed her arms over her chest in the ceremonial gesture. “I do, Master Gold.”

“Do you swear to honor your House Master, your fellow Journeymen, and the apprentices who follow in your path?”

“I do, Master Gold.”

Master Gold uncrossed his arms and raised them high. “Then in the Watcher’s name, I welcome you to the Night Guild, Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk.”

A roar of applause and cheers washed over her and the Menagerie echoed with the tumult of congratulations. Master Hawk handed her the candle, gripped her shoulder, and led her away. Fire flooded Ilanna’s face and she clutched the golden candlestick to stop her hands from trembling.

A feeling of satisfaction coursed through her as she took her place beside her House Master. Master Gold’s droning voice faded into the background. The world swam around Ilanna, her vision whirling.

Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk. She repeated the name in her mind. It sounded right. She’d done it, had achieved the impossible. She had finally earned her place in the Night Guild.

The ceremony passed in a blur. Her mind barely registered Master Gold speaking the final words of the ritual. Before she could react, a crowd of well-wishers descended on her. Denber, Prynn, Willem, Werrin, Jarl, and other Journeymen from House Hawk thronged around her. Her fellow apprentices—no, Journeymen now—shoved through the press of people to exchange a few words. A handful of Journeymen from other Houses spoke with her, their eyes and voices filled with pride. Ilanna tried to reply to each one, but soon gave up. Overwhelmed by emotion, she could do little more than smile and nod.

“Enough.” Master Hawk’s voice cut through the tumult and the man himself shooed the crowd aside. “I would speak with the Journeyman.” Taking her arm, he led her aside. Ilanna was glad for the reprieve; her head whirled.

The House Master held out a cloth bundle. “For you.”

Ilanna unwrapped it with trembling fingers. Within lay an ornate dagger, a hawk’s head engraved into the pommel, a bright yellow stone for its eyes. Torchlight glinted off watered steel honed to a razor-sharp edge. “It’s beautiful, Master.”

Master Hawk nodded. “Every Journeyman receives one upon acceptance into House Hawk. Along with this.” He drew a golden pin from his robes and held it out to her.

“B-But this is…”

Master Hawk nodded. “Callidis’ pin. I had one made for you, but I believe this is a better fit.”

Ilanna swallowed the lump in her throat. “But he was your friend. Surely you should keep it!”

The House Master shook his head. “My friend would have been glad to see it in your hands, Ilanna.”

She bowed deeply to Master Hawk. “It will be an honor, sir.”

He handed it to her. “Wear it with pride, Journeyman.”

“I will, sir.”

Master Gold strode up behind the House Master. “A moment with the young Hawk, if you please, Jagar.”

Master Hawk nodded. “Of course, Master Gold.” With a bow to Ilanna, the House Master retreated.

Ilanna stared into Master Gold’s eyes. What could he want with me?

“Easy, Journeyman.” The Guild Master held up a hand. “Tonight, we celebrate your accomplishments.”

The tension drained from her shoulders. “Thank you, Master Gold.”

He stroked his chin. “The Black Spire, eh? I’d have to say I’m impressed. You remind me of a young man I once knew…”

Ilanna smiled. “A young Hawk, by any chance, Master?”

“Something of the sort.” A rueful grin spread his lips. “He would have been proud to serve House Hawk beside you. Indeed, he is proud to be Guild Master, knowing one such as you stands by his side.”

Ilanna blushed, heat racing to her cheeks. She could find no words.

“I trust I can count on you in the days to come, Journeyman?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Of course, Master Gold.”

He leaned close and whispered in her ear. “It will be good to know I have one such as yourself to watch my back. There are ever more daggers in the dark.”

“Y-Yes, Master Gold.” Her brow furrowed and her mouth tightened. What is he talking about? The knowing look in his eyes confused her. He was Master of the Night Guild—he had no need to fear. He commanded the hands that wielded the knives in the dark.

The Guild Master’s face broke into a smile and he clapped her on the back. “Excellent! Well, off with you. It’s your celebration after all.” He snatched a cup from the hand of a passing Guild member and handed it to Ilanna. “Drink up!”

Ilanna forced herself to drink. The chilled wine slid down her throat, the heavy floral and fruit notes refreshing. “It’s good!” She drained the rest of the cup.

“Good?” Master Gold raised an eyebrow. “It’s the best wine in Praamis, my dear! Straight from Nysl. Now, if you will excuse me, I will take no more of your time. After all, this is your celebration!” With a grin and a bow, he retreated.

Ilanna watched him leave. How odd. What could possibly make him say that? A sudden desire to escape overwhelmed her. I have to leave now! I have to get back to Ethen.

She slipped from the Menagerie and shambled down the tunnels toward House Hawk. It didn’t matter that the festivities were in her honor. How could she celebrate when the people around her were responsible for destroying everything she’d ever loved? Papa. Mama. Baby Rose. Her garden. Now Ethen. She wanted none of the drinking, feasting, or merriment.

There was only one place she needed to be.
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Chapter Forty-Three


“I did it, you know. I defeated the Black Spire.”

Ilanna sat at Ethen’s bedside, clasping his hand. Once so warm and strong, it felt frail, clammy to the touch.

“You should have seen it up there, Ethen. The view…it was breathtaking. You could see the entire city of Praamis. The lights in the city looked like hundreds of fireflies, shining in the night. It was so high and the wind was freezing. Like Praamis during the winter, after a night of frost.”

Ethen didn’t seem to mind her rambling. He lay there, unmoving, his hand hanging limp in hers. Her mind was playing tricks.

“And then Master Hawk’s face when I showed them the pin. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. Did you know that it belonged to Journeyman Callidis? I found him, after all this time!”

She gritted her teeth against the wave of emotions. “We’ve been accepted into the Night Guild, you know. No more training. No more taking orders from the Journeymen. We’re one of them now.”

For a moment, Ilanna thought she caught a flicker of motion behind Ethen’s closed eyelids. She bent close, her heart racing. A weight pressed on her chest; pain lanced her heart. She shook his shoulder. “Please, Ethen! You have to wake up. Don’t leave me alone here.” Her voice cracked and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I can’t do it without you.”

She rested her head on his chest. It rose and fell in a shallow rhythm, the beat of his heart growing fainter as she listened. No! Not yet. He’d clung to life all this time, as if waiting until she had been accepted into the Night Guild. I’m not ready for you to go yet.

She wiped her eye with her sleeve. “Tyman says you’re doing better.” She tried to sound hopeful. “Your body’s healing. He said there’s no reason why you shouldn’t open your eyes any day now.”

She didn’t believe the lie for a moment; the healer had written Ethen off days ago. But maybe if he hears the words, it will convince him to wake up.

She swallowed hard. “There’s quite the celebration going on, you know. All the House Masters and Journeymen are drinking and feasting in the Menagerie. They’re waiting for us. You just need to get up and we’ll…”

Her words trailed off lamely. She clutched his hand. His pulse fluttered, weakening with every agonizing heartbeat.

She threw herself to her feet, shouting. “I did it for you, Ethen!” Desperation tinged her words. She shook his shoulders, her vision blurring. “I did the impossible, so you can, too. You have to get up!”

His body hung limp in her arms. She collapsed, burying her face in his blankets. All the sorrow and anger burst free in a keening wail. Great heaving sobs shook her body and tears soaked into the bedding. She pounded his chest. “Wake up, damn you! Open your eyes!”

He lay silent and still. The deluge of emotion washed over Ilanna, burning through her until she felt hollow, empty. Her body ceased its trembling as the sobs gave way to quiet weeping. Gradually, the flow of her tears slowed and stopped. She lay atop Ethen, feeling his warmth beneath her. For a heartbeat, the world ground to a halt. They were together and, in that moment, everything was perfect.

The moment passed. Slowly, Ilanna pushed herself up and climbed to her feet. She took his hand in hers and squeezed it. Somehow, somewhere deep inside, she knew. It’s time.

She bent and kissed his lips. “Goodbye, Ethen.”

His eyelids flicked open and his dark eyes met hers. A smile teased at the corner of his mouth. His lips struggled to form a word.

The word went unspoken. His chest rose and fell one final time. The light in his eyes dimmed and his smile faded. With a soft gasp, the tension drained from his body.

Ethen was gone.

Ilanna squeezed his hand. I-I won’t let him go. Not yet. I’m not ready. Just a few more minutes with him—

A rough hand gripped her throat. An arm wrapped around her waist from behind. “Make a sound and you’re dead, little Hawkling.” The whispered words sent a chill of horror down her spine.

Sabat.

Instinct kicked in. Ilanna jerked backward, but her head struck only his shoulder. She struggled against his grip, but he stood nearly twice as wide as Ilanna, his strength immense.

His grip on her throat cut off her air and she gasped. “What…do…you…want?”

“You know what I want, Seven. I want revenge. I want you.” She shuddered in revulsion at his hot breath on her ear. He pressed against her back, his arm crushing her to him. “Oh, yes. I’ve waited all these years and now I’m finally going to get what I want.”

“Damn…you!”

She fought to break free, but he only squeezed harder. His harsh laughter filled her world. Ilanna choked out a cry of pain and terror. Can’t breathe! Her vision swam and her legs sagged.

His grip on her throat loosened. Air rushed into her lungs. She slumped to the floor with a gasp. Sabat tangled his fingers in her hair and hauled her roughly to her feet. “Look at him! Look at your little friend.” He twisted her face toward Ethen’s unmoving body. “He died for you. He died because of you!”

“No!” Fear twisted like a knife in her gut.

“Yes. He was foolish enough to attack me, all because of you. He died because you were stupid enough to stand up to me.”

“Someone…had…to.” She lashed out with her elbow, striking empty air.

His fingers wrapped around her throat again and squeezed. “It’s your fault!” He dropped his voice to a cruel whisper. “He’d still be alive if it weren’t for you.”

She wanted to deny it, but couldn’t. Ethen had gone after Sabat out of revenge for hurting her. If not for her, Ethen would be alive. Acid daggers twisted in her gut. It is my fault.

“And now,” Sabat snarled, “isn’t it fitting that he watch what I’m about to do to you.”

His grip on her throat loosened and he hurled her forward. She crashed into Ethen’s bed and collapsed to the floor with a cry. Agony radiated from her injured hip. She struggled to climb to her feet, but her legs refused to cooperate.

Sabat lifted her bodily and slammed her face-first into the stone wall of the room. “This is what you get for denying me my place in the Night Guild!” Again and again, he pounded her against the wall. “This is what happens when you stand in my way.”

Ilanna’s world spun; her vision blurred. She felt his grip on her arms loosen. She slumped, striking the ground hard. Blood filled her mouth and streamed down her face. Everything spun around her; she couldn’t see, couldn’t think.

Sabat’s leering face filled her vision. “I should have taught you a lesson long ago.” His fetid, alcohol-soaked breath added to the terrified churning of her stomach. “You don’t belong in the Night Guild! You’re a woman, not a thief. You’re good for nothing but being a whore!”

Ilanna spat blood between broken lips.

Sabat struck her hard across the face, once, twice, three times. “Do you know what happens to whores, little Hawk? I do. My father showed me many times what a real man does. And now, I’m going to show you.”

Blood running cold, she fumbled for the knife Master Hawk had given her.

Sabat’s hand closed around hers. “Oh no you don’t!” He twisted and pain raced up her forearm. She screamed. Seizing her throat, he lifted her from the floor and slammed her into the wall. Her head struck hard and everything spun.

He ground her face into the stone. “Can’t have the Hawk using her talon!” With one hand, he jerked her arms around behind her back and ripped her shoulders from their sockets with a sickening pop. A shriek of agony burst from her lips. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Sabat laughed. “Yes, scream for me, little Hawk! Scream all you want. No one can hear you. Everyone is enjoying themselves at the celebration—your celebration. But while they’re drinking and feasting, we’ll be in here.” He bit down hard on her ear and she cried out in pain. “Just the two of us.”

He threw her face-first to the floor. Blood streamed down her face and filled her mouth. Her head ached from the pounding and the agony in her shoulders threatened to steal her consciousness. Terror coursed through her, setting her heart racing. Have…to get…away! Can’t let him…kill me!

Sabat’s foot crunched down on her neck. “You won’t get away that easily, girl.” Something slammed into the back of her head, smashing her face into the floor. Dust mixed with the blood in her mouth, muffling her cries and cutting off her air.

Sabat seized her ankles and jerked her legs apart. Ilanna screamed anew at the agony in her injured hip. Her cries echoed in the room.

Sabat added his harsh laughter to her symphony of horror and pain. “Wonderful, isn’t it? Mother always screamed like that. Father said that’s how he knew she enjoyed it. Are you enjoying it, little Hawk?” His hardness pressed against her thighs and his breath came fast. His voice dropped to a throaty whisper. “Remember this, little Hawk: you’re only getting what you deserve!”

*     *     *

“Ilanna, can you hear me?” Denber hovered over her bedside. “Please, Ilanna, talk to me.”

She shut her eyes. She didn’t want to see him, much less speak to him. She knew he meant well, but she just wanted him to leave her alone. She lay as unmoving as Ethen the last time she’d seen him.

“Come on, Ilanna. We’re all here.”

A hand squeezed hers. Shivering, she recoiled from the contact. Even the slightest touch reminded her of him. Can’t they understand I don’t want them here? Why can’t they leave me alone? She couldn’t bring herself to tell them to go. Not a word had passed her lips in a week, not since…

A shadow fell across her. “It’s Willem, Ilanna. Lem. Remember us?”

“Please, Ilanna.” Werrin added his voice to the chorus. “Talk to us. Let us know you’re still there. Let us know you’re all right.”

She wasn’t. She wouldn’t be ever again. Not after what Sabat had done to her.

“Come on, lads. Let’s let her rest.”

“But Denber, she’s been like this for days. Tyman says—”

“Shut up, Lem! She needs her rest.”

She was glad she couldn’t see their faces. Bandages covered her swollen, battered eyes, hiding her from their pitying expressions. The pity in their voices made her sick enough.

Denber patted her arm. “We’ll be back a bit later, Ilanna. Get some rest.”

The gentle touch sent revulsion coursing through her, making her skin crawl. Even the slightest movement brought on the waves of pain. She could only lie still and wish the world would leave her in peace. Peace. What a cruel joke!

The footsteps retreated and the door swung closed. With the return of silence came the images. The moment flashed before her eyes a hundred times, a thousand. She relived the excruciating agony of her shoulders being torn from their sockets, her hip twisted out of place. Panic followed terror for her life. But it was as nothing compared to the pain that came next.

She burned with humiliation and shame. She refused to ask who’d found her or in what state—she would never be able to meet their eyes. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she wouldn’t wipe them away. Perhaps if she lay still enough, she would slip into the Long Keeper’s embrace. She would be with Ethen and would never have to face her fellows of the Night Guild. Better die than live with the images etched forever into her memory.

How was I so foolish to believe I could make a place in the Night Guild? A woman, surrounded by men. If Sabat, an apprentice, could hurt her so, what would happen now that she was a full Journeyman? Would others do the same to her? Is this my future?

Hopelessness rendered her immobile. She couldn’t move, any more than she could bring Ethen back to life.

Sabat had killed both of them that night.

*     *     *

“I can’t believe it!” Denber paced around the room, hands flying. “They’re not going to do a damned thing about him.”

In the two weeks since Ethen’s death, Ilanna hadn’t broken her silence. She lay deathly still, only her eyes moving.

“He’s been bragging all through House Bloodbear about ‘putting you in your place’. And he’s being smart about it.” He growled. “Bastard keeps his mouth shut when the House Masters or Journeymen are around. But when he’s with the apprentices, he can’t stop talking about ‘teaching you a lesson’.”

Though the pain had faded, the shame and humiliation remained. She couldn’t meet Denber’s eyes—couldn’t meet any of her companions’ eyes. Not after what Sabat had done. He’d disgraced her beyond anything the others could understand. They would never know what it meant to be violated the way Sabat had violated her.

She squeezed her eyes shut, but the leering face returned. Sabat’s harsh whisper echoed in her mind. “Remember, little Hawk: you deserve this.”

Angry tears slipped down her cheeks. What did I do to deserve THAT? She’d humiliated him in front of his peers, but that had happened years ago. Was it all because she’d refused to cower in fear?

No. It’s not my fault. It’s yours, you twisted bastard! He had chosen to harm her, to take out his anger and frustration on her. Could she have done something to prevent it? If so, what? She’d replayed that night over and over again in her head, and could find no answer.

Denber was still speaking. “Worst of all, because he’s an apprentice, there is to be no formal inquiry into his actions. Everyone knows he did it, but there’s no proof.”

The Night Guild’s one rule: don’t get caught. The Guild would do nothing unless she could prove what he had done. It didn’t matter that she was a Journeyman and he an apprentice. With no witnesses, it’s my word against his.

“Don’t you understand, Ilanna? He’s going to get away with it!”

Ilanna offered no reply. Scowling, Denber stormed out, snarling curses and slamming the door behind him.

A maelstrom seethed in Ilanna’s mind. He can’t go unpunished. Not after what he did to me and to Ethen.

But what could she do? How could she stop it from happening again? She’d been powerless to stop him that night. She couldn’t match his size or strength. He’d proved that. He’d made her his victim.

What, then? He can’t get off that easy. She needed justice for his actions. If not justice, vengeance. What he’d done could never be forgiven or forgotten. If the Night Guild wouldn’t act, she would take matters into her own hands.

For the first time in weeks, Ilanna spoke. “I…will do…what…I…must.”

The words came out in a cracked, weak murmur, but the sound of her voice filled her with determination. “I…will…live…one more day.” She whispered the words over and over.

The fire of fury coursed through her veins. Her head spun as she sat up, but she gritted her teeth against the nausea and pain. Weak from eating next to nothing, she could hardly stand. Her legs trembled as she forced herself to her feet.

I will be his last victim. For too long, the Night Guild had allowed him to act without consequence. Now, he’d gone too far. He’d taken everything from her. He will answer for his crimes.
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Chapter Forty-Four


Ilanna’s stomach churned at the familiar stench of her old house. Beneath the sour odor of dust, the reek of the rotting corpse filled the kitchen. She forced herself not to flinch as a shadow fell across the doorway.

“I got your message, girl. What do you want?”

Ilanna stood beside her mother’s stuffed couch, her eyes downcast, hands clasped meekly by her side. “I-I…” She didn’t lift her gaze to meet Sabat’s.

The Bloodbear said nothing for a long time. “I’m not going to lie. Your note came as a bit of a surprise. From what I know about you…”

Ilanna remained silent. Her message should have convinced him of what she wanted. She’d all but spelled it out for him.

“But it’s like Father always said, ‘Show a woman her place and she’ll be grateful for it.’” He seized her chin and twisted her face up toward him. He glared at her, his eyes wary. “Is that the case, little Hawkling? Did my lesson sink home? Have you learned your place in the world?”

“Y-Yes,” Ilanna whispered. “Please, Sabat, I…” She licked her lips, suppressing a shudder at his touch.

His skeptical expression slowly turned to triumph. “You want it, don’t you?” He pressed himself against her.

Ilanna nodded and her lips parted. “Y-Yes…”

Sabat leered at her, seizing her roughly by the throat. “Sick of your weak little Scorpion, are you? You’ve gotten a taste for a real man.”

Ilanna’s eyelids drooped, her breath coming in shallow pants. “Please. Please, Sabat.”

Sabat’s lips crushed hers, his breath fetid and reeking of liquor. His hands roamed down her back. He pawed at her, making no effort to be gentle. He broke away after what seemed an eternity, his shallow breathing matching hers. She could feel him hard against her leg. “Well, well, little Hawkling. I’d say I’m surprised, but that’d be a lie. Father always did have a way with whores.”

Ilanna dropped her gaze, hunching her shoulders.

“Oh, did that word offend you?”

She shook her head. Her fingernails dug into her arms, her knuckles turning white.

“Of course not.” He whispered in her ear, his breath hot, his voice harsh. “Because that’s exactly what you are, isn’t that right, little Hawkling?”

Ilanna nodded. “Y-Yes…”

He bit her ear roughly, fondling her chest and rubbing himself against her.

“W-Wait,” Ilanna gasped. “Y-You’re sure no one will find us?” Only one person knew where she was.

Sabat raised an eyebrow. “Here? In this dump? This is the last place people will expect to find either of us!”

“Does anyone know?”

Sabat studied her, a hint of wariness returning to his expression. “What?”

“I-I…” She swallowed. “I don’t want the Hawks…” She trailed off.

“Don’t want them to know what a slut you are, is that right?”

Ilanna dropped her eyes again.

Sabat chuckled. “Don’t worry, little Hawkling. I told no one and no one saw the note delivered. This will be our little secret.”

Ilanna met his eyes now, an eager smile on her face. “Good!” She lifted her hands as if to touch him, but dropped them by her side.

Sabat grinned at her, eyeing her up and down. “Don’t be afraid, girl. Now that I’ve taught you your place, I’ll show you other things. Things you’ve never imagined.” He trailed a rough finger down her bare arms. “Perhaps you’ll even come to enjoy it.

“I-I…” Her skin crawled at his touch. Don’t let him see.

His hand grasped her throat, cutting off her words. “Though what would be the fun in that, eh? In the end, you’re nothing but a cheap lay. Not even a particularly good-looking one, mind you.” His gaze roamed her face, still swollen and yellowed by bruises. “Right now, I’d find a sack of dog shite more appealing. But I guess we must make do with what we’ve got, eh?”

Ilanna dropped her eyes. “I-I’m sorry, Sabat.”

“Call me ‘Master’, girl.” He squeezed tighter.

She gasped for air. “I-I’m sorry, Master.”

A leering grin broadened his face and he licked his lips. “Good. Now let’s get you out of those clothes.” He reached for her thin shirt and tunic.

“I-I hope you don’t mind…” She met his gaze.

“What?”

“I thought you might be…hungry.”

He raised a suspicious eyebrow. “You did, did you?”

Ilanna nodded. “I brought bread and cheese, and wine. I thought, maybe…”

Sabat snarled. “Thought you’d poison me, did you?” He raised his hand to strike her and Ilanna cowered.

“No! I would never! Please!”

The blow never fell. Ilanna risked a glance at Sabat. His eyes remained narrowed.

Ilanna gasped, “I just wanted to please you!” She fell to her knees, shaking and sobbing, one hand clasped over her face, the other clinging to his belt. Seconds ticked by, the silence broken only by Ilanna’s sobs.

“Enough, girl! Keeper’s teeth, that racket is enough to make any man go soft.” He hauled her roughly to her feet and shook her. Ilanna fell silent, face buried in her hands. “Bring me the food and wine.”

Ilanna turned and shuffled to the small table beside the stuffed couch, her shoulders hunched protectively. Hands trembling, she poured the wine into the simple clay cup and passed it to him.

He glared at her. “Drink.”

Without hesitation, Ilanna emptied the contents of the cup.

“Not all of it, girl!” Sabat struck her head, hard. “You were to prove it wasn’t poisoned, not down the whole thing. Serve me more!”

Ilanna complied. The shaking of her hands sent the wine splashing over her thin tunic and she gasped. Setting down the pitcher, she dabbed at her garment.

Sabat leered. “Leave it! It’ll come off in a moment anyways. Now hand me the wine.”

Ilanna obeyed.

The Bloodbear glanced at it for a moment and drained it in one draught. “Another.” He thrust the cup toward her. Ilanna refilled it and Sabat emptied it. “Food.”

He tore into the bread and cheese like he hadn’t eaten for days, smacking and grunting. “Cheese tastes like goat turds. Bread is harder than a brick, too.”

Ilanna cringed beneath his glare, whimpering and covering her face with her hands.

“Enough, little Hawkling. Time for pleasure.”

Sabat fumbled at his belt with one hand. “There.” He thrust his chin toward the stuffed couch.

Ilanna sat and lay back, opening her legs.

“Not like that!” He glared. “Hands and knees. I don’t want to have to see your face, not all banged up.”

She complied. It will soon be over.

Sabat’s belt clattered to the floor and he pawed at her clothing. “Let’s get this off you, little whore. It’ll only get in the—” His words cut off with a wheeze.

A feral grin curled Ilanna’s lips. She climbed to her feet, in no hurry.

Behind her, Sabat was on his knees, clutching at his throat. “What…did…you…do?” He gasped, struggling for each labored breath.

Ilanna raised an eyebrow. “Hmm? Oh, you mean this? Can’t handle your poison well, can you?” She stooped and retrieved the discarded cup of wine. “If you weren’t so bloody stupid, you might have noticed me slipping it in.”

Sabat’s eyes widened at sight of the cup. “You…whore!”

With a snarl, Ilanna kicked him between the legs, hard. His body thumped to the floor, hands clutching his groin.

“You disgusting piece of filth! How dare you lay a finger on me?” She crouched over him, teeth bared. An inferno raged in her chest. “And you believed it would be that easy?”

Pitiful mewls of agony escaped his lips and tears streamed down his cheeks.

“You think I’m weak because I’m not a man like you? You think that you can beat me into submission? That I’ll cower and do whatever you want?”

Sabat tried in vain to choke out words. His breath came in wet, ragged gasps.

“I’ve dreamed of this day a hundred times, a thousand. Sitting beside Ethen’s bed, I watched you die over and over. This, Sabat, this is a mercy compared to some of the things I contemplated doing to you.” She toyed with the handle of the clay pitcher. “And yet, I never imagined how satisfying this would feel!”

Her face contorted into a mask of animal rage and she smashed the jar into his face. Cartilage crunched beneath the impact of shattering crockery. Wine splashed over him, mixing with the blood dripping from his lips and nose.

“And you weren’t content to just take Ethen from me, oh no!” She knelt atop his chest, teeth bared in a snarl. “But you went too far.”

Reaching beneath the stuffed cushions, she drew a knife—one of the dozens of weapons she’d hidden around the house in the last months. A shocked gasp escaped Sabat’s lips. Recognition flashed in his eyes, replaced a moment later by fear.

A wicked smile played on Ilanna’s lips. “Oh yes, you recognize this, don’t you? How many years did you wear it? How long did you dream of finding a chance to slip it between my ribs as payment for what I did to you?” She caressed the razor-sharp blade, her fingers tracing the simple pommel and the leather-wrapped grip. “But when you couldn’t do it, you had to find someone else to punish.”

She closed her hand around the dagger and squeezed. The edge bit into her palm. The rage coursing through her drowned out the pain. She held her hand over his face. Blood splashed into his eyes, staining his pale skin. He tried to wipe it away, but the poison sapped his strength.

Ilanna dug her knee into his throat. “You took him from me, you bastard! Now I’m going to take something from you.” Sabat gagged and choked, pawing weakly at her.

Seizing his grasping right hand, she pressed the edge of the dagger into his forearm. He screamed as the blade carved a deep furrow in his flesh. Blood gushed from the wound.

Ilanna pressed his left hand over the wound. “There you go. Don’t want you bleeding to death. Not yet.” Climbing to her feet, she walked around to kneel between his spasming legs.

She met his gaze, and terror filled Sabat’s eyes. He tried in vain to form words, but his tongue had swollen and turned blue. Weak spasms shook his body; the poison she’d slipped into his drink—Ethen called it ricin—did its terrible work.

She raised the dagger. “You’re going to feel everything, every ache, every pain, every cut.” The knife plunged into the meat of his thigh, eliciting a weak moan. “But do you know what the best part is? There won’t be a Keeper-damned thing you can do to stop it!”

The blade sliced through his trousers. Sabat’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “D…don’t…”

Baring her teeth in a snarl, Ilanna pushed the dagger slowly into the soft flesh between his legs. Sabat’s weak cries turned into a scream; a long, terror-filled wail of agony. She met his gaze without wavering, rage burning in her chest. With a scream of fury, Ilanna twisted the dagger and ripped it free. Blood pooled beneath Sabat and he convulsed in agony. He lay helpless, too weak to fight back.

She stared at the misshapen, lumpy objects in her hand. “So these are what you men are so proud of?” She crouched over him, dangling them above his head. “Not much to look at, you know.”

Sabat blubbered in agony and terror. Blood streamed from his nose, mixing with the gore dripping from his severed manhood.

She met his gaze, pouring every shred of hatred and anger into her words. “You will find no mercy here, you bastard!”

He tried to form words through his broken lips and swollen tongue.

Ilanna smashed the dagger’s pommel into his face, again and again. Flesh and bone crunched beneath her blows. The pressure in her chest built until it felt as if her heart would explode. Sabat’s weak cries and wet coughs only goaded her to further rage. She climbed atop him, kneeling on his chest, dagger raised high.

Her words came out in a whisper. “This is for Ethen.”

The dagger descended, plunging into the flesh of Sabat’s meaty shoulder. She pulled it out slowly, relishing the groan that escaped Sabat’s lips. The knife came down again, a finger’s breadth from his heart. Tears streamed down her face. Again. Blood sprayed from Sabat’s torn throat.

Over and over, she drove the blade into Sabat’s body. His face, his neck, his chest—all carved to bloody ribbons beneath her terrible blade. With each plunge of the knife, Ilanna unleashed her hatred, anger and fear. But nothing could erase the image of Ethen’s broken form from her mind.

She did this for Ethen, but it was for her, too. After this, no one would ever lay a finger on her again. No one would ever harm her as Sabat had. She would never be weak or helpless again. She would do what she must, even if it meant carving her way through a thousand Sabats.

This was how she survived.
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Epilogue


“Journeyman Ilanna of House Hawk, you understand why we have called you here?”

She knew full well. She could never forget. The memory replayed in her mind. She heard Sabat’s wheezing pleas for mercy, saw the bright blood spurting from his ruined face, felt the dagger pierce him over and over. Rage had drowned out rational thought. She’d carved him to ribbons, plunging the knife into his flesh long after he’d stopped moving.

Yet now, her fury abated, only disgust remained. Not at herself or her actions, but at him for everything he’d done. At the Night Guild for allowing it to happen. These men before her forced her hand; the fault for Sabat’s death rested on their heads.

She met the Guild Master’s eyes. “Yes, Master Gold.” Her words came out cold as ice, hard as iron. She had no reason to bow and scrape. They had nothing on her.

Master Hawk studied her through narrowed eyes. Master Serpent cleaned his nails with a dagger. Even Master Bloodbear showed little eagerness to continue with the proceedings.

Master Gold leaned forward. “And have you aught to say in your defense?”

“Defense?” She struggled to keep her expression neutral. These men—the House Masters of the Night Guild—had permitted Sabat to act unchecked. How dare they stand in judgement of me! But she couldn’t allow them to see her true feelings. She bowed to hide her disdain. “I have done nothing wrong, Master.”

Master Gold nodded. “Indeed.”

He steepled his fingers. “According to guild law, one cannot raise a hand against a fellow member. Should you be found guilty of this crime, it would mean death.”

Ilanna stood tall, head high. Only if you can find the proof. No one but Ethen had known of the garden. No one could possibly know what now lay buried beneath the patch of earth where her violas had once bloomed.

The Guild Master shook his head. “After a thorough investigation, the House Masters can find no proof that you are in any way responsible for the disappearance of the apprentice, Sabat, of House Bloodbear.”

It is the law of the guild: don’t get caught.

“Before you are acquitted, Journeyman, will you swear an oath before the Watcher in the Dark that you are innocent and blameless?” The Guild Master narrowed his eyes. “Think carefully! Bearing false testimony is an abomination to the Watcher, god of justice.”

Ilanna hesitated only a moment. Her fear of the gods had faded long ago. She’d called out to the Bright Lady, but the goddess had ignored her pleas. Why would any of the other gods care now?

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I swear, before the Watcher in the Dark and his servants of the Night Guild, that I am innocent.”

Master Gold’s mouth pressed into a tight line. “Then so be it. Ilanna of House Hawk, you are acquitted of all charges. You may go.”

Ilanna nodded. “Thank you, Master Gold. House Masters.” With a deep bow, she turned to leave.

Master Bloodbear leaned over to Master Grubber and his harsh whisper reached her. “Never liked the bastard much. Vicious little cunt he was, but useless otherwise.” Master Grubber shrugged and replied in a voice too low for her to hear.

Ilanna’s stomach twisted as the double doors of the Menagerie closed behind her. So cruel, so callous. The way they spoke of Sabat’s death, they could have been talking about a poorly-prepared meal or a bout of illness. She could expect no less from men who thieved, extorted, and murdered for a living.

Denber, Werrin, Willem, and Prynn leapt to their feet as she exited the room. Worry twisted their expressions.

Ilanna nodded and forced a grin. “I am acquitted.”

Relieved smiles broke out on their faces. Prynn clapped his hands and Werrin slapped her on the back. “I knew you couldn’t do something like that! Not our Ilanna.”

Ilanna hid a grimace. Her skin crawled at Werrin’s touch, but she couldn’t let it show. It’s not his fault. How could she tell them that their very presence reminded her of what Sabat had done to her? That hearing their voices still sent shivers of fear down her spine. Her nails dug into her arms. There’s no way he could understand. None of them could.

“Come on, Ilanna,” Willem tugged on her arm. “Let’s go celebrate.”

Ilanna shook her head and slipped free of his grasp. “I would, but I’m feeling a bit tired.” A wave of nausea washed over her. “Tomorrow, I promise. But don’t let that stop you from hoisting a pint in my honor.”

“Right!” Werrin threw his arm around Prynn and Willem, dragging them away. “You heard her! First round’s on me.”

Denber lagged behind the others. “I’m glad you got through this.”

“Thank you.” Her shoulders hunched and she hugged herself. “I’ll…I’ll be fine.”

“Do you want to join the Scorpions? They’re taking Ethen’s body to the—”

“I’ll be fine, Denber.” Though it sent a shiver down her spine, she squeezed his hand. “I…I’ve said farewell.”

With a nod, Denber hurried after the others.

Ilanna stood alone in the tunnels, her stomach in knots, her heart thundering. The image of Sabat’s shredded face—unrecognizable after what she’d done—remained fixed in her mind’s eye. She swallowed a rising flood of acid.

A deep voice sounded behind her. “Ilanna.”

She whirled, hands raised in a defensive stance.

Master Gold raised an eyebrow. “A bit jumpy, are we, Journeyman?”

Ilanna swallowed. “Sorry, Master Gold. After what happened…”

The Guild Master nodded, dismissing it with a wave. “Of course. Hard to believe something like that could happen in these very halls.”

She stifled a shudder. The tone of his voice made it sound so commonplace. She hadn’t been the first victim in the Night Guild…nor the last. “What can I do for you, Master Gold?”

“Nothing, Journeyman. I just wanted to congratulate you on your acquittal. I’m sure it was…well-deserved.”

“As you said, Master Gold, I was proven innocent.” She took any remaining shred of worry, hesitation, or doubt and shoved it into a hard ball of ice in the pit of her stomach. She had nothing to fear from these men.

“Yes.” He stroked his chin, a half-smile on his lips. “Though lack of proof and proof of innocence are two different matters.”

Ilanna’s stomach bottomed out. Could he know? Impossible! Only one person knew where I was going and he’d never tell.

Master Gold smiled and clapped her on the back. “Come, Ilanna, enough solemnity! You have been acquitted and that is cause for celebration. I’m sure your fellow Hawks will—”

She shied away from the contact. “Thank you, Master Gold, but I’m feeling rather unwell at the moment. After all the excitement, I could use a rest.”

“Of course, of course.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and, placing his face close to her ear, spoke in a low whisper. “You did the right thing, you know. Decisive, ruthless, cunning—I could use an ally like you for what is coming.”

Ilanna studied him, trying to hide her surprise, fear, and revulsion. “Th-Thank you, Master Gold.”

With a nod, the Guild Master patted her on the shoulder and disappeared down the tunnel.

She shuddered. What in the twisted hell was that? Master Gold hadn’t just hinted that he knew what she had done—he’d actually seemed to approve! It served as further proof he and the House Masters knew the truth of Sabat’s…disappearance. They simply didn’t care.

Acid burned the back of her throat as she hurried through the tunnels toward House Hawk. The corridors seemed unnaturally full at this hour of the day. Dozens of Journeymen and apprentices from all the Houses lined the passages, even in places they had no business being. Almost as if they wanted to see her.

Errik stood with a group of apprentice Serpents. She met his eyes and he nodded. He had no reason to betray her. Indeed, his assistance in her Undertaking had earned him fame among his fellow Serpents. He would take her secret to the grave.

She had no regrets over what she’d done. It had been necessary to survive in the Night Guild. But her actions had changed everything. The Journeymen and apprentices stared at her with a mixture of awe and fear.

So this is what it takes to be accepted into the Night Guild. It made her sick. She managed to stumble into House Hawk and find her way to the latrines before emptying the contents of her stomach.

*     *     *

Ilanna eyed the steaming cup in Journeyman Tyman’s hand.

“Black cohosh, leaf of tansy, cotton root bark, pennyroyal, and a few other things of my own creation. It should clear the…problem right up.”

She swallowed hard and took the proffered draught. “Th-Thank you, Journeyman Tyman.”

Tyman raised an eyebrow. “Be warned: this will not be easy. There is no telling what effect the herbs will have on your body.”

Ilanna read the unspoken words in his eyes. This could be fatal. She nodded. “I understand the risks, Journeyman. I am prepared to accept whatever comes.”

Shrugging, Tyman packed his bag and strode toward the exit. He paused with his hand on the door. “Ethen. He was a good lad, you know.” He spoke without turning. “One of the best we’ve ever had.”

A lump rose in Ilanna’s throat. “Th-Thank you, Journeyman…” Her voice cracked.

The door closed softly behind Journeyman Tyman. A flood of emotion washed over Ilanna. Her outward show of strength crumbled beneath her despair and grief. The pressure in her chest increased until it burst in a torrent of tears.

She was alone. Ethen had left her alone. Alone to face what came next, to deal with the repercussions of the horrors visited upon her by that monster Sabat.

Ilanna seized the cup of tea, heedless of the pain from the steaming liquid. She lifted it to her lips. Drink it, she told herself, and it will all be over. If the draught killed her, so be it. If not, she could return to her life in the Night Guild.

And what life is that? What life could I possibly have here?

After all these years, she’d finally found her place in the Guild. Her years of toil had paid off. The Journeymen of House Hawk—of all the Houses—had accepted her as one of them. Indeed, they held her, a newly minted Journeyman, in higher esteem than many of the seniors. She’d done the impossible and conquered the Black Spire. Truth be told, she had come to enjoy the newfound respect—and fear—in the Guild members’ eyes. It felt good to belong.

But how could she live among men who not only condoned cruelty, but encouraged it? The Night Guild hadn’t lifted a finger when Sabat had beaten her, broken her, and violated her in the worst way possible. They’d carried out a half-hearted investigation into Sabat’s disappearance—no, his murder. She slammed her fist into the wall. It was a sick, twisted mockery of justice.

Her reputation bred fear and respect among her peers. That fear would protect her, would shield her from people like Sabat. She’d shown them what she was capable of. Now, no one would dare lay a finger on her. She would never be a victim again. It didn’t matter what she had to do, she would make certain of it.

Especially now. Now that she had a life growing inside her. But the Night Guild is no place for a child! Wouldn’t it be better to end it all now? It would be kinder than forcing the child to endure everything she had.

Her hands trembled, setting the tea sloshing as she brought the cup to her lips. The pungent odor of the draught twisted her stomach. She gritted her teeth against a wave of nausea. Just a few gulps and it will be over. She could leave behind the horrors perpetrated upon her. This last vestige of her tormentor would be forever erased.

No. I can’t do it! With a snarl, she hurled the cup away. The clay shattered, splashing the contents across the wall. It’s all I have left of Ethen.

He’d died that night, the same night the life within her had been conceived. She didn’t care how it had happened. All that mattered was what the child represented. It would remind her of what she’d lost, her way to remember the one good thing in her miserable, wretched world.

She held up her hands, studying the raw, scalded flesh. She welcomed the pain; it proved she could still feel. A towering inferno of anger and hatred had burned in her chest since that night. She’d unleashed her fury upon Sabat and an empty ache had replaced her rage. Now, she had a reason to live.

“I will live one more day,” she whispered. She ran a hand over her stomach. “You will live one more day.”

Grim determination filled her, drying up the flow of tears. She knew what she had to do: I will find a way out. I won’t let a child grow up in a place like this. The Night Guild had allowed a monster like Sabat to get away with his actions. There would be more like him—or worse. She knew what people were capable of and she wouldn’t let her child share her fate. It didn’t matter how much she had to steal or how many people she had to kill; she would find a way out. I will be free.

Wiping her cheeks on her sleeves, Ilanna gazed around the empty bunk room. It wouldn’t be her home for much longer.

Something caught her eye: a parcel on the floor.

Heart thundering, Ilanna leapt to her feet. Keeper’s teeth! It hadn’t been there when Journeyman Tyman left, had it? She hadn’t heard the door open or close. No one had entered the room. So how the hell did it get there?

Cold fingers of dread twisted in her gut. Pulse racing, she fumbled at the twine bow and pulled back the layers of cloth.

She gasped and recoiled as a severed thumb fell from the bundle. She barely noticed it; her eyes were fixed on the other object within the folds of cloth.

I-It can’t be! It was a dagger—her dagger. Mud covered the handle and dried blood still crusted the blade. Sabat’s blood. Impossible! I buried it with…

Her gaze dropped to the severed thumb and a shiver of fear coursed down her spine. She stared open-mouth at the dagger, not daring to touch it. She’d thought it gone and buried forever. This can’t be happening.

A folded piece of parchment lay beneath the knife. With trembling hands, she opened the paper and read.

We know, Ilanna of House Hawk. What would you do to keep the truth buried?
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