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A
Beginning


 


I’m distantly aware of the ring of my footsteps and those of
my armed escort echoing down the stone corridor. We pass weapons mounted on the
walls and scarlet tapestries embroidered with battle scenes, but I don’t stop
to examine them or to peer through open doorways or down branching halls
leading deeper into the keep. Even if I wasn’t a prisoner, enclosed on all
sides by the Praetor’s guards, I would be unable to focus on my surroundings.
My mind has been in a fog since stepping out of the Praetor’s audience chamber
moments ago.


I am his creature now. I’ve sold my service to my most
despised enemy. That’s all I can think of. Never mind what my intentions were
in the beginning; never mind that my motives started out pure. Or did they? My
mind travels back as I try to untangle the path of misfortune that brought me
here…
















 


Chapter
One


 


In the wake of Terrac’s betrayal, my initial instinct was to
hurry back to Dimmingwood where life was simple, and I knew who my friends
were. But Hadrian had other ideas. The priest said I needed further training in
my magical talents, and even reluctant as I was to spend another moment in
Selbius with its unpleasant associations, I was eager to learn all he had to
teach me.


This part of my visit didn’t continue in the lazy, slow way
of those first days on the river barges. As I came to be seen less as a guest
and accepted more as a member of the river community, Hadrian and I joined
Seephinia and her people at their labors ferrying the building rocks across the
lake from the inland to the island.


Fleet often came down to the barges to watch us work. He
never stooped to dirtying his hands, for which I couldn’t entirely blame him.
The labor was difficult and often dangerous because of the massive size of the
stones to be moved. But my years of outdoor labor left me equal to the task,
and there was a certain satisfaction in surveying the work I’d accomplished at
day’s end. I also quickly fell under the spell of the mysterious folk among
whom I lived.


By the time the sun set at the end of each day, I was gritty
and sweat soaked and usually ready to fall straight into my bed, but Hadrian
rarely allowed me that luxury. Lanterns were lit inside the cozy little hut,
and we would sit up late into the night with our lessons. Hadrian’s friend
Seephinia would sit quietly in a corner during these long sessions, mending
nets or working on something with her hands, and all the while watching us with
unreadable black eyes. Uncomfortable under her scrutiny, I wondered how much
she knew of the magic Hadrian taught me or if she even understood what it was
we did.


One afternoon we earned an unexpected respite from the grind
of our daily chores. Hadrian allowed me to sleep in later than usual, and when
I awoke, the two of us set out, not to the loading shore as was the usual
routine, but instead gathered the heavy nets and went out on one of the fishing
rafts. We took with us Seephinia’s young nephew Eelus, whom Fleet and I had met
on our first visit to the docks.


Eelus paddled us out into the deepest part of the lake a
long distance off from the noisy work going on along the shore. We could still
see the island and the city built over it, but we were far enough distant that
the old docks and the village of river barges may as well have been a world
away.


We toiled into the afternoon, casting and hauling our nets.
It was warm work beneath the hot sun but we didn’t break to rest until we had
heaped a sizable haul of silvery fish across our decks. Only then did we slip
into the still waters nearer shore to refresh ourselves.


After swimming briefly to wash away the sweat and stink of
the fish, we settled down to give attention to the food and drink we had
brought with us. It was as we were consuming the last of our crisped shellfish
that the outing turned into another of Hadrian’s lessons. Strangely, it was
neither the priest nor I who brought up the subject, but Eelus. We had drifted
toward the far shore of the lake as we rested, and now Hadrian, finishing the
last of his meal, reached for an oar to push us back into deeper waters. Eelus
leapt forward to snatch up the oar before the priest’s fingers closed around
it.


“I will take us back to the deep waters, Gray Robe,” the boy
said cheerfully. “With the weakness of your years, you must rest.”


I opened my senses and sent a thin tendril of magic seeking
toward the priest, just enough for my purpose but not enough to capture his
notice. Eelus was right, I decided. The priest felt his years, even while he
did not show them.


Hadrian grimaced as he caught me studying the lines around
his mouth and eyes. “The boy speaks truly,” he echoed my thoughts. “I’m not as
young as I used to be and often find myself lagging these days.”


I couldn’t be sure if he read my feelings or was merely answering
Eelus’s jibes, but I decided to pretend it was the latter.


“You’re not as ancient as you make out,” I said, meaning it.


The faint streaks of gray lightening his temples might have
fooled me if I hadn’t been there to see him fight the outlaws on the Dimming
Road. And now that I knew him, I could never make the mistake of thinking him a
crusty, middle-aged ruin past his prime. If anything, his time among the river
people seemed to be pushing back the years. On our first meeting in
Dimmingwood, he’d been in danger of gathering a slight paunch beneath his
cleric’s robes, but our daily work on the barges had melted the fat away,
replacing it with muscle. He was still by no means a pretty man to look at, but
there was strength and cleverness in his broad face and a rich timber to his
voice that might make a woman forget the bluntness of his features.


Hadrian laughed lightly. “You’re a little young for me,
Ilan. And don’t forget I’m a man of vows.”


“Listening to my thoughts again, are you?” I asked, feigning
offense.


“Not thoughts, only feelings. And of course I am. You’re
still a novice and so long as you’re my pupil the usual protocol doesn’t apply
to our student-master
relationship. I keep an eye, so to speak, on how you’re coming along.”


“And? How am I doing? ” I asked.


“Better than expected under the circumstances.”


“What do you mean? What circumstances?” I wanted to know.


He said, “I thought there’d be a period of sulking and
mooning over that boy priest before you were ready to move on and concentrate
on your studies.”


I narrowed my eyes. “Terrac was my friend and nothing more.”


That sounded too vehement, even to my ears, so I hurried on
with, “Anyway, I’m not interested in talking about him. What I was asking about
was the magic.”


I glanced at Eelus at the oar, but the boy didn’t appear to
be listening. “I want you to tell me how I’m progressing,” I continued,
sounding more irritable than I meant to. Perhaps it was just as well. Hadrian
needed to realize he was treading on sensitive ground when he spoke of my
one-time friendship with Terrac.


The priest said now, “Your abilities move forward. In what
direction, it is hard to say.”


I frowned.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


He considered his begrimed palms before answering. “There is
something not quite right about your magic, I think. I’m not saying it’s
anything you’re doing wrong, only that I sense a darker strain running through
the talent in you. I don’t understand it, but it unnerves me. It feels greedy,
ambitious.”


I thought of my plans concerning the talent, my hopes of
finding the mage who had attacked me. Was Hadrian somehow aware of my plans?


“I think it is the bow,” he continued.


At the very mention of it, my hand went involuntarily to my
shoulder where I usually carried the weapon, but it wasn’t there today. Unable
to justify bringing it on a fishing trip and aware Hadrian looked on it with
suspicion, I’d had to leave it behind in the hut.


Hadrian was watching me. “I know how attached you’ve become
to that thing, Ilan, and I wish you would be rid of it. It affects you greatly,
and when an object like that changes you, it changes your magic with you. Who
knows how much damage has been done already?”


“It’s only a bow,” I snapped. “I carry it for hunting and
protection. It hasn’t affected my talent, and it certainly hasn’t changed me.”


“You are angry,” he observed.


“Of course I am,” I exploded. “I came out here to fish. I
expected you’d probably squeeze in another of your eternal magic lessons at
some point, but I wasn’t prepared to have the incident with Terrac shoved in my
face again. And on top of that, to have to sit still for another lecture on the
stupid bow!”


“Very well,” Hadrian said calmly. “Let us turn the subject
away from Terrac and the bow, since the topics offend you, and we’ll begin another
of my eternal magic lessons. We’ll test your knowledge today with a
simple challenge, shall we?”


“Ask anything you want,” I said confidently, relieved to
move into a new area of discussion.


Hadrian gestured toward Eelus at his oar. “Using your talent,
tell me something about Eelus that is not evident to the eye. He won’t mind
your practicing your talent on him, will you Eelus?”


The river boy grinned at us, and taking that as permission,
I summoned up the magic always lurking at my fingertips and directed an
inquisitive thread toward the youngster.


After a moment’s searching, I smiled. “He’s trying to be
very mysterious, but he’s no good at it,” I told Hadrian. “He feels in good
spirits, even amused.”


Eelus laughed, although I wasn’t sure how much he understood
of what we were talking about. He sometimes had a difficult time following our
conversations in the Known tongue.


Hadrian looked unimpressed. “Anyone could read Eelus’s
expression like a parchment. I want you to tell me something unobvious, perhaps
something you’ve come to notice as you’ve spent more time around him and the
other river people.”


He was hinting at something, but I was slow to catch on. My
mind went back to my first day among the river people. Hadn’t I thought then there
was some mystery about the folk, a secret hovering below the surface?


“You’re finally going to tell me what you’re doing here
among these people,” I suggested.


“No, you’re going to tell me,” he responded. “This is your
test, remember? Think about it, and you will piece it together.”


“I don’t want to piece it together. I want you to explain
it,” I complained.


He sighed. “The idleness of you younglings. You never want
to exercise your brains. I expected you to have caught onto it yourself by this
time, which is why I never said anything before. I wanted to see how long it
would take you to catch on, but perhaps you aren’t as quick as I thought.”


When I only frowned at his teasing, he shrugged and said,
“All right. You know that since retiring from my order I’ve spent the years
scouring the provinces in search both of other magickers and of sources of
knowledge concerning the talent.”


I said, “I knew something of the sort, but you speak little
of others like us.”


“With good reason. I’ve no wish to endanger the magickers
I’ve uncovered in hiding. A careless word in the wrong company could cost them
their lives, which is why I know you will keep what I tell you in confidence.”


“I’m accustomed to keeping secrets,” I said wryly.


Still he hesitated before saying, “Sometime back I began to
notice a certain pattern in my studies; one which I felt bore investigating.
Again and again it came up in my talks with other magickers and in my study of
ancient texts. Magical talent, I realized, pops up from time to time amongst
common folk of the provinces like myself, but in the common race, it is a
fairly rare occurrence. Not like your ancestors the ancient Skeltai and their
current descendants across the border. People of that blood are rarely born
without it.”


“What is your point?”


“My point is that magic clearly runs more thickly in the
veins of peoples that have been tied to this land since the ancient days. A
little more study and I realized it was the races who have remained what most
would call primitive in their manner of living—those who have cut
themselves off from the outside world, who own a greater portion of magic.”


I thought about that and understanding dawned. “The river
people are magickers,” I realized.


“Most of them,” he agreed. “I cannot explain why they possess
such a strong strain of magic. I do not know if it is a matter of bloodlines or
a question of lifestyle. Perhaps the very isolation of their existence has kept
their magic pure. There are many things I’ve yet to understand.”


“But you mean to,” I guessed.


“That’s why I came to live among the folk,” he admitted. “I
learned on my travels of an isolated clan of savages keeping to the rivers of
the province, disdaining contact with outsiders and living by the old
traditions of their fathers. When I heard the whispered rumors of their strange
powers, I imagined at once what they could teach me. I sought them out at once
and for the past few months have been surrounded by more magickers than I’ve
ever found in any single place at one time.”


I looked at Eelus wonderingly. He suddenly seemed different
to me now that I knew he was one of us. “And I never sensed anything,” I said
to Hadrian, with a touch of disappointment. “I thought I had learned so much.”


He waved off my concern. “You’re young, and you’ve yet to
come into your full power and training. Besides, the river folk mask their
talent well, knowing the dangers exposure would open them to.”


“So in a way, you are their student as I am yours?” I asked.


“Something like that, although their Old Ones did not immediately
warm up to me,” he said. “But they’ve since learned to trust me. It was after
they gave me the name of Gray Robe that I knew I was accepted among them.”


“And what you learn of the magic from them you can pass on
to me,” I mused.


“Such is my plan, if you stay around long enough,” he
answered.


He’d given me plenty to think about, and for the rest of the
day, and indeed for some time to come, I had little more opportunity to dwell
on my broken friendship with Terrac.
















 


Chapter
Two


 


As months, and then seasons, slipped by, I became so
absorbed in my growing talent as a Natural magicker that I forgot anything
outside my training existed.


Except for the bow. I could never quite forget that. Despite
Hadrian’s urging, I never parted with it. In fact, a growing conviction told me
I couldn’t be rid of it even if I wanted to. It had somehow become inextricably
tied to my talent. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact I had it in my
possession during the period when my magic grew strongest within me. Or was it
the bow that began this new growth, I wondered. Either way, I found that my
talent functioned at its strongest when I carried the enchanted weapon with me.
For that matter, I functioned best with it near also.


Terrac was one of the things I set aside in my mind during
this time of new growth and learning. I was vaguely aware his betrayal had
struck something deeper in me than the loss of a mere friend. But I was
incapable of untangling the emotional knot he had twisted my feelings into, and
I didn’t attempt to do so for long. I told myself I needed to accept that his
choice was made, and moreover, that it was nothing I could change. I would
always think of the boy priest he had been with a touch of fondness, but I had
to move away from the past. I needed to keep my mind clear and free of
distraction if I was to progress in the things Hadrian had to teach me.


Unfortunately that meant putting aside thoughts of home and
the band as well, something I found increasingly hard to do.


But if anything could take my mind away from Dimmingwood for
a while it was the Natural talent. Once I had thought of magic as only an extra
sense, a small bit of skill I could use to help me through the day. It had
become so much more than that now. As my knowledge grew and my talent
strengthened upon frequent exercise, just as Hadrian had assured me it would, I
reveled in a new sense of strength I had never known before. It wasn’t lust for
power or anything so primitive that drove me on in my studies, but a simple
thirst to know my skill.


Daily, Hadrian poured so much information into my eager mind
that I struggled to absorb it all. His understanding of the talent was a thing
it had taken him a life time to collect, especially as he’d had to work
discreetly in the years since public opinion had turned against magic, and it
was no longer safe to declare oneself a magicker.


The priest struggled to pour his knowledge into me over a
short amount of time, even while admitting a full understanding would take many
years to accomplish. We didn’t speak of it, but I sensed we both realized we
would not have those years. Somehow we knew my days in this place were
numbered, and maybe that was why Hadrian labored to teach me so much so fast.


A particular exercise we did often was for the priest to
float out over the lake on one of the smaller rafts, leaving me behind to try
to pick up the ideas and emotions he projected at me from farther and farther
distances. This, he said, would strengthen my range.


For an exercise in accuracy, he would get off on one of the
barges, and I would be left to find my way to his hiding place, much like a dog
sniffing out a hare. I excelled at both exercises. All I needed was to know the
essence of a particular person well, and I could attune my mind so closely to
that person that it seemed enough distance could not be put between us to keep
me from picking up the trail.


But there was one practice we tried only once. Ever since
the Praetor had attacked my mind that day in the city, Hadrian had become
convinced one of the skills I most desperately needed to practice was that of
building and strengthening my mental barriers to keep out similar intrusions in
the future.


There was a trick he taught me of imagining myself in a
small safe space surrounded by strong walls. I was to take any part of my mind
I preferred to keep to myself and place it within these barriers. I closed my
eyes and pictured the tunnel I had been trapped in once at Boulder’s Cradle. It
was hardly my idea of a safe place, but it was walled tightly, and I supposed
the walls kept me safe from the outside world. Hadrian told me he was going to
try to penetrate my mental barrier, and I was to try with all my strength to
keep him out.


I nodded and concentrated on feeling the closeness of the
stone tunnel squeezing in around me. I felt his first light probing against my
senses and immediately coiled them tighter within me, instinctively emitting as
I did so, a faint trickle of defensive magic to flow through the surrounding
stone. I quickly set to work strengthening that stone, fortifying it with more
magic, feeling out the wall for holes and cracks, weak points of any kind.
Wherever I found them, I poured magic in, spreading it through the fissures,
allowing it to creep up and up until I had built a second inner wall around the
stone one comprised entirely of magic. Satisfied, I settled in to wait. I could
feel his magic passing over mine like light fingers brushing over the smooth
wall, searching for another way in. He wouldn’t find one, I told myself, but
even so I watched his progress warily.


The moments passed and then suddenly he was gone. I couldn’t
feel his presence anymore. He had given up and left. Now that I was alone, I
became aware of the tightness of the walls pressing in on me. The rough rock
weighed down on my back and I was pinned so tightly between the walls I
couldn’t move my arms at my sides. In fact, the rock pressed from all sides so
unyieldingly into my ribs I could hardly breathe. I panicked, wanting to drop
away the walls I had built for protection but which now held me prisoner. But I
couldn’t remember how.


Fear-sweat trickled into my eyes and the rasping of my
breath echoed around me. I opened my mouth to scream, to beg for somebody, anybody,
to help me. But at that moment, I became aware of another presence approaching
the other side of the wall. It seemed impossible that he should find me here,
but it couldn’t be anyone else.


“Terrac!” I shouted. “Terrac, get me out of here! I’m trapped!”


I knew he heard me. I could feel him immediately begin to
tear at the walls, seeking a way to reach me. Realizing my magical barrier was
keeping him out, I gathered enough control over my frantic wits to drop the
barrier.


I was immediately aware of my mistake. It was no longer
Terrac coming to rescue me, but a foreign presence seeping its way through my
foolishly lowered defense. I struggled to raise the magical wall again, but it
was too late. I had already lost control of the magic, and the alien intruder
had seized hold of the barrier and held it fast, preventing me from drawing it
closed again.


Defeat washed over me, and in that moment, I felt a third
presence, one that had been tucked away inside my head all along, lying so
still and secret I had hardly been aware of it until this moment. It stirred to
wakefulness now, whispering voiceless words into my head, orders I didn’t
understand but which I obeyed. I concentrated on what I wanted to do, and
suddenly the tunnel around me began expanding. The roof and walls widened until
I could wriggle my way to my feet to stand.


Now I could breathe freely and move my arms about without
brushing the walls; I instinctively knew what to do. I braced my feet, even as
the bow materialized in my hands. Drawing back the shaft already notched, I
fired the arrow into the darkness, knowing it would find its own target. Not
until the very instant it struck did I realize who that target was…


Hadrian did not awake for three days, and when he did, it
was only by the skills of one of the magic-bearing healers Seephinia called
from among the river folk. His recovery was slow, but once he was able to get
back on his feet it was clear he had suffered no lasting damage. He said he
owed his life to the quick skill of the river healer, and I have no doubt he
was right.


We never spoke of the incident again; although I would have
liked to know how he had managed his sly disguise as Terrac that had so easily
convinced me to let down my guard. But it wasn’t worth asking, because if it was
brought up, he might ask what had gone wrong when I defeated him. There was no
knowing how much he knew about what had gone on within my walls, but surely he
at least suspected the bow was involved. In light of the opinion he already had
of the bow, it seemed best not to admit the truth.


Besides, it was a truth I wasn’t sure I was comfortable
with. The bow had never spoken to me so clearly, had never forced its way into
my mind so fully. Although a voiceless whisper in the dark recesses of my mind
assured me it had acted for my protection, a more rational thought kept pushing
its way to the forefront. I hadn’t known what I was doing during those moments
of panic, hadn’t known it was Hadrian I was firing at. But the bow knew
everything, and it had wanted my priest friend dead.


Shortly after that incident came the day when I awoke to
find the first of winter’s chill in the air. I lay awake and looked up at the
dry thatched ceiling overhead and knew I had stayed away from home too long.
Had it really been over a year? The time had flown by. Back in Dimmingwood, the
trees would be shedding the last of their golden leaves, the forest creatures
would be crawling off into warm dens to hide from the coming snows, and our
band would be settling in for a long winter. I hoped they had organized
themselves sufficiently after the last Fist attack to be prepared to face the
cold season when food and work were always at their scarcest. Had they found a
safe shelter to wait out the harsh days of snow and sleet to come, or were they
still camped where I had last seen them?


With these concerns, the high hopes and good intentions I’d
formed toward my magic studies slid away from me like the after remnants of a
dream. A warm and pleasant fantasy but one I needed to exchange for the cold
heart of reality. I had been selfish to stay this long, exploring my talent and
granting myself healing time after the loss of Terrac and Brig so close
together. It was time to remember the needs of the band.


I scrambled out of bed and searched around in the pale
morning light until I found my clothes. I dressed hastily and quietly packed
together my belongings, mindful the rest of the house was still asleep. I had
collected a few new possessions since my arrival here, most of them gifts from
Hadrian, but tossed together, they still made a small bundle when rolled up
inside a blanket and tied to my back.


I slipped the bow over my shoulder, and we momentarily
shared a ripple of excitement at the prospect of home. I shouldered the quiver
of arrows I had recently procured from a trader in the city and gathered the
knives Fleet had supplied to replace my old ones. Binding on my wrist sheaths
and sliding the knives into place, I experienced the odd sense of doing
something I was no longer accustomed to. Back in Dimming I had worn the sheaths
every day, but now they felt unfamiliar.


I shook myself. Never mind, it would take a little time, but
I’d become accustomed to them again.


After striding to the door, I poked my head out the flap. It
was a dreary morning, and the gray sky promised the kind of light drizzle that
comes and goes. Not auspicious for a journey, but I wasn’t going to be turned
back so easily. I’d walked in the rain before.


Still, I hesitated inside the doorway. It didn’t feel right
leaving without some sort of explanation to the priest. I at least owed him a
thanks and the promise of a future visit. But I feared if I waited, Hadrian
would try and persuade me to stay. My resolve was unshakeable, but I dreaded
the uncomfortable conversation. Although we had never spoken of it, I was aware
the priest had set his mind on saving me from my lawless roots and setting my
feet on an upright path for the future.


I was about to disappoint him. With a shake of my head, I
took myself outside. Restraining my impatience, I walked the deck and watched
as a gray shrouded sun rose over the waters. The lake was shadowy today,
mirroring the gloom of the skies, and a thin fog swirled about my ankles as I
paced in the brisk morning air. I inhaled the mingled scents of fish and
lake-weed and felt invigorated. I was going home.


I lingered just a little longer looking out into the morning
mists where the trout and little turtles disturbed the still surface of the
lake. I would miss this quiet place and time.


I was brought out of my meditation by the sound of soft
footsteps approaching from behind. I kept my face toward the water but was
aware of Hadrian’s presence, and I didn’t startle when his large hand came to
rest on my shoulder.


“So this is it,” he observed.


He didn’t waste time on irrelevant questions, since I was
obviously wearing all my possessions on my back. More than that, he surely
sensed my anticipation as clearly as I felt his disappointment.


“I haven’t set eyes on Dimmingwood for far too long,” I said
lightly. “I never thought I could hunger for the sight of a tree. Not one of
those pretty little shadeless things they keep in the city gardens, but a great
elder tree towering over the forest.”


Hadrian said, “Your forest will always be there, should you
choose to return to it, but I was hoping you would consider another kind of
life. I thought my teachings were getting through to you. I understand you have
friends out there and that world contains the only way of life you’ve ever
known—”


I interrupted him. “It is my life. The threads are just
waiting to be picked up again.”


“I wasn’t aware your existence had come to a halt when you
came to study with me,” he said.


“I’m sorry Hadrian. Truly I am grateful for all you’ve done
for me, but this is something I can’t walk away from. Dimming calls to me.”


“A call you cannot refuse to answer?” he countered. “Would
it be so unthinkable to chart a new course? I know following old ways can seem
safer than questioning them—”


“I have questioned—” I tried to interrupt, but he
didn’t let me finish.


“Questioned as a passing thought, I don’t doubt. But you
cannot imagine settling down to an honest life because the idea of a
comfortable, placid existence is so foreign to everything you’ve ever known.”


I couldn’t deny this, and he knew it.


“Think on this, Ilan,” he advised. “If you chose to give up
your outlaw ways and companions, you wouldn’t be doing it alone. I would be
here to offer support and advice as long as you needed it. And although not a
wealthy man, I scarcely live in want…”


I shook my head at the hint, embarrassed at the suggestion I
would accept his money.


“Wait. Don’t refuse before hearing me out,” he cautioned.


Sighing, I waited, regarding him with mingled affection and
annoyance.


He seemed to take the fact I had not walked away as a
hopeful sign. “I want you to imagine your life a few years from now,” he said.
“Envision yourself sitting before the fire in a comfortable, solidly built
cabin on your own holding somewhere. Maybe your children are playing around
your feet…”


I couldn’t hold back a snort, but he was unperturbed.


“Perhaps a husband sits at your side, talking about the
upcoming harvest…”


I hooted. “As if I would marry a farmer. You do make me
laugh, priest.”


He wasn’t fazed. “A baker then.”


I shook my head.


“A blacksmith?” he ventured a little hopelessly. “You cannot
tell me that’s a soft or dull profession.”


I took pity on him, conceding, “Maybe a mercenary soldier. I
can see that.”


Hadrian frowned his disapproval, saying, “Let’s try this
again. You’re an innkeeper this time, or a merchant. Yes, I can see you as an
independent woman of comfortable means and both professions would be enough of
a challenge to hold your interest.”


I cut him off. “Enough, Hadrian. I realize you mean the best
for me, but my future lies nowhere but Dimmingwood. It’s useless imagining
myself anywhere else when my mind is set.”


I glanced overhead. “Now the morning is getting away from
us, and I haven’t time to stand here listening to you discuss improbable
futures for me. It looks like rain, and I’d like to cover some distance before
the storm breaks.”


“You should stay another day and wait out the rain,” he
suggested.


“I’m too impatient for home,” I said simply.


He looked at me searchingly and said, “You’ve changed, Ilan.
When you first appeared on my doorstep, you seemed young and uncertain, like a
child looking for your way.”


“The things I was looking for were my magic and Terrac. I
found both…even if I wound up losing one of them again.”


I cast another impatient glance toward the sky to remind him
I had a two-day journey ahead of me.


“I can see your mind is set,” he said reluctantly. “So I
suppose you’d best be on your way and make what distance you can.”


I was only too eager to escape his thinly veiled pity. “Yes,
well, farewell Hadrian. You’ve been a friend to me, and I’m grateful for all
you’ve taught me. I hope we’ll meet again one day.”


When I extended my hand, he took it in his, saying, “I hope
we will. There’s a good deal more I have to teach you of the talent, when you
have the time to spare.”


I would have withdrawn my hand then if he hadn’t tightened
his grip, adding, “I can’t give my blessing on the path you return to but know
that you take with you my friendship.”


With a stiff nod, I pulled free of his grip a little more
roughly than I intended.


“Goodbye, Ilan,” he called as I turned and walked away.


I raised a hand in acknowledgement but didn’t look back or
slow my steps. I wouldn’t let him make me feel guilty, I told myself. I was
doing what was right for me. I was going home.
















 


Chapter
Three


 


I traveled the Selbius Road for the better part of the day.
True to my prediction, a light drizzle began to fall a little after noon and
continued on and off throughout the day. By evening I had abandoned the road in
favor of a diverging and less traveled side path. After a long day of slogging
through the mud, I spent that first night sleeping beneath a hedgerow. I felt
encouraged despite my weariness as I curled up into a tight ball and turned my
back to the wind. I had made better time than I’d expected and knew a few more
miles would see me within Dimmingwood’s shadow.


It was around noon the next day that I entered the forest.
The trees had just begun to thicken around me and I was basking in the
comfortable familiarity of the shade, the leaf patterns, and the scent of tree
and earth when I came on a small settlement. I recognized the village as one I
had visited with Brig a time or two in the past. We had occasionally come here
to barter for supplies from the locals.


Hammand’s Bend was a sleepy little woods village along the
outer edges of Dimming, where the trees bordered the flat lands. I studied the
neat ring of log cabins with their shingled roofs and narrow porches tacked
onto the fronts and decided against my first instinct of passing around the
settlement. It had been a year or more since I’d been here with Brig, but I
recalled a local man who used to trade goods out of his home, and who had
connections with our outlaw band. He might remember me from those previous
visits and be willing to direct me to the new location of Rideon’s camp. I had
no fear of being turned upon by the woods villagers, since there was a
comfortable truce between our band and the Hammond’s Bend people. Besides,
these weren’t the kind of folk who asked questions.


I was so preoccupied with trying to remember the name of the
man I sought that it wasn’t until I stood in the center of the village green
that I sensed something had changed here. All the houses looked as I
remembered. The long low-roofed meeting hall still stood, commanding the green
and the shadow of the forest trees still crowded in against the edges of
civilization. Beyond one or two more recently constructed cabins that hadn’t
been there before, nothing physical had changed about the place.


But a subdued stillness was settled over the town, a
suffocating sense of dread hanging in the air. Children played on the grass and
older folk mended their chicken coops or worked in their gardens or hung the
wash on lines out back. But the scene was solemnly muted and even the children
were strangely quiet at their play.


A sudden squeal of laughter rang out from one little girl I
passed, and the guilty youngster was swiftly shushed by her fellows. But it was
too late. All eyes turned inadvertently, almost apologetically, to the meeting
hall at the heart of the clearing.


I followed their glances and froze at the grizzly spectacle
I encountered. An ancient elder tree with sprawling branches stood against one
side of the meeting hall and a neat row of corpses dangled side by side from
the thick branches. The bloated bodies swayed in the gentle breeze, their
shadows swinging like pendulums over the grass below.


I counted six dead, five men and a boy. Immediately
suspecting this was the handy work of the Praetor’s men, I wondered what crime
these people had been guilty of and how long they had been left up there.


The thing that disturbed me most was that the bodies had
obviously been on display awhile but had yet to be cut down by the villagers.
Evidently the Praetor’s fear held a stronger sway over the people of Hammond’s
Bend these days than it used to. I swallowed to clear my throat of a sudden
dryness and hurried past the tree with its gruesome decorations. It was nothing
to do with me, I told myself.


Approaching a middle-aged woman who was dusting leaves off
her porch with a broom, I greeted her politely.


“A fair evening, mistress.”


“I doubt it, stranger,” she said, without returning my
smile. “The clouds have been threatening all afternoon, and I think we will
have more rain before the day is out.”


She delivered this message without ever looking up from her
sweeping.


I focused my attention on the gray bun at the back of her
head, since that was all the view offered me. “Unpleasant weather then for a
traveler to be caught in,” I suggested, wincing at my own lack of subtlety.


The goodwife ignored the hint, saying, “Aye, I suppose so.”


I was surprised at her lack of hospitality because I remembered
the village folk as often willing to offer a bed and a meal in exchange for a
few coins.


I said, “I don’t suppose you could spare a dry place for me
to pass the night? I have a little money to pay for my shelter.”


“No,” she said abruptly. “I have no room for strangers under
my roof.”


Although I felt my face redden at the brisk refusal, I kept
my temper leashed and tried a different tactic, saying, “I understand. If you
could just give me a little direction then. I’m looking for as friend here. His
name is Ryce—no—Ryne, a trader. You must know him.”


Her broom pausing midsweep, her face paled.


“Get off my porch,” she said so stiffly I couldn’t tell
whether it was anger or fear that made her voice tremble.


“Pardon me?” I asked, confused.


“You heard me,” she said. “Get away from here. We don’t want
such as you in our village anymore.”


My heart picked up pace, but I kept my face expressionless,
saying, “I don’t understand. I’ve only come to look for Ryne.”


“Then look at him you will,” she said coldly. “You don’t
have to search far.”


She raised a finger, and my mouth dried as I realized she
was pointing to the row of corpses swinging beneath the elder tree.


It was a moment before I could work enough moisture back
into my mouth to ask, “What happened?”


My question was met with silence as the woman disappeared
into her house, probably bolting the door behind her.


This was more or less the reaction I received wherever I
tried to question her neighbors about the corpses in the tree. Not that I
really needed much answer. It wasn’t hard to piece together. The Fists had come
fact-hunting and Ryne and a few others of our friends had apparently been less
than circumspect about their dealings with Rideon’s band. I tried to tell
myself they’d had it coming for their carelessness. That was what Rideon would
have said, I knew. But I still couldn’t shake the heavy feeling that settled
into the pit of my stomach when I thought of the price the Hammond’s Bend folk
had paid for our friendship.


I eventually gave up my questions as night drew on and
turned my thoughts to other concerns. The sun was sinking low in the sky and
thunder rumbled ominously in the distance. Three months in the tight little hut
on a river barge had spoiled me, and I didn’t like the idea of weathering tonight’s
storm outside. I began knocking on doors and asking for a meal and a bed, but
as the goodwife had predicted, no one seemed interested in taking in a
stranger, even for a generous amount of coin. On one or two occasions, I
thought I even recognized the faces of the men and women who turned me away,
but if they remembered me they hid the fact. Recognizing an acquaintance with
one of Rideon’s band had suddenly become unlucky. With that ugly specter
looming out on the green, I couldn’t blame them. Still, understanding didn’t
help to improve my situation any.


At last, as I worked my way toward the end of the ring of
houses, one goodman took pity on me. He wouldn’t let me under his roof for the
night or even long enough to sit at his table, but he said if I was hungry I
could help myself to a handful of winter-fruit growing on the tree behind his
cabin. I could also refill my waterskin at the well behind the meeting house. I
was grateful for even this grudging concession and decided a pocketful of fruit
and a full skin of water wouldn’t be unwelcome.


It was while I was halfway up the fruit tree, head lost
among the golden leaves, that I sensed I was being watched. I feigned ignorance
and continued my fruit collecting until the furtive observer worked up enough
nerve to approach me.


“Are you stealing from Dunnel’s trees?”


I ducked down out of the leaves to get a look at the
speaker. She was a small girl, scrawny and unkempt, and dressed in gray
homespun. She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old.


“Not exactly,” I said as I picked my way down to earth.


The girl backed shyly away as my feet hit the ground, but
she didn’t flee altogether.


This was the most interest any of the Hammond’s Bend folk
had paid me yet, and I thought if I handled things right, I might improve my
situation here.


“Who’s Dunnel?” I asked as if not really interested and
turned my back on the child to pluck more fruit from the lower limbs.


After a moment I heard her sidle closer. “Dunell’s the
village head,” she told me, after a long stretch which I pretended to ignore
her. “Those are his winter-fruit trees you’re stealing from, and if he catches
you, he’ll be angrier than Mistress Barkin when the goats got into her wash.


“Or as angry as the men who hung those people in the tree beside
the meeting hall?” I asked.


I turned in time to see her eyes widen and cursed myself for
being too blunt. Not everyone had my violent childhood.


I thought the girl would run away after that, but she
surprised me by lingering.


“Mama says we’re not supposed to talk about what happened,”
she whispered conspiratorially. “But I heard one of the bad men say they wanted
people to see what could happen to all of us. He said…” she scrunched her face
in confusion, “…he said we were to tell our friends. But I’ve never had
any friends except the simple boy, Jerrit, and they hung him up in the tree
with the others.”


She looked briefly sad but seemed to shrug the emotion away
quickly. “Jerrit stinks now,” she continued matter-of-factly. “The birds used to
come and peck at him, but they don’t anymore. I don’t think there is very much
left for them to peck at.”


Suppressing a shudder at how easily she discussed such
details, I knelt to be level with her and asked, “How long have Jerrit and the
others been in the tree?”


She thought a moment. “A long time, I think. Since the day
Sunflower dropped her kids.”


I didn’t care anything about Sunflower or her kids. I tried
another approach. “Tell me about the men who hanged them,” I said. “Did they
wear armor of shiny metal? Was it black and red, like the colors on a
crest-feather’s back?”


She screwed up her face. “Maybe. It was a long time ago. But
they were loud and mean. They asked questions and one hit Dunnel. Then they
dragged Jerrit out of his sister’s house ’cause they said he was lawbreaking.”
She stumbled over the unfamiliar word before continuing. “His sister said he
didn’t do anything, but they didn’t listen. They took him and a few other
people to the tree, and they hung them up, and then they were dead. Well, not
right away, some of them weren’t, but after a while they all were.”


I felt a little queasy at her crude description. “And then
what happened?” I asked.


“The scary ones made us all stand around the tree while they
yelled about…things. About how we didn’t mind the Praetor good enough, and how
we were friends of thieves. They said if we didn’t all do what we should from
now on, we would be dead too. I don’t remember what else they said, but they
rode away later that day and Jerrit and the others have stayed in the tree ever
since. Dunnel says we’re not to take them down.”


She had drawn me a pretty clear picture of the scene, and
any question I’d had as to the Fists involvement were closed. Clearly the
Praetor had decided to take a firmer stance against the outlaws of Dimmingwood
and their friends.


I felt a stab of guilt, wondering how many more of the woods
villages would suffer similarly for their connection with us. One thing was
certain, the folk of Hammond’s Bend had paid a high price for befriending us. I
wondered if we were worthy of their loyalty but swiftly pushed the thought
aside. I had been living with Hadrian too long.


Thunder rumbled in the sky, and a few fat droplets of rain
spattered on my head and shoulders. I realized the girl was watching me.


“You’d best get indoors,” I advised her absently. “Your mama
will not want you standing around in the rain and tracking mud across her
floors when you get home.”


At my warning, she looked duly concerned, so I guessed she’d
been punished for similar infractions before. She nodded and started to run off
but had gone only a few steps before stopping and turning back.


“What about you?” she demanded. “Won’t you get all wet and
cold?”


I smiled at her concern. “I’ll be all right,” I lied. “I
like the rain.”


She bit her lip, hesitating for a moment. “We don’t take
travelers under our roof anymore,” she told me. “Da says best to take no
chances. But we’ve a shed for the goats behind our house.”


She smiled secretively. “It’d be warm and dry in there, and
Sunflower and her kids don’t take up much room. Da would never know if someone
slept there, especially if they were away early in the morning before he goes
out to feed the animals.”


My gratitude was genuine. “That sounds like a very cozy
arrangement. I just might take you up on it.”


She nodded, pleased, then wordlessly spun away and scampered
off into the rain.


I followed at a discreet distance.


 


*  
*   *


 


Sunflower was mean tempered and smelled like a walking
privy, two conclusions I arrived at within moments of bedding down in the
filthy straw of the dark little goat shed. I almost would have preferred to
sleep outside, except a steady downpour was descending now, raindrops drumming
a staccato beat on the low roof overhead. I curled up and pulled my coat more
tightly around me to keep out the cold wind swirling in through the open front
and tried to get a little rest. I eventually drifted off, listening to the howl
of the wind and the soft bleats and rustling noises of my bunkmates.


Sometime during the night I woke with a start, bolting
upright. I held my breath and tried to figure out what had awakened me. The
nanny goat was stomping her hooves, and the kids were shifting around in the
straw, but I knew it hadn’t been any of these that had jolted me awake. It hadn’t
been a sound at all, I realized, as I shook the lingering haze of sleep from my
mind.


I cast my magic sense out like a net, but it told me little
I didn’t already know. I was surrounded by unfamiliar presences, but then I was
in the midst of a village after all. What then was this warning sense of
impending doom throbbing through me? My talent had never spoken to me in such a
way before… Or was it my talent that prodded me?


My eyes darted to the spot where the bow lay in the straw.
Even in the dark I knew exactly where to find it. The suffocating sense of
dread was growing. My belly felt weak and my palms sweaty. Whatever the bow was
trying to tell me, it was a prodding I couldn’t ignore. My hands went to check
my knives, and then I snatched up the bow and its quiver and scrambled for the
entrance.


As I crawled out of the shed and into the drizzling rain, a
series of inhuman, unearthly screams split the night air, followed by a great
pounding as of many feet thundering over the earth. I whirled, trying to get my
bearings, but the uproar seemed to come from every direction at once. After a
moment’s indecision, I dashed for the green, where the greater part of the
commotion seemed to originate. I heard human screams joining with the
animal-like howls even as I approached. After rounding the corner of a cabin, I
skidded to a halt.


The green ahead was a scene from a nightmare. Everywhere was
blood and chaos amidst a scrambling, seething mass of shoving, fighting bodies.
Horrible howling monsters on two legs made up the larger part of the mass. Even
now, more of them flooded the green, brandishing spears and clubs as they
poured in from the surrounding woods. It took me a moment to see through the
thick layers of furs and feathers they had adorned themselves in to realize
they were actually humans, despite the animalistic quality of their screams.
They surged over the tiny village like swarming ants and already were beginning
to drive villagers out of their homes.


The terrified villagers fled, screaming into the night, but
most were being swiftly cut down even as they tried to make for the shelter of
the trees. The fierce invaders indiscriminately slaughtered any who fell in
their path. A few of the attackers were trying to set fire to the cabins, but
the damp eves refused to catch, and the steadily falling rain swiftly drowned
out the flickering flames. Even so, those villagers who had bolted themselves
indoors once they saw the invaders’ intent began spilling out doorways and
climbing through windows to escape the houses. Many of the villagers were
fallen upon by the enemy before they had fled a dozen steps. A few
quick-thinking individuals took up any tools at hand to defend themselves.


I took all of this in during the three seconds I hesitated
before plunging into the fray. I caught the eye of one of the attackers along
the outer fringes just as he caught sight of me, and we made straight for one
another. Just before we met, he hefted the long spear in his hand and hurled it
through the air at me. I dodged the flying javelin, feeling the rush of air as
it missed my shoulder by a hair.


In a single motion I swept my knives from their sheathes and
released one to arc through the air. The spinning blade flew true and lodged
itself deep into the throat of the oncoming enemy. The strike was a deadly one,
but the invader staggered forward a few steps, propelled by his momentum before
crashing to the ground. I slowed only long enough to retrieve my knife before
running into the thick of the fighting, armed now with the knowledge these
fearsome attackers could be killed the same as any other men.


After what seemed like an eternity but could only have been
a matter of minutes, it became clear we hadn’t a hope of driving them off. We
were vastly outnumbered and facing an enemy of warriors.


I noted a group of women and children fleeing into the open
doors of the meeting hall where evidently a large part of the village
population had taken refuge. Foolish of them, they were only trapping
themselves, saving the invaders the trouble of rounding them up. Already a
number of invaders were converging on the spot.


I fought my way through the melee, collecting as many of our
fighters as could hear my call or disengage themselves enough to answer it, and
we cleared a path to the door of the meeting hall, arriving just ahead of the
invaders. We organized ourselves enough to form a line to hold the invaders
back.


I started out at the front of this line, fighting toe to toe
against our attackers, but suddenly during the fighting, I became aware of a
sibilant wordless whisper at the forefront of my mind. I fell still and
listened to what the bow was telling me. That pause was nearly the end of me as
an enemy spearhead almost caught me in the ribs. A gray-bearded villager saved
my life by deflecting the strike.


I took the brief opportunity the villager bought me to step
behind the wall of fighters and drag the bow from my shoulder. Aiming my arrows
up and over the heads of the line of villagers, I fired away into the mass of
the enemy until the moment I reached back to find I had nothing left to shoot.
I realized then that the main body of the enemy was falling back. Why? We had
finally organized some defense, but it was scarcely enough to hold them back.


Nevertheless, many turned and flowed off into the woods.
Within minutes only small knots of fighters remained, those either too near
victory or too deeply engaged to give up the fight. I left our line of
defenders, the meeting hall now secure, and drifted off to join the smaller
frays, lending my aid to the villagers who still fought for their lives.
Sometimes I arrived in time to help, sometimes not.


The time came when I turned from slaying an invader to find
there were no more of them left. The last of the enemy were even now
disappearing into the shadows of the trees.


I stood in the center of the green and surveyed the carnage.
Despite our efforts, the village lay in ruins, the dead littering the ground
wherever I looked. Most of the bodies belonged to villagers.


I had never felt more frustrated. I had done everything I
knew how, and still I hadn’t been able to defend them in the end. Why was I
always too late to turn the tide?
















 


Chapter
Four


 


The first gray of dawn was touching the sky by the time I
finished helping the Hammond’s Bend folk drag their injured into the meeting
hall to be cared for. I stayed all that day, heaping up the corpses of the
fallen enemy for burning. There were many of them, and none of us cared to
grant them a more decent burial. Even less pleasant was the task of disposing
of the dead villagers. Lined out among the corpses, I discovered the lifeless
body of the shy little girl I had spoken to last night. I didn’t know her name,
but I memorized her face, even as I hid the sadness her death awakened in me.
The villagers needed strength now. The time for mourning would come later.


Blinking my stinging eyes, I wrapped the girl’s small body
in the rough blanket her grief-shocked mother provided and laid her gently into
the mass grave. That grieved me that we had to bury them like so many rotten
melons dumped into a single compost heap. But there was no choice. The number
of the dead was greater than that of the living, and so we did what we could.


At the end of the day, I rested on the front porch of a
cabin, exhausted. There was work yet to be done, but the sun was sinking, and
my strength ebbed low. An older village woman bade me sit and pressed a plate
of stewed potatoes in my hands. It was the first meal I’d taken since yesterday,
and I thanked her gratefully, inwardly marveling at how yesterday I had been
all but ordered from this very porch. But today this woman and her husband
couldn’t do enough for me. I was so wrapped up in enjoying the simple meal that
I didn’t immediately notice when the village head joined me on the steps.


I looked up belatedly and offered him my plate, because he
looked as worn and weak as I felt. But Dunnel refused. He had spent the day
digging graves, and his face was streaked in dirt and dried sweat. More of it
was matted in his hair. He regarded me with serious bloodshot eyes. I had no
idea what he wanted.


He said, “I don’t know what it was that brought you to us,
stranger. But there’s no question in my mind, nor I think in the minds of any
this night, that we would all be dead if not for your efforts.”


I shook my head, feeling as uncomfortable as he looked and
said, “I did nothing. You saved yourselves.”


He looked down at his hands. They were big and scarred, the
strong hands of a farmer who spent his life working the soil. But tonight they
were flecked with dried blood.


He said, “You did nothing we couldn’t have done for
ourselves, but you did everything we wouldn’t have done. If we did save
ourselves, it was you who gave us the courage to do it. You organized us when
we were too afraid to think for ourselves. If you hadn’t caused us to hold that
line—well I don’t know what would have become of us. I want to thank you on
behalf of the village. Also, to apologize for how roughly I received you last night.
Little did I know the stranger I refused to share my table with that day would
be saving my life the next.”


“You did give me winter-fruit,” I pointed out.


A weary grin split his face. “So I did.”


I sobered suddenly and asked, “Any final count of the missing?”


His smile vanished. “Fourteen, we think. But we have hopes
some of those merely fled into the woods and might yet return.”


I didn’t say anything. I didn’t need to. I was sure we both
knew how unlikely his hopes were.


He said, “What do you think will happen to the captives they
took? Why did they carry them away in the first place? The attack made no
sense. It was as if their only aim was to destroy us and steal a handful of our
people.”


“I’m afraid I have no answers,” I said. “I’ve never heard
the like.”


It had been talked of all day. Everyone wondered what manner
of people our strange attackers had been and from where they had come. But the
question that was uppermost in every mind was that of why the strangers had targeted
Hammond’s Bend. What was their goal?


Dunnel interrupted my thoughts. “I have sent a party to
Selbius to bring a report of the attack before the Praetor. Doubtless within a
few days, the village will be swarming with Fists. Again.”


I was pretty certain how he felt about that. The grim
specter of the hanging tree still loomed over the meeting hall, but I imagined
the villagers would welcome the Praetor’s men with more joy than they would a
return of the invaders. The reach of the Praetor’s arm suddenly represented
security in this isolated place.


Dunnel cleared his throat, and I sensed he was searching for
a lighter topic. We had dwelt enough on destruction for one day.


“A remarkable bow you have there,” he said and nodded toward
the weapon propped against my knee. “I’ve never seen anything of such size and
detailed workmanship. You didn’t make it yourself?”


I said vaguely, “I found it someplace a long time ago.”


“I wouldn’t mind stumbling over such a find,” he said. “You
know, I don’t think I saw you miss a shot last night, and I’m not the only one
to remark on it. Who taught you to shoot like that?”


I said, “It’s less me and more the bow that directs the
shot. Sometimes I feel like all I do is stand there and nock arrows.”


From the expression on his face, I realized I had probably
said too much. I scrubbed a weary hand across my face. I hadn’t had a full
night’s sleep in what seemed an age, and my mind was sluggish.


He caught the gesture and said, “Forgive me. I shouldn’t
batter you with small talk. You’re at the end of your strength, as are most of
us. You’ll want to find a bit of rest. I promise you no one will refuse you a
bed this day.”


I choked back a yawn even as he spoke. “A few hours of sleep
wouldn’t go amiss,” I admitted. “But there is still work to be done…”


I looked out over the chaos revealed by the pale morning sun
and suddenly felt as though I had great weights pressing down on me.


“Everything of urgency is done,” he told me. “We will rest
and tend to our wounded today.”


I disagreed. Back in the old days, Rideon never would have
let us sit back and rest after a raid from the Fists.


“You’ll want to post a watch about a mile out from the
village perimeter to give warning should another attack come,” I said. “It
doesn’t seem likely, but you and the other village heads should lay a plan of
defense in case the worst should happen. Start rooting around old attics and
barns to see what else you can dig up that’ll pass for weaponry, and I’d
suggest fortifying the meeting hall as best you can and making it your fallback
position for a last stand. It’s the most defensible building, and the only one
large enough to hold all the old folk and little ones. Once you’ve done that—”


Seeing the look on his face, I cut off abruptly.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “This is your village, and you’re the
head. I’m just a stranger passing through.”


“No, don’t be sorry,” he said. “What you advise makes sense,
and I’ll see that it’s done.”


I wasn’t accustomed to being deferred to, but if he wanted
my opinions, I wouldn’t hold back. We continued laying plans for the days to
follow until we were interrupted by one of the villagers with a question about
the weapons we had appropriated from enemy corpses. I was surprised he wanted
to talk with me instead of Dunnel. But when I looked to the village head, he
simply nodded for me to go handle it.


I almost wished he were less willing to accept my help. I
was dizzy from lack of sleep and my shoulders heavy under the weight of
exhaustion. But I followed the villager, who was full of questions about
forming a search party to go after the missing villagers.


We hadn’t gone a dozen paces when Dunnel called after me,
“By the way, stranger, you’ve never given anyone your name.”


“Ilan,” I answered over my shoulder but couldn’t be sure
whether he heard.


 


* 
 *   *


 


I spent the next two days helping with the reconstruction of
the village and joining the shifts of able bodied men and women caring for the
large number of wounded still too weak to be moved from the meeting hall to
their homes. I’d spent enough years at Javen’s elbow to have experience
changing dressings and mixing herbal concoctions to fight away infections. I
felt ridiculously ill-suited to such gentle tasks, but none of the injured died
under my care, so maybe I didn’t do so badly.


I also spent time quietly consulting with Dunnel on the
organization of the watches and the search parties sent out to comb the near
parts of the woods for the missing villagers. I even used my magic to reach out
for the missing villagers but caught no sense of them. I hadn’t really expected
to. The mysterious invaders’ attack had been well planned, so something told me
they wouldn’t have been clumsy in their retreat. I was unsurprised when we
discovered on the first day that their tracks led only a short distance into
the woods before vanishing without a trace.


At the sight of their disappearance, we made an interesting
discovery: a broad circle etched deep into the dirt, wide as a barn, with
foreign looking runes and symbols lining the edges. The footprints of our
enemies led straight to this circle, where they disappeared. The scene was
enough to unsettle the villagers and started them muttering about ancient
superstitions and forest phantoms.


But I could sense what the rest could not. My magic told me
something had been done here, something that had nothing to do with ghosts or
disappearing spells. I closed my eyes and could all but taste the fading
resonance of the Natural magic, thin and diluted like wood-smoke carried on a
distant wind. I could trace its trail, and it led to the circle, where it
vanished as if a thick door had been suddenly slammed into place, blocking me
out.


I briefly battered at the door with my magic but met with no
success. I sent seeking tendrils tracing around it, searching for any tiny
crack, any way through the barrier, but I found none. There was no way in. I
knew then that we had lost the missing villagers for good, and also lost any
chance of following our mysterious enemy back to its lair.


The search was given up soon after.


The following afternoon, the Praetor’s Fists rode into the
village. I scarcely waited for the dust of their horses to settle before
bidding Dunnel farewell and slipping quietly away.  I was no longer needed
here, and it would be foolish to risk staying.


The village head seemed to have been expecting my departure.
Perhaps he suspected more of the truth about me then he let on. And so, when I
left, it was with a full traveler’s sack slung alongside the bow across my
back. The villagers had been generous in their gratitude, and I had enough food
and old clothing stuffed into the sack to see me through a year.


It was a relief to put my back to the little village. As
much as I sympathized with the plight of the Hammond’s Bend folk, I was glad to
leave the mysterious business of the unknown attackers to the Praetor’s men and
turn my mind back to more personal plans.
















 


Chapter
Five


 


Rideon could be a hard man to locate when he didn’t care to
be found. With the Praetor’s recently heightened presence in Dimming, it made
sense for the outlaws to take to hiding now. I found remnants of their last
camp, but it was obvious it had been abandoned for some time. I spent a day
visiting the old haunts of the band. All but Red Rock. I had no desire to see
that place again.


I grew frustrated. The brigands had been thorough in
concealing the signs of their whereabouts, and I was beginning to wonder if
they had simply vanished out of being altogether.


It was at Dancing Creek that I finally ran into a bit of
luck. I found a faint, recently worn trail leading away from the stream’s edge
where I suspected the men came regularly to collect water. Of course the track
could have been made by a lone woodsman or by one of the smaller rival groups
of brigands that occasionally took up residence in Dimming. But this was the
first clue I’d come upon, and I decided to follow it.


And so I did for some time. The trouble was, I hadn’t gone
far when the trail I followed branched off into diverging paths. No matter
which I took, the result was always the same. They either faded slowly away
into a dead end or circled around and brought me back to the same place. It was
an old tactic I recognized, meant to make the trail as confusing and time
consuming to follow as possible, but I doubted when our men created it, they
had taken into account one of their own trying to find them.


I finally stopped for rest, leaning wearily against the side
of a towering elder tree. I closed my eyes briefly and let my frustrations ebb
away, breathing in the earthy scents of pine bark and decaying leaves. I was
home, I reminded myself. No matter how separated I was from the others, all was
well so long as I stood in Dimming’s shadow again.


A sudden sense of another presence was all the warning I had
before a heavy weight descended from above. My attacker fell on me, rolling me
easily to the ground. With the combined force of the landing and the weight of
my assailant, my breath rushed with a whoosh from my lungs, leaving me
struggling for air. I summoned enough strength to grapple with my unknown
attacker for a moment, rolling around on the ground, punching and biting at
anything I could reach to make him shift his weight enough for me to wriggle
free. But he was larger than I, and having evidently summed up his victim in advance,
had the sense to keep my hands out of reach of my knives. I tried every trick I
knew to get at them but couldn’t. Rot him, he was good.


I don’t know how long this wrestling match went on before I
was finally diverted from my efforts by the sound of familiar laughter and the
words, “Give over, Hound, and when I’m sure you aren’t going to slice me up
like a ham, I’ll let you go.”


I twisted my head around to get a look at my foe. It was an
awkward angle with my belly and breasts pressed to the ground, but I didn’t
need a clear view to know that twisted grin.


“Dradac!” I cried. “You scum-sucking, hog-wallowing—”


“Now, now,” he interrupted. “Is that any way to greet an old
friend?”


“Friend?”


Face in the dirt and breathless from my compressed position,
I still managed to reel off an impressive collection of insults, all applying
to the giant or his mother.


Dradac only laughed at my outrage, released his hold, and
rolled off me.


Spitting dirt, I sat up and dusted the soil and leaves from
my tunic.


“Do you derive all your amusement these days from dropping
down on unsuspecting victims and crushing their guts out their eyeballs?” I
asked.


He appeared unperturbed at my indignation. “I get a lot more
laughs out of watching them wander in circles for hours, searching for a path a
blind man could see.”


My face heated. “You’ve been spying on me all this time!” I
accused. “You could have called out and told me which way to take.”


He grinned. “But guiding isn’t a sentry’s job, is it? What is
his task? Watching, which I did very well. Anyway, you of all people ought to
remember to glance up into the trees from time to time.”


I felt my face grow warmer because it was true. I’d been
away so long all the old wariness had faded from my mind.


To hide my embarrassment, I scrambled to my feet, one hand
going back to check that the bow and my traveler’s sack were still in place.


“Anyway, what were you playing around for?” Dradac asked.
“The Hound I remember could pick her way through a briar patch, blindfolded,
without taking a scratch. You weren’t lost, were you?”


“I certainly wasn’t,” I lied peevishly. “All that tramping
around was a ploy to bring you out of hiding so you could lead the way to the
new camp.”


He grinned slyly. “Then you couldn’t find the camp?”


“Obviously not, or I wouldn’t be looking for it,” I snapped,
losing patience. “Anyway, what does it matter how I found you? The point is I’m
here now. Aren’t you going to ask me where I’ve been? Or did you fail to notice
I was even gone?”


“I could hardly miss that,” he said. “I’ve been taking up
the slack around camp ever since you and the priest boy disappeared.”


He sobered. “I was worried about you, Ilan. Everyone else
said you and the boy priest had run off together for good, but I never believed
that. Knew nothing could make you give up Dimming of your own will.”


It was typical of him not to ask any questions, but I
answered what I knew was on his mind anyway. “Terrac and I ran into Fists at
Red Rock. He was captured and taken to the city. I followed him.”


I was surprised how short the explanation was once I trimmed
out the details.


“Terrac didn’t come back with you?”


“No,” I said simply.


Again another man might have demanded explanations but not
Dradac. All he said was, “I’m just as glad he didn’t. Rideon was red to match
his name when he found out the boy broke his oath and took off.”


I started to offer excuses for Terrac but realized abruptly
that I didn’t want to talk about him anymore. His betrayal was still fresh, and
there was another nameless emotion mixed in with the hurt. It seemed best to
keep him out of my mind.


As if sensing my feelings, Dradac changed the subject. “It’s
good to have you back at least. I was beginning to think I’d never lay eyes on
you again.”


He stood back and, narrowing his eyes, said, “But there’s
something different about you…”


He pointed to the bow poking up over my shoulder, asking,
“What’s that?”


I suppressed a grimace. Why was the bow always the first
thing anybody noticed?


“It’s nothing,” I said, “I showed it to you before I left
Dimmingwood, remember? I acquired it the night Brig died.”


“Seems familiar, now you mention it,” he agreed, his gaze
slowly leaving the weapon and returning to my face. “You’ve aged since you were
gone, Hound. What happened to you in the city?”


I dodged the question. “I’m only a year older. You just
haven’t seen me for a bit, so you forgot what I looked like.”


“No, never that,” he disagreed, but he let the subject drop.
“You’ll be eager to see the others, I suppose. Especially the Hand.”


“How is he?” I asked.


“The same,” Dradac said. “He never changes.”


“And Javen and all the rest?”


“Still here, and they’ll be surprised to see you. Now should
I lead the way? Or would you prefer me to spin you in circles and send you back
to the maze for another try? I’ll bet you’d stumble over the camp, given
another day or two.”


I smiled and said, “Just take me home.”
















 


Chapter
Six


 


Boulder’s Cradle was the new home of the band. As soon as I approached
the massive hill of rock rising above the treetops, I wondered that I hadn’t
thought it the obvious choice before. It had everything needed to keep our men
through any season or weather. Its caves provided shelter for the outlaws with
ample room for hoarding supplies.  Dancing Creek was only a short walk
away, and this part of the woods was usually thick with game.


At the perimeter of the camp, we were hailed by a sentry,
but on recognizing us, he passed us through with no more than a wave and a shout
of welcome. The day was drawing to a close, the sun dipping toward the edge of
the horizon when we entered the outlaw camp. My arrival was greeted with a
small stir. There were shouts of welcome, questions about my disappearance, and
a bit of friendly back-pounding from those who knew me best.


Rideon’s greeting was surprisingly enthusiastic. I had
imagined I would be in the rain for a while over my irresponsible
disappearance, but when I gave a rough explanation of my hasty departure and
the time I had spent away, the entire episode was generally treated as a great
joke. Rideon displayed as much amusement as anybody and professed himself
greatly pleased to have one of his oldest members returned to our number.


But I knew him well enough to know he was merely being the
typical Red Hand and playing to his audience. He didn’t especially care one way
or another about my return. It surprised me, the twinge of disappointment I
felt at that knowledge. I’d been away for a while, but things hadn’t changed
much here in Dimming. I had only been home for a few hours, and I was already
slipping back into my old role as the hopeful hound, eager for my captain’s
approval.


Later that night, as we all sat around the campfire, the old
story was repeated among the outlaws of the time Terrac and I outsmarted the
Fists and stole Brig’s corpse from under their noses. I listened with amusement
to the embellished details of my heroism, but at the same time, was newly
struck by the strangeness of the fact that my sole claim to affection among
these people lay in the snatching of a dead body. I thought at this rate I’d
have to steal a new corpse every year to keep up my popularity.


But despite this turn to my thoughts, it was good to be back
among my people again.


There were four in particular, who kept close to me that
evening: Dradac, Javen, Kipp, and Nib. The others were expected, but Nib’s
welcome was a surprise, since he had never had any special fondness for me
before. Then I remembered that incident a few years ago when we had shared the
burden of keeping Terrac alive. Maybe that occasion had formed something of an
interest, if not exactly a friendship, between us.


At one point during the night, Rideon joined us at the fire,
and after a time, I built up my nerve sufficiently to approach him. I told him
quietly about the events I had witnessed and taken part in during the attack on
Hammond’s Bend. He listened in silence, his only reaction coming when I told
how we had sought unsuccessfully to track the invaders back to their lair. I
hesitated over the part about the ring in the ground and its magical barrier,
because I didn’t know how to explain my sense of the magic without admitting
myself to be a user of it—something I would never willingly confess before so
many.


But it didn’t matter because Rideon didn’t give me time to
get that far.


I looked up to find his face darkening at my telling.


“You attempted to follow them?” he demanded, “Without
sending word to me? Without awaiting my orders?”


The response wasn’t what I had anticipated, and I was
startled that his anger seemed directed at me, rather than the murderous
attackers.


“Yes,” I admitted. “I thought you’d want to know all that
could be learned of the invaders. I did what I thought you would have done
under the same circumstances. ”


He waved a hand, giving me permission to continue, and I did
so, although there wasn’t much left to tell. I concluded by explaining that I
had brought the information to him as soon as possible.


When I had finished my tale, he said, “And do you imagine
this attack you bring word of is news to me, Hound? Did you think anything of
consequence could occur in Dimming, and I remain ignorant of it? Our scouts
range wider than they once did now that the Fists are a strong presence in our
territory. The discovery of Red Rock and Mole Hill
last summer taught us a hard lesson. We paid a heavy price for allowing
ourselves to go uninformed, and it’s a mistake I don’t intend to make again.”


“Then you also know about the executions at Hammond’s Bend?”
I asked.


“No great surprise there,” he said. “The woods villagers
grew careless. Someone talked too much and many suffered for the mistake.”


I was disturbed at what little effect their deaths seemed to
have had on him. After all, those people had died because of their involvement
with us. But it was his lack of interest in the mysterious raid that most took
me by surprise.


“What plans are being made to defend against future
attacks?” I asked.


“None. I know something of these strange invaders and don’t
believe they’re any threat to our band. Let them pillage a few of the forest
settlements until they’ve lost their blood-lust and spent their resources. Soon
enough they’ll satisfy themselves and go back to where they came from. The band
will keep out of their path in the meantime and let the Fists deal with them.”


I said, “How can you be so certain the attacks will end?
Surely what affects the wood villages will eventually affect all of us.”


He looked scornful. “I tell you I’ve looked into it and am
fully capable of handling the situation. Trust your captain, Hound. I know what
we’re dealing with.”


But did he, I wondered. Did he really? Perhaps I had been
away from home too long because suddenly I found it hard to find the
unquestioning faith I had once stored in Rideon. It was all very well for him
to tell me to trust him, but he hadn’t been the one caught up in the attack at
Hammond’s Bend. He hadn’t watched the villagers’ deaths and witnessed the
fierceness of the enemy.


But I tried to quash my doubts. Hadn’t the Hand taken care
of us this many years?


Maybe he saw the emotions crossing my face as I wrestled
with old allegiances and new questions, because he rested a firm hand on my
shoulder, the first time I ever remembered him doing such a thing.


I barely refrained from flinching. The friendly gesture
seemed so unnatural from this man who had always stood alone and above the
pack, above this little dog most especially, that I was taken aback.


His smile was like a dash of cold water. “Talk to Ada, the newest
member of our band,” he said. “She can explain a few things to you and maybe
you’ll trust her, a stranger, where you no longer believe in your captain.”


Shortly afterward, I did seek out this mysterious Ada
person, but she seemed to have vanished, and no one could tell me where to find
her.


That night, I bedded down along with dozens of others within
the main cave of the Cradle. This den was larger than that at Red Rock. We all
had more space to spread out, but I regretted not having my private cubby as I
had in our old lair. I missed the roar of the rushing waters that used to echo
above me while I slept.


 


*  
*   *


 


Sometime during the restless night I awoke and left my
blankets. I tread carefully over the darkened forms sleeping around me to slip
out the mouth of the cave. Seeking fresh air and solitude, I clambered up a
pile of boulders along the side of the cave, until I stood atop the hill of
rock.


Here I settled down to lie on my back and look up at the
stars. This was one of the few places in Dimmingwood that was high enough above
the treetops to afford a broad view of open sky. I closed my eyes and reveled
in the sounds and scents that meant home to me. The smell of wood-smoke left
over from our smoldering campfire drifted on the wind and mingled with the
nearly overpowering scent of pine and elder trees. From this height, I could
only distantly hear the singing of the crickets and the chorus of the tree
frogs below, but the rustle of the treetops in the soft night breeze still made
its way to my ears.


Unthinkingly, I cast out my talent around me like a web,
savoring the familiar presences below. Dradac was moving around down there,
possibly on his way out to relieve one of the sentries. Rideon felt quiet,
probably sleeping. It was the same with Kipp and Illsman. And there was
Kinsley. In my mind’s eye, I could envision him curled directly beneath me.
With the reassurance of so many friends at hand, my restless thoughts grew
quiet, and I felt myself drifting toward sleep.


A stealthy footfall crunched on the gravel behind me. I
didn’t need to sit up or open my eyes. I asked, “Are you the new member? The
one called Ada?”


I felt her brief hesitation in the silence before she came
to join me. “How did you know?” she asked.


I shrugged, unwilling to explain that hers was the only
unfamiliar presence I sensed in the camp.


“Practice,” I said, as if that explanation made any sense.
“What brings you up here? Couldn’t sleep down there with the crowd?”


“No. Kinsley and Lanigan snore like pigs. Anyway, Rideon told
me you had questions about the strangers that have been raiding the woods
villages. This information isn’t to go beyond you and me, as Rideon says
there’s no sense in stirring up the men. But he thinks it can do no harm for
you to know.”


Giving up thoughts of sleep, I rolled over and sat up. I was
surprised when I caught my first look at the female outlaw. In the moonlight
her skin glowed white, even paler than mine. Her silvery hair was tinted blue.
I knew at a glance she wasn’t one of the interbred domesticated Skeltai
descendents like my family and I. She was the real thing.


I should have been the last person to stare, but this was
the first time I’d come face to face with one of my cousins from across the
Provincial border.


“You needn’t look at me like that,” she said wryly. “I won’t
skin and devour you. I’ve lived in the Provinces most of my life and am fairly
civilized.”


“Of course,” I said, although I had no idea whether I
believed her. Just being this close to a pure-blooded Skeltai savage was unsettling.
Remembering Hadrian’s theory that the race had a stronger strain of magic than
most, I had many questions for her. But none of them were the sort of thing you
asked someone on your first meeting.


Instead, I said, “I don’t understand. If you’re one of the
sav—uh, if you’re one of them— how did you come to be this side of the
border? Everybody knows Skeltai don’t leave their lands and haven’t for a
hundred years or more.”


“Everybody are idiots,” she said. “Half the things
they say of us aren’t true and I should know. I was born and raised in the
Black Forest edging Dimming, just along the provincial border. Actually, it’s
also the kingdom border—”


“I know my geography,” I interrupted.


She ignored me and went on. “When I was a wee one, my family
used to attend the blood rites on Sacrificial Night. Of course that wasn’t what
we called them over there. In our tongue it would be the barra-clease on
Sagara-Nouri.”


Even knowing how closely she was watching me, I couldn’t
repress a shudder at mention of the famously gruesome festivals of our heathen
neighbors.


Ada continued. “I didn’t like it much, all that killing just
for the sake of killing, and against prisoners who had no sporting chance.
Guess cruelty’s not too thick in my blood. Anyway, at some point I came to an
age where I thought to myself, if I’m going to spend my life slaughtering
strangers, I might at least be making a profit of it. My Meherra—that’s
mother—wanted me to be a Moondancer, to spend the seasons in worship at the
temple. But that idea didn’t suit me much. Even at a young age, I realized I
didn’t believe in the Skeltai gods and had no taste for the killing they were
supposed to delight in.”


She paused thoughtfully. “I met a dark-skinned trader from
the Provinces, who taught me the ways and language of his people. He persuaded
me to leave behind the magic and rituals of my race.”


I sat up straighter. “Did you say magic?”


She eyed me thoughtfully. “That’s right. The Skeltai are
powerful in the dark arts and incorporate their uses into most aspects of
life.”


“I know that,” I lied. “Tell me more about the magic of your
people.”


She snorted. “They’re not my people. I left that life
behind when I was scarcely more than a child, running away from my family and crossing
over into the provinces. This is home to me now.”


“Yes, all right,” I agreed impatiently. “But explain the
Skeltai magic to me.”


“There’s little to tell beyond rituals and sacrifices,
spells and incantations. You know the foolish things superstitious people will
believe in. If you wring a chicken’s neck over your grandmother’s grave on
seventh night, she’ll awake to tell you secrets from beyond…”


“Does that really work?” I asked eagerly.


“No.” She looked at me as if I were a simple. “I was just
giving an example. But truly, you’ve come to the wrong person to learn anything
about Skeltai magic. My Meherra’s second brother was a Sageuon, a
shaman, of my tribe, but I only journeyed to the temple once a year for Sagara
Nouri. I was too young then to pay attention to anything but the blood.  I
was clumsy and fumble-witted throughout my youth, and my family gave up
attempting to teach me even small magic spells early on. Maybe that figured
into my decision to leave …”


She trailed off for a moment as if lost in the memories and
then shook herself before asking, “Can you guess how I’m familiar with the
invaders?”


“Because they’re Skeltai war parties?”


It would explain a lot, not least of which was how the
invading warriors managed to create a magic circle to transport them away from
Hammond’s Bend.


But I kept some of these thoughts to myself. I couldn’t have
her asking how I recognized that the circle was magic. I wasn’t prepared to
admit my experience on the subject, not even to someone who confessed to being
a full-blooded Skeltai.


What I did say was, “Rideon is convinced the Skeltai raiders
are no threat to the outlaws. He thinks they’ll attack the villages for a
while, grow bored of the slaughter, and go home. Do you think that’ll happen?”


She snorted. “Of course not. Why should they stop at the
raiding of a few villages when there’s no one fighting them back? It’s too
easy. Anyway, Skeltai never tire of bloodshed. Rideon doesn’t know of what he
speaks


I checked the defense that nearly leapt to my lips. Old habit
prompted me to defend the Hand but even I had to admit his thinking seemed
irrational.


I said, “What do you think they’re after, these Skeltai?
There was no looting at Hammond’s Bend. They came out of nowhere and left as
suddenly as they appeared. We looked over every cabin afterwards and not so
much as a spoon was taken. It really seemed like their only intention was to
create havoc, murder a number of people, and run off with a handful of others
as captives. What was their aim?”


“You have said it,” she answered. “To steal away the
villagers. At least, that’s what I believe, although I’ve never known them to
reach so far for their captives. I remember stories my Meherra used to frighten
me with as a child. Threats of how the Sageuon would send their warriors out to
snatch up evil-doers to sacrifice for the Sagara Nouri.”


“Sacrifices?” I repeated. “You aren’t saying the Skeltai are
snatching villagers out of Dimmingwood to use in their bloody rites?”


She shifted uncomfortably. “Sagara Nouri is approaching,”
she admitted.  “This year the sacrifices have special religious
significance, according to the Skeltai calendar. I think that’s why they’re
suddenly reaching this far for new victims. They do a series of smaller blood
rites in the months building up to the big night.”


I swallowed my disgust. “Why? What started all of this?”


She shrugged. “It could be there’s a drought in the Black
Forrest and the people want to appease the gods with fresh blood. Could just be
extra rites to mark the death of someone important or the confirmation of a new
High Sageuon. We can’t do more than guess.”


I glared into the darkness, remembering the destruction at
Hammond’s Bend, thinking of a certain little girl I had buried there, and
imagining the fates of the villagers who had been taken for sacrifice.


I said, “If these savages think we’ll allow them to continue
snatching our people unopposed, they’ll soon discover otherwise.”


She said, “Maybe we should let the Praetor’s Fists deal with
it.”


“The Fists aren’t clever enough to root out a nest of
outlaws at their front door,” I pointed out. “I think we can consider any help
from them little better than opposition. No, it’s up to us to find a way to
push the invaders out.”


“Rideon has forbidden involvement.” She wasn’t protesting,
just reminding me.


“Then he’s wrong,” I said, my view of life and the world
reordering itself as I spoke the words. “If the Red Hand can’t be made to see
the consequences this will have on all of us—”


Ada said, “I’ve tried to talk to him—”


But I didn’t let her finish. “If he won’t interfere in
events and refuses to use the strength of the band to defend the wood villagers
and keep the Skeltai out of our territory, then I’ll do it without him. No, we
will do it without him. I know our men, perhaps better than Rideon himself
knows them. Once they understand what’s happening in Dimmingwood, most will
want to step forward and fight to defend what’s ours.”


Ada looked as surprised at my rebellious declaration as I
was. But all she said was, “And what of Rideon? What will he do to those who
enter the fight against his wishes?”


I considered that. “Maybe he doesn’t have to know. Maybe it
doesn’t need to be that kind of a fight.”


“I don’t understand. There’s only one way to go about a
war.”


“I’m not so certain. Let me think about it. In the mean
time, do me a favor, would you?”


“What?”


“I want a meeting tomorrow night at Horse Head Rock. All the
outlaws should know the truth of what’s happening.”


“Rideon ordered secrecy,” she reminded me. “Once you defy
him, there’ll be no going back.”


“I’m not going to defy him, not openly anyway. But can I
trust you not to tell him what’s passed between us?”


She shrugged. “Why not? Us savages might as well stick
together.”


“Don’t say that. I’m no Skeltai. I was born right here in
the Province.”


“Say what you will,” she said, “but you’ve my fair hair and
skin. Neither of us will ever quite fit in among normal folk.”


“Speak for yourself. As for me, I’m right where I belong.
But I’ve been away awhile, while you’ve been here in Dimming. You know the
moods of the outlaws these days—who can be trusted and who’ll go running to
Rideon.”


I chewed on my thumbnail. “Kinsley’s Rideon’s creature, I
know that. Dradac will help us. And Kipp, I think. Maybe Javen…” I let my voice
trail off, mentally counting how many supporters I could be certain of.


As if following my thoughts, Ada said, “I think you’ll be
disappointed at how few will be prepared to listen to you. Rideon’s followers
are loyal.”


“Maybe, but we’ll make do with what we can get.”


She fell silent, and I wondered how far I could trust even
her. There was a time when I would have had another companion to back me up.


Looking out over the dark treetops of Dimmingwood, I
wondered briefly where Terrac was tonight and if he were well, before
dismissing him from my mind. I had a rebellion to plot.
















 


Chapter
Seven


 


Despite Ada’s pessimistic prediction, there were over a
dozen of us gathered at Horse Head Rock the following night. I made it a point
to be the first one there, although it took some doing to get off my watch
early without creating suspicion. I needed to make it clear I was
wholeheartedly serious about this scheme, and by being there to greet each
outlaw as he arrived, I hoped I was fixing it in all their minds that I was
taking the bulk of the risk and responsibility for this treasonous meeting.


Dradac kept at my elbow, trying to wheedle out of me the
truth behind all the secrecy, but I kept my silence until I was certain
everyone who meant to attend had filtered in. When the men started shifting
impatiently at the prolonged wait, I exchanged looks with Ada, who gave a
slight nod. It was time. The gathering fell silent as I scrambled to the top of
the big rock shaped like a horse’s head where I could look out over my small
audience.


No verbal agreement had been made between Ada and I, but I
had settled it in my mind that I should be the one to open the meeting. If
things didn’t go as planned, I wouldn’t have her taking the blame for my idea.
Looking out over the expectant faces, each palely lit beneath the light of the
full moon, I almost lost my nerve. How could I be certain none of them would
betray me to Rideon? I took a deep breath and the moment of uncertainty passed.


I said, “Friends, I know many of you are wondering why we’re
here. Maybe some have already guessed and come to lend your voices to the
discussion, while others attend out of curiosity. First, let me say that
whatever your reasons, I’m glad you all chose to come. Secondly, I have to warn
you that the things we’ll discuss in this circle tonight are of a secretive
nature. Any of you who cannot hold your tongues are given this final
opportunity to leave.”


There was an indignant stirring within the group at this,
but I had to be clear on the point. Rideon wasn’t the man to tolerate
dissention and anyone speaking up tonight would risk everything on the silence
of the rest.


I held up a hand to still the murmurings, saying, “I’m
sorry. I know I can, and have, trusted many of you with my life in the past. You’ve
all been deemed dependable men—if it was otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”


A balding man I recognized as one of Dradac’s friends spat
and stepped forward.  “As both Rideon and his second in command are
absent, would I be safe in guessing what you’ve got to say doesn’t meet with
the Hand’s approval?” he asked.


I hesitated before admitting, “Rideon hasn’t forbidden this
meeting, but only because he has no notion of its existence. If he did, we
would not, any of us, be here. That is the reason for the secrecy.”


I held my breath, but no one stormed away yet. There were a
few uneasy glances, but most shrugged and waited to hear what would be said
next. Relived to have kept my audience this far, I launched into an explanation
of the Skeltai raids and of Rideon’s determination to keep the facts from his
outlaws.


Everyone had heard of the attacks but few knew the details.
As I told how the villagers at Hammond’s Bend had been slaughtered by the
Skeltai invaders, I sensed their growing anger at the fate that had befallen
our woods allies. I emphasized the cowardly nature of the attacks, and the way
the enemy had sprung out of nowhere in the dead of night. I didn’t give any
dire predictions but insinuated a similar fate could befall us or others of our
friends at any time. When I had finished the tale, I called up the two scouts
who had been the first to bring Rideon news of the destruction at Hammond’s
Bend. I had instructed Ada to be sure to install them in the audience to lend
weight to our case.


They now gave chilling descriptions of the sights they had
encountered and the barbaric treatment of the helpless villagers. When they
left off speaking, Ada came forward and gave the others the same information
she had shared with me on the blood rites leading up to the Skeltai celebration
of Sagara Nouri. This was a calculated move on my part, saving the gruesome
fates of the stolen villagers as the final words the outlaws would hear.


When Ada fell silent, I decided it was time to play my final
card. I announced, “Ada has told me that as soon as our scouts came to Rideon
to report the attack on Hammond’s Bend, she realized the connection. She
recognized the descriptions she was given of the raiders and identified them to
Rideon by one of the weapons they left behind. One of the scouts brought this.”


Ada brought out the Skeltai spear I had instructed her to
bring and held it out for the others to examine. She pointed out light etchings
spiraling down the shaft of the weapon and told us, “These are magical runes
spelled by the Skeltai shamans to grant the bearer of the weapon great strength
and skill.” She fingered the bits of feathers and bones strung on a leather
thong around the spear head, and I realized for the first time the resemblance
they bore to the ornaments she wore braided into her own silver-blue locks.


“These are Skeltai ornaments meant to protect the warrior,”
she explained. “And the spearhead is made of the red-streaked stone beyond the
Black Forest.”


To emphasize that point, she drew a dagger with a similar
blade from the inside of her boot and passed it around for examination. “A
relic of my past,” she admitted.


One outlaw snatched the blade, and on comparison, had to
admit the two weapons bore an unmistakable similarity. Others murmured
agreement.


Now was the time to tell them everything. I said to the
gathering, “I didn’t call you all together only to disclose who was behind the
attack on Hammond’s Bend. I came here tonight with the intention of asking your
help. I want to hunt the Skeltai raiders down, or barred the means to do that,
at least find a way to thwart them from crossing into Dimmingwood again. I
can’t accomplish either objective alone.”


The outlaw Nib had a question. “Are we to take it this
hunting down of Skeltai is meant to be carried out without Rideon’s knowledge?
Surely there can be no other reason why he’s not standing among us now.”


I hid my surprise that the observation came from Nib. I had
never suspected the burly man of possessing the wit to get out more than three-word
sentences.


I answered bluntly, “Rideon has forbidden the band’s
involvement in this matter, so any man who wishes to join the cause will do so
counter to his orders. I intend to keep our activities as secret as possible,
but I won’t lie to you—there will always be a chance someone in our circle may
betray our plans to Rideon. Or even that Rideon himself will simply become
suspicious. He is known, after all, for being a difficult man to fool.”


“He is that,” the outlaws agreed, some with low chuckles of
pride.


I wasn’t disturbed by their admiration for our captain. Part
of me still shared it, even as the newer and wiser part knew our affection was
misplaced.


Keeping the movement discreet, I reached a hand back to
stroke the smooth wooden arm of the bow slung across my back. At my caress, a
soft voiceless whisper stirred to wakefulness in the recesses of my mind.
Reassured by the contact, I turned my attention back to the men before me, to
see that Dradac at the forefront of the gathering was looking at me strangely.


I met his gaze with what I hoped was a reassuring look.


Then I told the others, “I’m as devoted to Rideon as any of
you. But I think we can agree that for once…” I struggled for the right words,
ones that would make my point without seeming like an attack against the Hand.
“I don’t believe this particular order of his to be the best,” I said at last.


Dradac’s asked, “And exactly what is it you would have us
do?”


I had anticipated the question and had my answer ready. “We
already have a strong observation network throughout most of Dimming and the
woods villages. Rideon himself has boasted to me of the wide range of his spy
network. I propose we put together a similar network or even set to work
winning over Rideon’s own spies to our cause. They can still make their regular
reports to Rideon, but there will be other more detailed reports for our ears
alone. For example, I don’t think any of us have any notion yet as to how the
Skeltai move their warriors from one location to the next with such speed. I
know I haven’t been able to figure it out. But even the stealthiest of armies
cannot pass through Dimming unmarked by those who know how to look for them.
Our scouts will comb the forest daily for sign of them.


Our spies in the woods villages will be quick to get word to
us of an army on the move. We should be prepared to act at the first suggestion
of another attack. In this way, I believe we have a chance at preventing
another tragedy like Hammond’s Bend.”


Seeing they weren’t thoroughly convinced yet, I hesitated
before adding, “I won’t pretend my motives for this scheme are entirely
unselfish. I suspect a number of you are inwardly asking the question, what is
it to us what becomes of the woods villagers?


True, we’ve an alliance against the Fists but are we bound
to risk our lives for their protection? We’re thieves after all, and by
definition, care first for ourselves. Why defend our neighbors?”


The number of guilty faces looking back at me proved I had
read their thoughts accurately.


I said, “You’re right to ask yourselves these questions. And
the answer is no, we aren’t obligated to aid the woods folk. In similar
circumstances, I doubt they would do as much for us.”


Nods followed my words but I didn’t let them get too
comfortable. I said, “But let me ask you something, my brothers. If we turn a
blind eye to the Skeltai raids, how long do you think it will be before the
savages turn next on us? We’ve always held out against the Fists, but how well
will we stand against a fierce enemy like the Skeltai? An enemy we know little
about, one with unknown mystical powers at its disposal.”


A thoughtful silence fell over the gathering. I suspected it
was my final reminder of the Skeltai magic that had really captured their
consideration. Many of these men had spent a lifetime beneath Dimming’s shadow
and woods folk were always a superstitious lot.


After a prolonged silence Dradac cleared his throat. I tried
not to tense, for fear everyone would see how uncertain I was. “You make a good
point, Ilan,” he said. “I, for one, am willing to join you in a fight against
the raiders. You have also my vow of silence on all things related to
this…secret circle of yours.”


I smiled. I should have known my old friend wouldn’t abandon
me when I was depending on his support. The others were quick to come forward
after that, one by one, giving their pledges of support. By the end of it all,
only two men had refused involvement out of loyalty to Rideon, and from them,
we easily extracted vows of silence. If they wouldn’t join our rebellion,
neither would they do anything to oppose it.


At the conclusion of the meeting, our inner circle contained
eleven members, and Ada confided to me she might find a couple more, given time
to sound things out. It was a small start, but I was satisfied.
















 


Chapter
Eight


 


It was exactly three days after the forming of the inner
circle that we met with our first success. Two of our members sent out on
reconnaissance came upon the discovery of a lone Skeltai scout stalking a tiny
settlement along the Dimming Road. Our men became overly enthusiastic, and
rather than setting one of them to tail the Skeltai, and the other to report
back to us, they decided to jump him alone. They managed to take the Skeltai
alive but not without sustaining minor injuries to themselves as well as
presenting the rest of us with a dilemma.


We had no place to keep a prisoner, no predetermined form
for dealing with an uncooperative one, and perhaps most important, no notion of
how to keep this particular captive a secret from the rest of our band. Rideon
had kept a prisoner or two for ransom in the past, but then we had just bound
them up and tossed them into Red Rock cave with a guard assigned to them. We
could hardly take this prisoner to Boulder’s Cradle and parade him in front of
Rideon and the men. This was business of the circle and had to be kept quiet.


But it was hard to keep a snarling yowling Skeltai warrior
quiet. We stuffed rags in his mouth, bound him thoroughly with rope, and for
want of a better plan, took him to an abandoned woodsman’s shack Nib knew of a
little distance from Horse Head Rock.


The shack was ill-constructed,
and all but caving in at the roof, but seemed ideal for our purpose as it was
an hour’s walk from Boulder’s Cradle—far enough distant that no one
inconvenient was likely to stumble over it.


Once we had our prisoner safely stashed away came the
debacle of what we were to do with him next. Attempts were made to question
him, but he spoke not a word of our tongue, or if he did, refused to acknowledge
it. I would have called for Ada to interpret, but she was away on an errand for
Rideon. And so, I was left to deal with the situation.


I stood in the center of the crumbling little shack, dust
motes swirling around me, and a stiff wind cutting through the cracks in the
walls. I knew I faced my first test as leader of our circle. Just now I wished
to be anything but leader.


I glared at the prisoner trundled into a dark corner who was
the cause of my dilemma. It struck me that the Skeltai didn’t seem in the least
intimidated by his situation. I had never seen a prisoner appear so at ease.


I vented my annoyance on the men I considered most
responsible for bringing this situation about. “If you’d only had the sense to
follow him instead of attacking him,” I snapped at the men who had made the
capture, “we might have learned something useful. We could have seen where he
was going, if he was meeting others, and discerned something of their plans.”


The outlaw pair shifted nervously. “We didn’t want to risk the
savage escaping,” one of them explained nervously.


I said, “The only danger of his escaping would have been if
he’d magicked a circle into the ground beneath his feet to drop into!”


They exchanged uneasy glances and I realized that was
exactly what they had feared he might do. And who was I to say he couldn’t. How
much did we really know about these people anyway? Ada was our only source of
knowledge on Skeltai magic, and even she admitted herself to be of little use,
since she didn’t possess the skill.


I frowned at the bound Skeltai warrior heaped in the corner
and wondered if he was likely to disappear in a poof of smoke at any moment. It
was an unnerving thought.


“Get yourselves cleaned up,” I told the two outlaws. “Hide
your injuries or invent a likely story as to how you came by them.”


They had taken a few cuts and bruises in their skirmish with
the Skeltai. We would just have to hope nobody decided to be overly curious
about how they’d acquired them.


Their footsteps moved away, and already I forgot them. I
moved to stand over the Skeltai in the corner, and he gave a little start at my
approach. Maybe it was crazy, but I had the brief impression there was
recognition in his eyes.


“Take the rags out of his mouth,” I told Nib.


Nearby, Dradac frowned and said, “We’ve already questioned
him. He doesn’t speak the civilized tongue, and even if he did, I got the firm
impression he wouldn’t tell us anything.”


I noticed he had helped the prisoner into a sitting position
that was probably more comfortable than the one we had dumped him in.


“Dradac, why don’t you go looking for Ada again?” I
suggested.


“I just got back from searching for her not an hour ago. I
told you, she’s not to be found.


My gaze didn’t leave the prisoner. “So go out and make a
long circuit of the perimeter. We don’t want unwelcome folk stumbling in on
us.”


I thought he would protest, but he must have realized then
why I wanted to be rid of him. I had a great affection and respect for the man,
but as leader of the circle, I couldn’t afford to let his sympathy for our
captive get in my way.


Dradac’s mouth clicked shut, and I waited for him to
withdraw. Instead he said, “Thanks, but I’ll stay.” He sounded reluctant but
determined.


“Fine.” I shrugged and nodded for Nib to remove the rags
from the prisoner’s mouth. Then I squatted down level with the Skeltai. His
eyes hadn’t left me all this while, but it wasn’t until I was close to him that
I realized it wasn’t me alone. He was equally interested in my bow. As the
savage and I stared at one another, I thought he should have seemed frightened.
He was in a strange place and surrounded by so many enemies. But his expression
was stony. If he felt fear, he gave no sign.


This was my first chance to get a good look at a Skeltai
warrior, and I took my time getting to know the face of my enemy. His silvery
blue hair was waist length and strung into a multitude of tiny braids with long
feathers and bits of bone that rattled whenever he moved his head. His most
startling feature was the blood-red paint covering his face and body. Only
glimmers of skin as pale as milk showed through. It was skin that looked
unnervingly familiar because it was so like mine. But I wouldn’t think about
that right now, wouldn’t consider the possibility that this savage and I shared
common ancestors.


Because he was clad only in a loincloth, I could see the
collection of wicked looking scars tracing his arms and torso. These were no
battle scars, as I might have expected, but trailing designs, intricate shapes
and swirls that were almost graceful. I wondered if the carvings were
self-inflicted or if he had allowed someone to etch designs into his skin.
Considering how much of the Skeltai culture was magic related, I wondered if
these scars could have a more sinister purpose than mere decoration. Maybe they
had something to do with spells.


I shook aside my uneasiness. The prisoner was flesh and
blood, no different from the rest of us.


Our captive had been studying me even as I examined him, and
it was clear he had something on his mind. His eyes kept flickering to the bow.
By this time I was used to people’s unusual reactions when they noticed the
weapon for the first time but his was more marked than most.


I reached over my shoulder to stroke the smooth wood of the
bow’s arm. “You know something about this?” I asked the prisoner, never
removing my fingers from the wood. I felt the bow stir slightly to life beneath
my touch.


The prisoner scowled. “I know the barra-banac.”


I started at the heavily accented words, the first
understandable syllables he had uttered. So he could speak the common tongue if
he chose.


“What is this barra-banac? Is that what you call my
bow?” I asked.


He only looked at me scornfully.


In the face of his silence, I tried a different tact. “Tell
me how the Skeltai warriors travel so quickly from the Black Forest to
Dimmingwood,” I commanded. “It is an immense distance, yet you cover it quickly
and invisibly. Is this done by magic?”


I thought of the circle we’d found etched in the ground near
Hammond’s Bend and remembered the lingering sense of fresh magic still on the
air. How it had felt almost as if a door had been shut and locked in the face
of any who would follow through the portal.


I took a guess.  “Is it only your shamans who can
operate the portals, or do all of you have that ability? How far can they
transport you and for how long does the magic hold them open?”


A sudden change come over the prisoner’s face. His lips
remained set in a flat line but his eyes took on a vacant look as if he stared
straight through me to some invisible place beyond. I had never seen a
breathing being look less alive.


Unnerved, I forgot all my questions. I waved a hand before
his face and received no response, not even the batting of an eye.


“What’s he doing?” Nib breathed nervously from behind me.
“Is it some heathen mind trick?”


“Maybe it’s the Skeltai magic,” Dradac suggested.


I didn’t respond to either outlaw but stretched out with my
talent, seeking any foreign threads of magic surrounding the prisoner. There
were none. Whatever he did, he did within his own mind.


“I think it’s just a rigid form of concentration,” I said.
“He doesn’t want to talk so he mentally takes himself someplace where he
doesn’t have to.


Nib frowned. “Well he may think he’s escaped inside a dream
world of his making, but he won’t be staying there long.”


He seized the Skeltai by the hair and slammed his head back
hard against the wall, before shouting in his face, “Answer the questions! What
attacks do you savages plot against us next?”


The Skeltai didn’t move nor make a sound. Not so much as an
indrawn breath. His discipline was unsettling.


Nib dealt him a vicious punch to the belly that would have
had even the toughest of men doubling over. The force of the blow sent the
prisoner toppling to the floor, where he remained, making no move to right
himself. Another outlaw seized his hair and dragged him upright again, propping
him against the wall. A thin trickle of blood ran from the captive’s split lip
and his face was marked red where the blow had fallen but his eyes were still
fixed on a distant spot.


I sensed rising desperation in my companions. None of us had
ever encountered an enemy who failed to respond to a beating. Even as I admired
the Skeltai’s self-control, I knew we needed to break him. We had to discover the
magical capabilities of the enemy, what their plan of attack was, and where
they meant to surprise us next. The answer to any of these questions could lie
inside this prisoner’s head. I was keenly aware that lives depended on what I
discovered here.


So we tortured him. Or rather Nib did while Dradac and I
stood by and said nothing to prevent it.


But hours later, the sinking sun found us no closer to
answers than we had been. I could come up with no explanation for the Skeltai’s
incredible self-control but not once did he utter a single scream or a curse or
even a gasp. Not even when Nib took up a knife and added to the extensive
decorations etched up and down his torso.


I finally called a halt to the proceedings. The Skeltai was
bleeding heavily, and beyond the sheen of sweat slicking his skin, he showed no
reaction to our treatment; I felt sure no human being could endure much more
and survive.


“He’s useless to us as a corpse,” I pointed out, secretly
unsure whether it was the prisoner or I who could take no more of the
stomach-turning violence. I ordered his wounds cleaned and bandaged, lest we
lose him sooner than we wanted to infection or blood loss, and assigned two men
to guard him. The chosen guards complained it was excessive, but I couldn’t
forget we weren’t dealing with any ordinary prisoner.


I was relieved to call it a day as I stepped out of the
dimly lit little shack and into the waning daylight. It grew dark early in
Dimming due to the density of the forest canopy.


“How much longer do you think this will go on?” Dradac
asked, following me outdoors.


“As long as it has to until we find out what we need.”


I suspected that might be a very long time, but aloud I only
said, “I hope we’ll have more success when we have Ada here to ask the
questions. Either way, we begin again at sunrise.”


The giant said nothing, but I was aware of his reluctance
and privately shared it. I wanted to ask if he thought less of me after this
day’s work but didn’t dare voice the words for fear he would say yes. Silently
we headed back to camp. We would allay suspicion by making an appearance around
the fire, and then I would be off to my shift on the night watch.


I sighed. I hadn’t slept at all today and was going to have
difficulty keeping my weariness from showing before those who would question
it. Heading the inner circle as well as appearing a normal member of Rideon’s
band was proving harder than I’d thought.







The following morning Ada was back in camp. I took her out
to the prisoner’s shack, dreading what was to come every step of the way and
regretting that, as leader, I couldn’t invent other duties to take me away. I
couldn’t show softness before the others, of course, but inwardly I doubted our
prisoner himself could face the day with more trepidation than I did.


The guards I had assigned to watch the shack where nowhere
to be found as we approached. I called out to let them know who was coming but
received no response. An eerie sense of premonition tickled at the back of my
mind, but I pushed it away. I was so accustomed to the bow’s soft whisperings I
scarcely paid attention to them anymore.


We rounded the shack and found its door standing open,
squeaking on one hinge as it swung in the wind. We dropped everything and ran
then, ducking through the doorway to find both the guards sprawled bloody and
motionless on the dusty floor. Their throats had been mercifully cut, but I
couldn’t determine whether that had occurred before or after deep marks had
been carved into their flesh. Their hands were unbound, their weapons rested on
them, untouched, as if the men had never had a chance to draw them. But their
faces were frozen in expressions of horror that said they’d known what was
coming.


Appalled, it took me a moment to tear my gaze away from the
corpses, but when I did, I was unsurprised to discover our prisoner absent,
only the empty ropes that had bound him left behind.


I ordered a widespread search for the Skeltai, turning out
every available member of our circle who could be spared without creating
suspicion. As for our dead fellows, I had their corpses removed from the shed
and all sign of their existence sponged away. Much as I would have liked to
give our brothers a distinguished burial, that wish had to take second place to
our need for secrecy. I was no longer the foolish Hound who had risked so much
for the dignity of one man’s corpse.


Because of the unique carvings etched into the flesh of the
bodies, there was no chance of making their deaths look like a random act from
a roaming rival band. I had them carried off and buried in a far corner of
Dimmingwood where the outlaws seldom ventured. Heavy rocks were piled over the
graves to prevent wild animals digging up the remains and dragging them closer
to camp.


After one day, I called off the search for the escaped
Skeltai warrior. Our best efforts had proved unsuccessful, even as I had known
they would be before they had begun. He had vanished into thin air.
















 


Chapter
Nine


 


“Silver again?” I asked when Kipp dropped the jingling purse
at my feet.


He nodded. “Twenty pieces. I tell you I don’t know which is
more painful, being bribed by the Praetor or selling out for so little. You’d
think by now the greedy old man would see we’re worth our weight in gold.”


I tossed the purse back to him. “Take it, Kipp, and divide
it evenly among the others. I trust you.”


Grinning, he snatched the bag from the air with the skill of
one who has been pocketing other people’s money for a lifetime. “I’m glad
someone trusts me. There’s a rumor to the effect that I’m a thief. My little
brother has been accusing me of stealing his share of the earnings.”


The earnings and how we came by them were something I
preferred not to think about. It had been two months ago, immediately after the
escape of the Skeltai prisoner, that I first put before the others the idea of
passing information about the Skeltai on to Selbius. Our questioning of the
warrior had turned up nothing, but I felt the spot where he had been captured
near a little settlement along the Dimming Road to be of importance. For the
sakes of the villagers there, I felt it was our duty to send the Praetor word
that an enemy scout had been found in the area, so he could have his Fists on
hand in the event of another attack.


Of course, in any dealing with Selbius and our longtime
enemy, the Praetor, we outlaws had to take measures for our protection. Word
needed to be passed anonymously through an intermediary. I told the others in
the circle that I had a friend already in place within the city, one I was
confident we could trust, and who was experienced in matters of subterfuge. I
didn’t tell them Fleet’s experience usually ran along the lines of thievery and
blackmail. As it was, I had enough of a fight on my hands convincing them at
all.


Initially, no one stood in favor of contacting Praetor
Tarius. He had been our enemy for so long, was still technically our enemy, it
was difficult to countenance the thought of a temporary alliance with him. In
the end, it took a force of persuasion to rival the powers of Rideon himself to
convince them there was reason behind my mad scheme.


It was simple enough once I broke it down for them. The
inevitable day was coming when we were going to have to fight the Skeltai
raiders in all their numbers, and if we hoped to succeed against them, we had
to bring the Praetor into knowledge of the true situation with the savages.
However bitter the truth tasted, it remained a fact that we needed the strength
of the Praetor’s Iron Fists behind us if victory were to be accomplished.


When the opposition gave way, we made contact with Fleet in
Selbius, and through him, Praetor Tarius. I didn’t question how the clever
thief had achieved an audience with such a powerful man. What mattered to me
was the end result of the meeting. Failure. The Praetor gave no credence to our
warning and more or less had the impudent Fleet tossed out on his ear.


Within days the Skeltai had struck again. Unsurprisingly,
the Dimming Road settlement all but disappeared into the night. When we scouted
its perimeter, all that remained were the bodies of those who had attempted to
fight or flee and the burned-out shells of a few homes. We sent Fleet again
with word of the destruction. Fists were dispatched to verify our findings and
shortly afterward came the word via Fleet. The Praetor commanded us to fulfill
our duty to the province in continuing to supply him with information on the
mysterious happenings within Dimmingwood.


He also demanded we step forward to identify ourselves and
explain how we came by this uncanny knowledge of the enemies’ intentions. There
had been a general hoot of laughter over that, but no one had laughed at the
fat pouch of silver accompanying the bearer of the message. We kept our
anonymity, pocketed the silver, and from that day forward were, by a strange
twist of fate, under the employ of our old enemy.


Shaking my head, I returned my thoughts to the present.
“Give your brother whatever extra it takes to make him happy,” I told Kipp. “We
cannot afford to lose our runner.”


The young man opened his mouth to protest, but I cut him
off. “Just do it. He risks his life in helping us and is worth his hire. I
don’t know about you, but I’d as soon not think of myself as living off the
Praetor’s generosity anyway.”


He shrugged. “You won’t find me giving up my share of the
coin. I don’t care where it comes from.”


He must have sensed my response was going to be something
unpleasant because he said the words over his shoulder, already moving away. I
glared at his back, then quickly stiffened as another pair of outlaws strolled
past the sheltered nook among the rocks where our exchange had taken place. On
their way to some errand, they never glanced at me and soon moved out of sight,
but I made a mental note to warn Kipp about being too open in his reports
around camp. How many times had I told him circle business wasn’t to be
discussed here? There were too many others in the band who might report to
Rideon.


I sighed and leaned back against a sun-warmed boulder,
trying to regain the relaxed mood I’d been in before I was interrupted. The bow
dug painfully into my back, and I had to shift to slip it off and let it rest
on the rocky ground beside me. Now here at least was one content with our
current situation. Sometimes I believed it was the bow in the first place that
had driven me to form the circle, just as I half gave it credit for my actions
to save the villagers at Hammond’s Bend. I couldn’t remember ever worrying too
much about other people’s welfare before. Now, thanks to the subtle prodding of
the bow, I found myself risking everything I valued most for the sake of
strangers.


Not that I was fooled for a moment into thinking the bow
actually cared for the woods villagers or their fates. It merely hungered for
blood and death. I had realized that long ago. I could well imagine what Hadrian
or even Terrac—the old Terrac—would have had to say about that. But I
didn’t believe the bow was evil, so much as mischievous. Or maybe I gave it the
benefit of the doubt because I had, as Hadrian would say, been under its
influence for so long.


Even now, I stroked the smoothly grained wood of the bow’s
limb and regarded it with mingled affection and frustration.


What are you, barra-banac? What is it you want
from me?


I thought I felt faint warmth seeping through the wood
beneath my fingers at my use of the Skeltai name, but other than that, there
was nothing. The bow was silent today. Smugly silent, I thought, and resisted a
sudden temptation to snatch it up and smash it into kindling, an action I knew
I would immediately regret.


“Hound.”


I snapped out of my musings.


“What is it, Pelt?” I asked the outlaw who had appeared
seemingly from nowhere.


“Kinsley’s sending us out on a hunt,” he informed me. “Want
to come?”


That aspect of my life hadn’t changed with the forming of
the circle. I was still an outlaw. Sometimes in the midst of our secret
activities in the circle it was easy to forget our other functions as members
of Rideon the Red Hand’s band.


I agreed, following him to where the others were
congregating and was pleased to see on arriving that Dradac would be with us.
We had always been friends, but since the forming of the circle, our
relationship had changed subtly and we were no longer at ease with one another
as we had once been. I often sensed he was trying to keep a distance between us
and that he held himself back from the friendly advice and criticism he had
given so freely in my youth.


I didn’t know if this was a reflection of my new status as
circle leader or if he was just coming to realize my maturity and trying to
give it room to grow. After all, he’d been there to watch Brig’s mistakes when
he’d tried to hold me back for so long. Either way, I hoped the familiar
routine ahead would allow us to slip back into our old roles, if only for the
day.


Only we never made it that far. En route to the location
we’d chosen for our hunt, we stumbled over a disturbing scene. We were
following a path that led us near one of the many small, single-family wood
holdings scattered throughout Dimming’s expanse. Our party skirted the area
cautiously to avoid being spotted by the inhabiting family, for just as many of
the woods folk were friends to us, there were others with less trust for
thieves.


I kept a thick screen of greenery between me and the hold
yard, so that only small snatches of the cabin and surrounding buildings were
visible to me. I heard none of the ordinary sounds of bustling livestock or of
the family laboring around the yard at their chores. Such silence at midday
struck me as unusual, but I didn’t spare it much thought, trailing along behind
Dradac. Intent on keeping pace with my companion while eluding the eyes and
ears of the hold family, I spared little attention for the woods around me.


When Dradac released the low branch of a tree and it swung
back to smack me sharply in the face, I shoved it aside without thought, only
swiping at the sticky trail the leaves left across my face. What was the stuff
anyway? Tree sap? I glanced at my fingers. Red tree sap. And with a globular
consistency I had learned to associate with congealed blood. I looked back at
the tree but there was nothing out of the ordinary about it. Even so…blood
didn’t just drip from trees. I doubled back for a closer look.


At closer examination, I found more blood spattered across a
lower limb of the sapling, and when I swept a foot through the tall weeds
below, there it was. The object of my search. He must have been taken by
surprise when it happened, for the eyes in his decapitated head bulged wide
open. The disgusting sight evoked memories of the way Terrac and I had once
found outlaws of our band decapitated by the Fists in a similar manner. But
this wasn’t anyone I knew, I reminded myself, swallowing hard. Just a stranger.


I glanced around for a body to go with the head, but there
was none in sight. If it was here, it was hidden. Hidden just as cleverly as
the ones who had worked this violence might be hiding even now. I pictured them
crouching in the bushes nearby, studying my reaction, biding their time.
Reaching deep inside for the magic lurking within me, I prepared to cast my
talent out to search for other life senses.


A twig snapped behind me, making me start and release the
magic. I’d been so engrossed in my discovery I had forgotten about Dradac and
had been too rattled to notice his approach.


“Fist’s work, do you think?” he asked. “Looks like their
favorite method of execution.”


I said, “Let’s not jump to conclusions yet. Could well be
another explanation. Don’t forget the Fists have eased up on persecuting the
woods folk lately. They’ve got enough else on their minds these days. And this
man could have had a personal enemy who wanted to be rid of him. For that
matter, it could have been a simple robbery that ended in murder. There are
brigands roaming these woods, you know.”


Dradac grunted. I guessed neither of us was in a mood for
quipping, not with the dead man’s eyes staring sightlessly up at us.


“Let’s go into the holding and have a look around,” I
suggested.


“Rideon would want us to look to our own concerns and keep
out of this.”


“Then it’s a good thing Rideon isn’t here. Anyway, rot him
and the consequences; I need to know what’s happened here.”


“If you say so.”


Dradac trilled a bird call that brought in our companions,
and when they were clustered around, I explained the change in plans.


Stealthily, we all crept in on the holding until the cabin
and outbuildings came into view. I was jolted at first sight of the hold yard.
Parts of the cabin had been pulled down, the eve posts torn away so a large
portion of the roof had collapsed to sag inward. The animal pens and out-sheds
were still standing, but the livestock were gone. Not so much as a hen feather
remained.


I noted these details in a glance, but they didn’t hold my
attention. Instead, my eyes were fastened on the bloody spectacle in the center
of the hold yard. All thought of staying within the shadows of the trees fled
my mind, and I felt myself drawn forward to approach the spot. I was vaguely
aware of my companions following at a cautious distance.


The soil was stained red. A wide circle of dark blood spread
outward from a large flat stone at the center of the yard. Down its sides ran a
stream of crimson, and beneath a shifting mass of black flies, I saw what was
only vaguely recognizable as the remains of more than one human. An arch
constructed of slender sapling limbs stood over the alter-stone—I immediately
thought of it as such—rising to about my height, its narrow limbs twisted and
interwoven. Gruesome as the offerings beneath it were, the arch itself was a
work of careful skill, a piece I might have admired but for the bloodied hair
and feathers woven between its supple branches.


I was drawn out of my thoughts by the sounds of retching and
realized a number of the outlaws who had followed me to view the gory sight
were now doubled over, emptying their bellies onto their boots.


Mouth watering ominously, I felt close to joining them.


But instead I selected the two men who seemed least effected
by the scene, Dradac and another, to accompany me around the yard. We first examined
the hold house. The dwelling was a shambles, and our halfhearted search for
survivors was impeded by fallen rafters and a caving roof. It was unsettling
poking around in the ruins of the house, seeing the broken and overturned
belongings of those unfortunate folk who had already died so violently. We
didn’t find anything of interest buried within the rubble, and a quick search
of the out-sheds revealed them deserted. Even the livestock had disappeared,
possibly stolen away.


After we had given over our depressing search, I set the men
who had recovered from their shock to work digging graves to bury the remains
of the victims. I could see they thought it was strange we should take up the
task, considering the dead were strangers to us. There was some arguing; a
number of the men were eager to get away from the site as quickly as possible,
and I solved the problem by sending the less eager participants back to
Boulder’s Cradle, ostensibly to report the incident to Rideon. Those who
remained, set to work with a will born of impatience to be done and away from
the eerie place in a hurry.


I took an opportunity while we were out of earshot of the
others to order Kipp to get word to his brother that we needed a message sent
to Selbius.


“I think we all know to whom this day’s work belongs,” I
told him. “The Praetor should know as soon as possible that the Skeltai have
struck again.”


Kipp was moving before the words were all the way out of my
mouth, and I had to grab his arm to hold him in place.


“Not now, you fool,” I said, flicking my gaze toward our
companions. “Wait until we get back to camp where your absence won’t be
noticed. Then slip away.”


Kipp licked his lips nervously and nodded. He was looking
very pale, I noticed, and spots of drying vomit stained the front of his tunic.
But for all that, he looked steadier than some of the older outlaws. I told
myself I would remember his fortitude the next time I needed a circle member I
could rely on.


For now I sent him to scout the perimeter of the holding for
Skeltai tracks. I already knew there would be nothing to find, except possibly
another of those mysterious magical circles, but I was mindful of the men with
us and knew they would expect me to be as confused as the rest of them. I had
to go through the usual motions if I didn’t want to raise their suspicion. This
inner circle business was getting more complicated all the time.


“Are you certain this is Skeltai work?” Dradac asked quietly
when Kipp had gone.


“I’m sure of it. This matches everything we know of them.
Heathen rituals, blood sacrifices. Look at the construction of the alter, the
dyed feathers everywhere. The braided design of the arch reminds me of the
twisted scars on our old friend the Skeltai scout. Remember? I’d bet anything
if we could see what’s left of the stolen woods villagers they carried off from
Hammond’s Bend, we’d find them in much the same condition as the dead family
here.”


“But this attack doesn’t match their pattern,” he pointed
out. “They didn’t do this at Hammond’s Bend.”


“You forget at Hammonds Bend they met with resistance. Or
maybe this sacrifice was meant as a warning. Letting us in the circle know
they’re aware of what we’re doing, and they want us to back off.”


Dradac frowned. “Or…it could be neither of those things. It
seems to me this Sagara Nouri ritual of theirs, and its surrounding blood
rites, are coming up soon. Couldn’t it be they’re tired of sacrificing their
own folk and have decided to harvest ours?”


“There may be something to that,” I admitted. “Either way, I
think we could stand to know more about Sagara Nouri and the rites. Talk to Ada
again, will you? I know it was a long time ago she attended the rituals, but a
thing like that must make an impression on a child. Maybe she’ll remember
something else.”


A chill wind kicked up, carrying across the yard the fresh
scents of blood and death.


I said, “Let’s move out of here. I have a feeling Kipp has
discovered another of those magical circles the raiders move through, or will
discover one any minute, and I’d like to get a look at it.”
















 


Chapter
Ten


 


We found the magic circle. I examined it carefully, but it
was as immoveable and mysterious as the one at Hammond’s Bend. Likewise, my
later talk with Ada proved fruitless, turning up nothing we hadn’t already
heard before. The intent behind the killings at the isolated woods holding
remained a mystery.


Over the next six weeks, the Skeltai launched two more
attacks on the humble folk of Dimmingwood. With our surreptitious help, each
attack was thwarted by the Praetor’s Fists, who always seemed to be in the
right place at the right time. No villages or individual holdings were
destroyed, and only a handful of woods folk lost their lives.


In return for our series of successes, the Praetor raised
our reward. Whether he did this out of gratitude or simply to keep his
informants was questionable, and despite having proven our value to him, we
kept our anonymity, reluctant to risk our necks.


The weeks passed quietly for us in Dimmingwood, discounting
the thwarted raids that most of the band learned about days after the action
had actually occurred. Rideon’s band, including us of the inner circle,
continued about our usual business.


 


*  
*   *


 


I should have realized this peaceful period couldn’t last
long.


It was late on an icy winter’s night when the war with the
Skeltai hit home. I was sound asleep inside the cave at Boulder’s Cradle,
buried deep beneath a thick padding of deerskins that didn’t quite succeed in
holding out the cold. I was in a drowsy trance, and the beginning of the
commotion didn’t immediately wake me. When it did, I groaned and buried myself
deeper in the furs, thinking I was having a nightmare.


I was jolted into a more thorough state of awareness by a
leather boot kicking me roughly in the face.


“Wake up,” Kinsley shouted down at me. “Get out of your
blankets, all of you! We’re under attack!”


Fists, I thought immediately and scrambled clumsily
to my feet. I reached out in the darkness, and my hand fell unerringly on the
bow, which I never let far from my side anymore.


At Kinsley’s shouts, the interior of the cave exploded in a
jumble of confused activity. The dark combined with our panic to disorient
everyone, and we blundered around, knocking into one another and the walls in
our haste to pour out the narrow mouth of the cave.


Our attackers, nearer than we realized, were shoving through
the entrance, even as we struggled to push our way out, and we quickly found
ourselves trapped with stone walls at our back and sides and armed enemies to
our front. Packed tightly between the bodies of the others, I had no room to
wield a weapon even if I could have accurately determined friend from foe in
the confusion.


We might all have been summarily slaughtered there, like so
many sheep caught in a herding pen, if not for the courage of our sentries at
the camp’s edge. They had failed to issue advance warning of the attack, but
they now swooped to our defense. Although outnumbered and separated from the
rest of us, they attacked the enemy from behind until the rest of us were able
to take advantage of the confusion and force our way free of the cave.


Beneath the moonlight it was now clear our attackers weren’t
Fists but Skeltai warriors. That realization strengthened my determination to
hold them back. I had seen firsthand the horrible fate of their victims and had
no desire to join their ranks.


It was a fierce fight but the tide swiftly turned in our
favor.


I found myself always outnumbered and in the thick of the
fighting. I had no opportunity of using the bow in these close quarters without
danger of felling our own men, so I fought with my knives, although they were a
sorry defense against the spears and throwing axes of the Skeltai.


I became so absorbed in the business of staying alive it was
some time before I realized the fighting was dying down and that more savages
than outlaws lay bloodied on the ground. The sudden shrill sounding of a horn
spit the night air, echoing over the din of battle, and at the signal, the
Skeltai warriors abandoned the fight and drew back into the woods.


Dradac and Ada appeared at my elbow, and the three of us
followed after the retreating enemy. I knew how they meant to depart, and I had
no intention of missing this chance to see their magical portal in use. We
followed the sounds of the enemy crashing through the underbrush until we came
to a small clearing where patches of moonlight filtered down through the sparse
treetops. Here we stopped dead. Ranks of Skeltai warriors were crowding into
the clearing and appeared to be waiting for something, so we stayed out of
sight.


Even before I saw it, I sensed the strong amount of magic
being employed in this place. The portal stood before us, a circle of blue fire
etched in the earth. One moment it was nothing more than a glowing ring, the
next, it came to life. I felt something I had never experienced before, a
rippling in the well of the world’s magic like a heavy stone being cast into a
pool. I reeled with dizziness at the magical waves surging out from the portal.


I caught a brief glimpse of the forest floor on the other
side of the portal and beyond this, a cadaverous old man with pale skin dressed
in filthy rags and feathers, long wisps of thin yellow hair swirling around him
in a wind, a wooden staff in his outstretched hand. Despite the opaqueness of
his eyes, he seemed to be looking straight at me across the distance.


A shiver ran down my spine. Was I looking at a Skeltai
shaman?


I had little time to wonder. The magic collapsed in on
itself, and the image winked out, both the old man and the other forest
disappearing to be replaced by a dark man-sized void through which swirled
clouds of roiling fog were carried upon a soft breath of cold air.  As the
wind stirred my hair, chills danced over my skin, and not from the cold. I knew
this was no ordinary winter breeze but a bitter gust straight from the Black
Forest.


The Skeltai warriors wasted no time in stampeding through
the portal, disappearing into the black void. Watching them, I thought for the
first time I understood Hadrian’s feelings about the misuse of the Natural
talent. Too much magic became a dangerous thing in the hands of the
unscrupulous.


As the last warrior disappeared, I recovered my senses in
time to dive forward. The portal was closing, the circle of darkness shrinking when
I dropped to my knees and thrust my hand into the blackness. I felt nothing but
cold air and emptiness. I would have thrown my whole body through next, but the
magic activating the portal was already dying, and I didn’t know if I would
make it through or wind up trapped in someplace that was neither here nor
there.


As if sensing my thoughts, Dradac appeared beside me, and
grabbing my shoulders, dragged me back from the hole. I shook loose of his
group and pushed him away, but it was too late. The portal was gone, leaving in
its place a simple ring, the blue glow already beginning to fade from its
runes. Dozens of feet had churned the surrounding soil, their prints leading
into that circle. No tracks led away.


Even as I stretched out with my talent, I felt the last of
the magic dissipating around the circle, leaving me to clutch at insubstantial
wisps already evaporating on the breeze.


I had seen it this time, had witnessed the workings of the
enemy instead of coming in after it was all over. Yet still I understood
nothing of how the magic was done. Frustrated but determined, I set my palm on
the earth at the center of the now dead circle. Uncertain exactly what I had to
do, I focused all my thoughts on the portal and the mental image of that other
forest, the Skeltai warriors, and the old shaman. I willed with all my strength
that the portal would open for me, concentrating on that desire until sweat
beaded on my forehead and trickled into my eyes.


A brief image flashed through my head of the cadaverous old
shaman watching me with his sightless eyes. A mocking chuckle interrupted the
stillness of my mind, its intrusion awakening that other subtler presence
clinging to the recesses of my thoughts. The bow didn’t like another entering
its domain. Neither did I. I was reminded of how the Praetor had once invaded
my mind, and the thought was enough to make me draw back and raise every mental
barrier Hadrian had taught me. The bow stirred to the forefront of my
consciousness to reinforce my walls and together we held them firm and waited.


Nothing happened. The enemy was gone.


Dradac cleared his throat. “Uh, Ilan, the portal in closed
now. You can’t get through.”


I had all but forgotten he and Ada were present. Now I
remembered suddenly that neither of my companions were aware of my magical
abilities, and that to them, my actions must appear confusing.


“Yes, of course it’s closed,” I agreed, scrambling to my
feet. “I just thought if I was quick enough—”


“Then you’d what?” Ada asked. “Crawl through after them and
emerge who knows where, outnumbered among enemies?”


“You’re right. It was stupid,” I admitted.


We were all startled then by a rustling from the bushes
nearby. We tensed, but it was only one of our own people pushing his way into
the clearing.


“The Hand wants everybody back at camp, preparing in case of
another attack,” he beckoned.


I thought a second attack unlikely, since the raiders had
already had themselves transported away, but I didn’t argue. An order was an
order.


I was unprepared for the chaos awaiting us back at camp.
Although we had fought off the Skeltai, the raid had taken a heavy toll. The
bodies of our outlaw brethren, together with the corpses of our enemies,
scattered the ground. Beneath the light from moon and stars, we worked to separate
the living from the dead.


I spent the remainder of the night helping Javen care for
the wounded, something I was becoming well practiced at of late. Even as I
worked at sponging wounds and binding bloody limbs, I was dimly aware of the
men outside clearing the ground of Skeltai corpses and digging trenches for the
dead. I wished I could be out there with them, because I was eager to search
through the dead and be sure none of my friends had perished in the attack. But
I was needed inside, and it was impossible to get away.


Nib was among those carried to me for treatment. I winced
when I pulled back the torn pieces of his tunic to examine the deep belly wound
he’d taken and was just as glad he was unconscious. He never woke again, but
slipped off into the deeper sleep of the dead sometime during the night. I
mourned him although we’d never been exactly friends. I couldn’t help
remembering how he had stuck by my side years ago when we’d worked together to
save Terrac’s life. He’d also been among the first to join the inner circle.


But I didn’t have long to dwell on the loss. There were so
many others who needed attention. Six outlaws would die of their injuries
before the night was over and several others looked as if they might follow in
the days to come.


Not until the sky was gray with the dawning of early morning
did I get an opportunity to step outside and view the extent of our losses.
There was a miserable bite to the air, so cold it burned the lungs to inhale.
The frosted ground crunched beneath my boots as I walked through the camp and a
stiff wind beat at my back. I didn’t mind the cold too greatly. The thought
impressed itself forcefully on my mind that I must be grateful just to be alive
on this of all mornings.


The churned, blood-soaked earth at my feet gave evidence of
last night’s struggle, and I could see the drag marks where the corpses had
been hauled away. The wind carried a thick haze of blackened smoke from the
east, and whenever a strong gust blasted at me, I smelled the sickly stench of
singed hair and burning flesh that signaled the disposal of Skeltai corpses.
Such an end was no worse than they deserved.


I attached myself to the thin stream of outlaws moving off
through the trees. We made up a somber party on our short walk through the
forest until we came to a tight clearing not far from camp. Here we would
farewell our dead. It must have been difficult work for the men digging graves
in the frozen earth, and evidence remained of the fires they had built during
the night to soften the ground for digging. The graves lined up before us were
narrow and shallow.


I wished Terrac were present to speak a few words over the
dead, a service he had performed for us in the old days. But since he wasn’t,
the burial was conducted in stony silence and with no ceremony, the stillness
disrupted only by coughing and the stamping of feet as the gathering tried to
warm themselves. No one drifted away until the last body had been settled into
the ground, and I and several others had taken up shovels to fill in the
trenches.


When the job was done and I found myself finally alone, I
set aside my broken-handled shovel and squatted on the ground to catch my
breath. Counting the sixteen graves before me, I was overcome with regret that
I could do no better by my outlaw brethren than an unmarked grave in the middle
of nowhere. I wished every corpse had been bathed and cleanly dressed before
the burial and laid to rest with the proper respect. But out here such gestures
weren’t an option.


I became aware of Dradac’s presence as he joined me.


“We lost Nib,” I muttered to him.


“I saw. And Kinsley also… He died slow of a gut wound. He
wasn’t one of the circle, and I never even liked him, but I knew him for years.
He was with us from the beginning. You remember. Those days when we were just a
little band of highway thieves following under Rideon the Red Hand?”


I nodded.


“Seirdric is under the earth now too,” he continued, “but I
suppose you noted him among the dead. Also Illsman. He took a hammer blow to
his skull that should have shattered mine. Stepped clear into its path as it
came at me.”


His voice hoarsened. “Why’d he do that, do you think? I
never counted him a friend. If anything, we were closer to enemies. I just wish
I knew what made him do it. You know?”


I cleared my throat. “I can’t tell you that. The man feared
nothing so long as I knew him. He lived hard, and I suppose in the end…” I had
been going to say in the end he had got what was coming to him, but suddenly
that seemed wrong.


I raked a hand through my hair and asked the question that
had been on my mind all night. “Why did this attack come now? The Skeltai have
never troubled the outlaws before. Do you suppose they were just looking for
more victims and stumbled over us?”


He gave me a look. “What do you believe?”


I ground a pebble beneath my boot, stalling for time, before
giving in and admitted the truth. “I think they came looking for us. The
sentries said they just poured in out of nowhere, as if they knew where our
lookouts would be posted and how to avoid them. They must have been watching us
for a long time.”


“Is it because of the circle then? Are they punishing us for
our interference?”


I nodded woodenly, knowing what it meant. This attack was my
fault. I had disregarded Rideon’s orders and started the circle, and now the
entire band had paid the price.


Dradac cut in on my bitter thoughts. “It’s no use laying
blame. All we can do now is move on from here and lay our plans with better
care.”


He sighed. “I’ll tell you what I’d like to know more than
anything, and that’s how they found us in the first place. If the Fists can’t
find us and even the Praetor has never managed to discover the identities of
anyone in the circle, how is it the Skeltai can discover so much from so far
away? They must been transporting their people in and out of Dimming constantly
and you know what that means. For every one of their scouts we’ve seen sniffing
around the forest and the woods villages, they’ve half a dozen more we never
get a look at. They could be watching us right now, and we’d never know it.”


“I suspect it’s worse than that,” I said. “They’re not
sending people here to spy on us; I believe they’ve found some way to do that
from where they are.”


“You mean they’re opening up small portals like windows all
over the forest?”


“I don’t know. Not quite like that, I don’t think. Holding
those portals open takes a lot of magic, and I doubt they’d waste that much
strength.”


He looked at me oddly, and I realized I was exhibiting too
much knowledge for someone who was supposed to be as ignorant of magic as the
next fellow, so I rushed to add, “I mean, I imagine that’s how these things
work. But then who knows what the savages are capable of?”


He shifted as if uncomfortable, and I wondered if he knew I
was lying to him.


“Well,” he said after an awkward pause, “One thing is sure.
We can’t withstand another attack like this one. Luck was with us this time,
but we can’t count on that again. What’ll we do if there’s another attack?”


I shook my head miserably.


“Rot you!” he snapped suddenly. “You’re our leader. You must
give us orders!”


“I’m only Ilan,” I told him sharply. “Hound or
Little Dog as you’ve called me most of my life. I’m just as confused and
frightened as everybody else right now. No secret circle or cursed magical bow
has changed that.”


There was a silence after my words, and I realized it was
the first time I had admitted to anybody but Hadrian that the bow was more than
mere wood and string. There was no taking back my words, and I wasn’t sure I
wanted to. I was weary of keeping secrets. Lately it seemed like the biggest
ones in my life had to be kept even from the people I cared about most. I
thought briefly of Terrac and wondered what his reaction would have been if I’d
ever confessed to him that I had been born with magical talents.


Dradac cleared his throat, and the sound brought me back to
the present. I could sense his confusion and knew the significance of my
admission hadn’t been lost on him. I braced myself for whatever was coming and
promised myself I wouldn’t even try to wiggle my way around his questions. He
had a right to know.


But to my surprise, the words that came from his mouth had
nothing to do with magic or the bow. “Just tell me what to do,” he said
earnestly. “Command any of us in the circle, and we’ll follow you.”


I was astounded. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? I told
you I have an enchanted bow! Don’t you have questions about that?”


He smiled slightly. “Do you think I didn’t know the moment I
saw that bow there was something powerful about it? You think I’ve failed to
note the changes in you since you took it up? Even the Skeltai scout knew there
was something special in you and in the bow you carry. The others know it too,
and not just members of the circle. Everyone was talking after last night’s
battle of the skill you fought with, and how you never took a scratch. I even
heard Kinsley say just before he died that it was you who turned the tide in
our favor.”


“That’s ridiculous,” I said. But inwardly I wondered.
Kinsley had never particularly liked me. Why should he praise me with his dying
breath if there was no truth to it?


Dradac went on, “Call it what you want, but I saw you fight
last night and watched you through all the weeks leading up to this, as you
formed the circle to challenge the savages when no one else dared. I’ve seen
you grow up before my eyes overnight, and I can tell you change that sudden
isn’t natural. The truth is you haven’t been the same person since you found
that bow. You might have started out as Rideon’s Hound or Brig’s Little
Dog but you aren’t either anymore.”


His words shook me. Hadn’t Hadrian tried to tell me the same
thing, tried to warn me against the bow’s influence? Could both these men who
knew me so well be wrong in their assessment? I wanted desperately to think so,
wanted to deny anything was different. But deep in a cloudy corner of my mind a
sibilant whisper stirred to life. I tried to silence it, but it refused to
leave me alone inside my head. The bow wanted its presence and its power to be
recognized. Inwardly I gave in.


Yes, I know. You are the bow. You are the barra-banac,
and you want everyone to know it. Well, we all know your power now, don’t we?
Even I.


Suddenly I felt like laughing, but it would have been a
nervous, wild laughter. I held my breath until the desire passed.


Dradac unwittingly came to my aid, as he interrupted my
thoughts. “You’re cold and weary. There will be time to talk of these things
later, if you choose. Or not. I won’t press you or speak of this before others.
Come now, let me take you back to camp where you can rest.”


I said, “We both know there will be no resting for some time
to come. There are wounded to be looked after and new perimeters to be set up.
The Hand will not want to be surprised again.”


He nodded agreement, and we both helped the other up.
Together we trudged back to camp.
















 


Chapter
Eleven


 


We returned to find things in a state of disorder. Weapons
and belongings were being shifted out the mouth of the cave, and the wounded I
had left inside were now being carried out and settled on the frozen ground.


I snagged the arm of a passerby. “What’s happening? Why are
these wounded men bring dragged out into the cold?”


The stout man shrugged. “The Hand’s orders. He wants us all
out of Boulder’s Cradle by nightfall.”


Dradac stepped in. “Where does he mean us to go?”


The other outlaw shrugged. “Don’t know, Dradac. Scouts is
out now looking for suitable shelter. The Hands says it’s no good staying in a
place what’s known to our enemies. There’s nothing to stop them coming back.”


“But these men cannot be moved,” I protested. “Many are
seriously wounded and the trip would finish them. We’ll see enough losses over
the coming days as it is.”


The outlaw raised a surprised brow at my vehemence, and I
realized I was coming dangerously close to criticizing Rideon’s orders.


As if his thoughts followed the same vein, Dradac nudged me
sharply.


I let the man go back to his work but told Dradac, “I’ve got
to speak to Rideon. He’s wrong about all of this. If the Skeltai are determined
to find us, they have the means to search us out anywhere. We would be better
off standing out ground here than running while dragging injured men with us.”


Dradac frowned. “You be careful, Ilan. You can’t talk to the
Hand like you do everyone else. He’s still the captain of the band, and he’s
got a fine temper besides. Remember the time he gave you and the priest boy
that walloping a couple years back?”


I did.


“I’m as acquainted with Rideon’s famous temper as you are,”
I said, “but somebody’s got to persuade him to see reason. If he’d done
something about the Skeltai invaders when the raids first began, we might have
driven them out before it came to this. I’m not about to stand silent now and
let his short-sightedness cost us again.”


I clambered onto an overturned log in the center of camp and
called out, “Hold on, everyone.”


No one obeyed so I raised my voice. “I said hold! We aren’t
moving anywhere, so drag those provisions back inside.”


That got their attention. The activity in the clearing died
down and someone called out, “What’s going on? Has the Hand changed his mind?”


“Not yet,” I admitted. “But I think he’s going to reconsider
his orders once I’ve spoken with him.”


“Why? What’s to reconsider?” another outlaw asked. 
“Rideon says we should be gone before the raiders return.”


I said, “I don’t think they’re coming back. They could have
wiped us out last night if that had been their intention. I know you’ve all
heard by now about the attacks on the surrounding woods settlements. The
raiders usually come in greater numbers. I know. I was at Hammond’s Bend and
saw the destruction there. Do you think our attackers couldn’t have wreaked the
same damage on us?”


Having committed myself this far, I launched into the story
of how a few of us had discovered the origins of the strange invaders. I
carefully left out references to the existence of the circle, since that secret
wasn’t mine to tell. But I explained as much as I knew of the Skelatai’s magic
and of how their shamans used it to create portals that let their warriors out
wherever they wished. I finished with my theory that last night’s attack had
been intended as a warning to us not to interfere in the fate of the woods
villages


“Interfere?” someone asked. “Why should they suspect us of
that?”


I hesitated. How much was I prepared to reveal? I wanted to
look to Dradac for reassurance before speaking for him or the others in the
circle but feared even that one glance would be too revealing, so I kept my
eyes carefully averted. Instead I looked out at the dozens of faces turned
toward me and asked myself if they were ready. Ready to join the fight against
the Skeltai, even if it cost them their lives. The silent voice whispered at
the back of my mind, but I ignored it. I had no time for distractions now.


I opened my mouth, prepared to confess all, but before I
could get the words out, a familiar voice spoke up.


“A good question. Why indeed should anyone suspect us of
interference?”


I felt my stomach clench. Even after all these years Rideon
could still make me squirm in my boots.


“You don’t answer, Hound,” Rideon continued softly.
Reasonably. “Enlighten us. How is it you’re so knowledgeable about these
invaders? How can you be certain they won’t strike at us again. More importantly,
what have you and your little circle of friends been doing in secret to bring
their wrath down on us?”


As he stepped out the mouth of the cave and into view, I saw
that his lean face was as cool and expressionless as ever, except for a slight
tightening around the mouth and a dangerous glint in his eyes. How much did he
know?


He seemed not to expect an immediate reply from me. His gaze
moved over Dradac at my side and flickered over the audience, as if searching
out others likely to support me. When his attention returned to me, he smiled,
a baring of teeth that was neither friendly nor reassuring.


“Why such an uneasy face, Hound? Are you wondering what I
know?”


My stomach twisted in knots, and I realized I had only a
very short time to set things right before events got out of hand.


“I don’t know what you’ve heard, Rideon,” I said, “but I
promise none of it is as it seems.”


“None of what? You mean the secret circle you and your
friends formed against my orders? Those moonlight meetings at Horse Head Rock,
where you and your treacherous followers gather to plot against me? Or the
whispering and scheming behind my back to subtly undermine my authority? Are
these the things you speak of?”


He cocked his head to one side and watched me like a hawk
eyeing something he meant to devour.


I struggled to keep my face expressionless as I worked out
how I should respond.


Seeming to take my prolonged silence as an admission of
guilt, he said, “If you fear by answering you will further incriminate
yourself, allow me to put your mind to rest. Let me answer the one question
that is no doubt burning in your mind. How much, how much? Isn’t that what
you’re eager to know? How far my knowledge extends?”


His look was triumphant as he declared, “I know all! I’ve
had your clandestine rebel meetings observed from the beginning, have watched
your every careful move and laughed at your ignorance. I know the names of your
contacts and of your dealings with the Praetor. I even know how long you’ve
been in his pay.”


At this disclosure, a ripple of angry exclamations spread
through the listening outlaws. I sensed their anger and distrust turning
against me.


I tried to stop it.


“My dealings with the Praetor had nothing to do with you or
the band, Rideon. I’ve remained loyal to you, even if I haven’t always agreed
with your decisions.”


I was no longer speaking for my captain’s benefit but for
that of my outlaw brethren. I turned to them now, saying, “Many of you have
known me since I was a child. I was with you from the beginning. Can you
believe I would sell you to the Praetor and his Fists for a handful of coins?
You saw what the Fists did to Brig. Can anyone believe after that I would ever
be persuaded to spy for the Praetor?”


I saw looks of doubt flit across a few faces and didn’t need
my talent to know I was swaying some.


But Rideon wasn’t among them. Arms folded across his chest,
he shook his head at my defense. “Your disloyalty after Brig only shows you for
the traitorous cur you are. What was the plan? Hand us over to the Praetor in
exchange for a pardon and a hefty reward?”


“If that’s what I had in mind I could’ve done it long ago,”
I pointed out.


He didn’t seem to hear. “I regret wasting my time or efforts
in the raising of you,” he said. “I saw something in you when you were small. I
thought it was promise, but now I realize I was mistaken.”


He looked away from me then, as if I had suddenly become
invisible, and directed his attention instead at the others gathered around.
“What,” he asked them, “is the penalty for treachery?”


When no one spoke he answered himself. “The punishment is
death.”


With a sense of unreality, I watched him unsheathe his
black-bladed sword.


My hands moved to the knives tucked inside my sleeves but I
never reached them, as I was suddenly gripped from behind and dragged backward.
I struggled until I recognized the arms that held me.


“Be still,” Dradac whispered sharply in my ear. “If you
fight him you won’t walk away.”


He raised his voice. “I mean no disloyalty, Rideon. There
isn’t a man here who wouldn’t die for you. But many of us would fight to defend
Ilan. She’s one of us.”


“He’s right, Hand,” someone else spoke up. “Surely we’ve
seen enough of our own slaughtered.”


Rideon glared at the speaker. “I mark you for this betrayal,
Javen. I know you for one of her circle.”


“Then mark me as well.”


There was a shift in the crowd as Ada stepped forward. Kipp
and another man followed and suddenly all the members of the circle were
crowding forward to join me, as well as some others who hadn’t been part of our
cause.


Rideon surveyed us with contempt. “Traitors,” he growled.


“No, not traitors,” Dradac said. “Only good steady men,
loyal to you and to each other. But if you mean to kill Ilan here, it seems you
will have to slay half your band as well. And I don’t think a fight among
ourselves is what any of us want. Not now. Not today of all days.”


Rideon glowered, but I thought I also saw a glint of
admiration in his eyes when he said, “Perhaps the Hound is cleverer than I
thought. She’s managed to sway my own men against me, something I never thought
possible.”


Guilt swept over me, but I pushed it down deep. I owed my
captain nothing. Not anymore.


Dradac said, “None of us wants to see the band divided, but
there is a simple solution, a way to dissolve the hostility and end everything
peacefully. Let Ilan go her own way. Be one of us no more. She won’t be here to
make further trouble for you, and you will have your band whole again.”


I was stunned at what I was hearing. I had expected my
friends to argue for my innocence, not my exile.


Rideon too seemed briefly taken aback and looked closely at
Dradac, as if suspecting him of some trick. “That is the sparing of her life
all you want then?” he asked.


“That and no repercussions against those who stand beside
her today,” Dradac agreed.


Rideon conferred quietly with a handful of his advisors. I
could see they were urging him to take Dradac’s offer, but I knew our captain
wouldn’t do so unless he was convinced within his own mind. Rideon was never
one for listening to the words of others.


When he returned his attention to us, he said coolly, “I’ve
made my decision.”


Sensing the tension among Dradac and the others, I stepped
to the front of the crowd to face my fate. I wouldn’t let Rideon or anyone else
see me hide behind my friends.


“I have considered the Hound’s treacheries and they are
many,” Rideon said. “I cannot allow her to continue sowing decision among the
band. How could we ever trust her again? No, despite the long years she has
spent as one of us, sentimentality must not sway me into jeopardizing the
safety of the whole for the protection of one.”


His gaze met mine, and it was as if we were the only two
present. Did I detect a flicker of regret in his eyes or was I seeing only what
I wished to see?


He said, “From this day forward you will live out your life
banished from the shadow of Dimmingwood. To set foot in this forest again will
mean death for you. You’ve had difficulty following my orders in the past. I
hope this one is clear enough for you?”


My guts felt twisted in knots. This was happening too fast.
That word banished reverberated through my head like the last ring of
steel clashing against steel. Banished from Dimming, never again to walk
beneath the green leaves, to smell the pine in the air, and hear the endless
whisper of wind rustling through the treetops? There were other forests in the
world but none of them were home. Where would I go? Would I ever see my friends
again? If he had planned it, Rideon couldn’t have worked out a more painful
punishment for me. I suspected he knew that very well.


These thoughts played through my head in seconds, but I
wouldn’t let my feelings show. I wouldn’t grant Rideon that pleasure.


“I understand,” I said, forcing the words through stiff
lips. Remembering I had a final duty as head of the circle, I added, “I don’t
know what falsehoods you may have heard, but I swear on my life that there
never existed any secret circle. In all I did, I acted entirely alone.”


I held my breath and waited for Rideon to call my lie. He
must have known I was only trying to protect my friends. But to my surprise, he
made a show of accepting my story, saying, “Very well. You were the lone
traitor and will be the only one to suffer for your deeds. It is as well. We
need no further schism within our members.”


He raised his voice to ensure everyone heard. “I’m willing
to forget the names and faces that took the part of the traitor today, but only
if they disperse immediately. All of you get back to your work. There is
nothing else to be seen here. The source of the trouble is departing for good.
”


There were curious stares from the handful of outlaws who
dragged their feet, reluctant to leave without seeing the conclusion between
Rideon and I. But soon they had all scattered and returned to their work. Ada
and Dradac were the last to move away but leave they eventually did. They had
no choice.


Not until the last outlaw was out of earshot did Rideon grab
the front of my jerkin to drag me closer. Once he had seemed to me like a big
man, but I had grown so much in the past year I no longer had to look up at
him.


“Hear me, Hound,” he grated, his name for me sounding like
an insult in a way it never had before. “I want you out of my woods
immediately, and you had best hope never to look on my face again. And do not
think to contact the members of your traitorous circle again either.”


I must have blanched at the mentioning of the circle for he
showed his teeth and said, “That’s right. I don’t believe a word of your story.
Do you forget that nothing goes on within Dimming and I not know of it? But
rest assured, Little Dog, your friends will not pay for your folly. I won’t
allow my band to be split to pieces because of your disloyalty and deception.
Now get out, so your foul influence can be forgotten, and I can begin the work
of reunifying my men and cleaning up this mess you’ve brought down on our
heads.”


And then he released me and walked away, as if I was
unworthy of further concern. I didn’t have the heart to respond to his insults
or even to speak at all. His final words had struck home too deeply.


He was right that I and I alone had been responsible for
bringing the Skeltai attack down on us. My recklessness had cost us many good
men. No, not us, I silently amended. There was no us any longer.
From now on there was only me.
















 


Chapter
Twelve


 


The days after I left Dimmingwood were among the slowest and
most uneventful of my life. Or maybe it only seemed that way because I passed
them in misery. Not since the death of my mother all those years ago had I felt
so bereft and alone. Even after Brig’s death and Terrac’s desertion, I’d had
other events to occupy my mind and little time for grieving. I’d also had the
company of brethren and the haven of Dimmingwood.


Now I felt lost and aimless. I journeyed north for two days,
leaving the shelter of Dimming behind me on the second day. It never occurred
to me to attempt to avoid Rideon’s command and hide out in some little known
part of the forest. There was no part of Dimming that lay beyond Rideon’s reach.
I was among those who had helped him expand his territory, a thought that was
bitter to me now.


No, lingering was out of the question. But even after
passing out of the forest, I couldn’t quite bear to leave its shadow. I settled
in one of the little villages just edging the forest, not quite within
Dimming’s boundaries, but a short distance from the flat lands. Here I could
torment myself with glimpses into the world now forbidden me and feel myself at
least close to home.


The village was called Shadow’s End, which seemed fitting,
and was made up of a few neat log cabins lined in a row around a tidy green. It
reminded me vividly of Hammond’s Bend, but the folk here were less distrustful
than typical woods folk. They were quiet, hardworking men and women who saw
enough travelers passing by their doorsteps to have little curiosity about the
business of strangers.


I asked around for work and was eventually taken on by a
widow who ran her late husband’s pig farm and needed a hand to help with chores
and care for her livestock. She seemed disposed not to like me at first, maybe
because she had a boy in mind for the job. But I did a day’s work for her to
prove my ability, and she grudgingly conceded that I seemed strong enough and
was no shirker of chores. Even then, I think she only took me on because I
asked so little pay.


She was a disagreeable shrew of a woman, Widow Hibbins, but
I had to admit she was fair and never tried to go back on the terms we set from
the beginning. By day, I fed and watered pigs and mucked out pens and was
offered the meanest pickings from the butchered hogs in exchange for my work.
At night, I was permitted to sleep in a loft inside the barn, but the smell of
the animals was so bad I preferred sleeping outdoors when the nights were clear
enough.


I had everything I needed to survive and was neither
overworked nor ill used by my employer. It wasn’t a bad life, and I might have
been content if it wasn’t for my longing toward Dimmingwood. Every day I
wondered what was becoming of my friends. Had the outlaws abandoned Boulder’s
Cradle and found a new home by now? Had the Skeltai struck again?


At night I would lie awake into the late hours. I didn’t
feel the flat grassy earth beneath me then or hear the shifting and grunting of
my charges in their pens or smell the stench of them clinging to my clothing.
Instead I closed my eyes and walked in Dimming, smelling again the fragrance of
pine and elder and feeling the dry leaves crunch beneath my feet as the bare
treetops swayed overhead. I wandered my familiar haunts along Dancing Creek and
past Horse Head Rock, places that brought back so many memories I couldn’t shut
them out.


Questions rose before me, plaguing me with doubt. Had Dradac
and the others continued their surveillance on the enemy and their reports to
the Praetor? I suspected they hadn’t dared and maybe it was just as well. At
least I wouldn’t have to fear for their safety any longer. I wished I’d had a
chance to say goodbye to them all.


Dradac had caught up to me shortly after my departure from
the outlaw camp. Wordlessly, he had caught me in a rough embrace, and when it
ended we stood apart awkwardly. Neither of us was in the habit of emotional
demonstrations. When I could speak without disgracing myself by the tremor in
my voice, I told him he shouldn’t have taken the risk of following me.


He shook off my concerns, saying, “I took care that no one
saw me leave. I couldn’t let you go without a word of farewell. Also, I brought
you these.”


He hefted a small canvas sack, and I recognized a number of
my possessions peaking out the top. I had been forced out in such a hurry I
hadn’t had time to collect my belongings. Naturally, Dradac would think of it.


I forced a smile, but my thanks sounded stiff even to my
ears, and I added, “I should keep moving. Farewell Dradac. Thank you for always
being a friend to me. I wish you the best in life.”


“Ilan, wait.”


I halted in my tracks and reluctantly looked back. My friend
had folded his arms across his chest and thinly veiled concern was etched
across his features.


“Where will you go?” he asked. “Have you any money or any
friends in the city who might help you?”


I evaded the questions. “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry
about me. I’m grown now and accustomed to looking out for myself.”


“Maybe in Dimmingwood with your friends at your back. But
the outside world is a colder place. There’s little tree or shelter out there.”


It struck me as amusing to have a roadside thief warning me
of the dangers of the world and despite everything, I found myself smiling.


Dradac glared. “This is no jest, Ilan. Brig would kill me if
he could see me letting you be driven off like this.”


“You’ve no choice. Come now. Wish me good luck and lose that
frown.”


He only shook his head. “Promise you’ll be careful.”


“I promise,” I said because it was the only way to satisfy
him.


We embraced then and parted ways, and that was the last I
saw of him in the weeks to come.


But another friend showed up one rainy night not long after
I had settled in at Shadow’s End. I was in the barn, sheltering from the storm,
and at the moment when I heard the doors creak open and the tread of feet, I
was sitting in the dark loft consuming the meager remains of a cold pork pie.
Hibbins always put the trimmings and most undesirable parts of the pig into her
pies. At first I assumed this was her now, coming into the barn to berate me
for some task not properly completed. But the steps were soft and hesitant,
where the widow had a heavy, confidant stride.


Leaning over the loft’s edge, I made out a short, slender
shadow slinking along the far wall. There was a practiced grace to the person’s
stealthy movements, interrupted only by a slight limp where their left foot had
been damaged in the Skeltai attack.


“I’d thought you’d be walking straight again by now, Ada,” I
called down and enjoyed seeing the other woman start at my voice descending
from the shadows.


She recovered quickly. “So did I, but Javen says it looks
like I’ll be stuck with this little souvenir forever.”


“Sorry to hear it. Well, come on up. The Widow isn’t likely
to intrude on us in this weather, but there’s no sense in chancing it. There’s
a ladder by the haystack.”


She found it and was up in moments. I scooted across the
moldy straw to make a space for her and offered the remains of my pork pie.


“How did you find me?” I asked as she dipped her fingers
into the greasy bowl.


“A good sight easier than tracking a Skeltai scout. Frankly,
I’m a little ashamed of you, Ilan. Despite your training, you left a trail like
a wounded bear between here and camp. Disappointingly predictable too. I step
out of the trees and the first thing my eye falls on is this little village
huddling at the forest’s edge. Dradac thought you’d get further but not me. I
knew you couldn’t tear yourself away. It didn’t take much questioning to get
the locals to direct me to you. And so, here I am. I see you’ve made yourself a
cozy place here.”


Her gaze took in the clumsily boarded walls, through which
cold fingers of wind and rain swept in, and the filthy pallet cast into the
corner where I slept on rainy nights.


She said, “I always wondered how far any of us would get if
we gave up thieving. Good to see what we have to look forward to.”


I glared. “I’ve done the best I could for myself. When the
time comes, I’ll find a better place. I don’t plan on spending the rest of my
life mucking out after someone else’s pigs.”


“You’d rather have your own, I suppose?”


“Maybe. I’m learning the business from the bottom up, and I
think I’ve a natural hand at it.”


She hesitated a moment to see if I were serious before we
both broke into laughter. I needed this. It seemed ages since I’d laughed with
a friend.


“This is pathetic,” I admitted when our amusement died down.
“I’ve been given a second chance to make something of my life, and what do I
settle for? Pig farming. A shame Rideon isn’t here. He’d love this.”


She sobered. “Rideon’s a fool. If I didn’t know better, I’d
think he wanted us all to die. Did you know he still forbids us to strike back
at the Skeltai? They roam the forest openly now and have attacked another small
holding near the Dimming Road.”


“Again?” I shot halfway to my feet before my head met the
ceiling, and I remembered I was indoors. I hunched back down.


“That’s why I’m here,” Ada said. “We decided the attacks
couldn’t go unanswered, so some of us got together to reform the circle.”


“Ada – ”


“It would be different this time,” she rushed to explain.
“We were careless before and took too many into our confidence. This time we’ll
admit only those we are certain we can trust.”


I hated to kill her enthusiasm, but I had to. “Forget the
circle, Ada. It brought us nothing but trouble last time.”


“It saved those villages,” she argued. “Who knows how many lives
would have been lost if we hadn’t allied ourselves with the Praetor to counter
the raids. Don’t you remember why we began this in the first place?”


“What I remember is burying a dozen outlaws in the frozen
ground only weeks ago and asking myself why? Why had I risked my brethren and
given up my future, the respect of my captain, and all the other things that
once mattered to me? It was all a wild whim, probably brought on by—”


I stopped short, acutely aware of the bow propped in a
corner of the loft where it had lain untouched since my coming here. I blamed
it for my troubles, the deaths of my friends, and my current homeless state. I
should never have allowed it to influence me with its subtle suggestions of
war. Even now, I lacked the strength of purpose to dispose of the thing.


Ada didn’t appear to notice the direction of my thoughts. “A
whim? Is that what you call it? We willingly risked ourselves to defend our
territory and our neighbors.  It was the first opportunity many of us ever
had to do something noble, something above ourselves. Many of our friends died
gladly for this cause, and now you can sit there and call it nothing?”


She shook her head in disbelief before rushing on with, “But
let’s leave the dead out of this. Because those of us left alive are the ones
who’ve got to make this decision. We’re the ones who’ve got to go on.”


“We?” I asked, finally getting a word in.


“We want you to lead us again,” she answered
matter-of-factly. “That’s why the others sent me to talk to you. It was a
unanimous decision. You’re the one who started us down this road, and it’s you
who must lead us forward now.”


Under a deluge of emotions, I rested my head in my hands.
“Don’t do this to me, Ada. Don’t remind me that the responsibility for all
those deaths was mine. If the rest of you are determined to go on with this
foolishness, you’ll have to do it without me. I won’t be involved this time.
I’m a pig farmer now, not an outlaw, and certainly not the plague-be-struck
leader of the circle.”


She stared at me and gradually her gaze hardened. I could
see I’d finally managed to stir her temper. “Maybe you’re right,” she said.
“Maybe you aren’t who we thought you were. But I’ll tell you what you are and
that’s afraid.”


I feigned indifference, although the suggestion stung.
“You’re right, I’m a coward. That’s what I am. I won’t stand against the
Skeltai or Rideon or anyone else ever again because the thought makes my guts
curdle and my feet tremble in my boots. Now I’m sure you’ve no desire to keep
company with a coward, so there’s the door for you.”


“And I’ll take it,” she snapped, rising so fast she nearly
teetered over the edge of the loft. “I’m ashamed I ever called you my friend,
but that’s a mistake I won’t make twice. Good bye, Ilan.”


With those final words, she flung herself onto the rope
ladder and clambered down out of sight. Moments later I heard the squeak of the
barn door being drawn open and the angry slam that followed.


I sunk back into the straw. I was alone again but wasn’t
that what I wanted? As long as I had no friends, there was no one left to be
hurt by my stupid mistakes.


The bow’s taunting whisper stirred through my mind. Not
alone. Never that.


It was right. I’d never be on my own while I possessed the
thing. Even now, when I believed I was breaking away, how much of my actions,
how much of this very fight with Ada, was manipulated by the bow’s influence?


I lay back and closed my eyes, but the scene with Ada kept
repeating itself in my mind, and the bow continued its subtle whispers until I
could have no peace. At last I slithered out of the loft and went outside to
sleep in the rain.


I tried to move on with my life over the next week, tried to
forget my conversation with Ada, but always Dimmingwood, my past, and the
future hovered in the background calling to me, a temptation I knew would be
the death of me if I gave in to it, but one so difficult to resist.


In the end I could bear it no longer. If I had to spend one
more night in the shadow of the wood, I would give in to the longing and enter
the forbidden borders once more. The only answer was to get away.


I gave my hasty excuses to Widow Hibbins, collected my
earnings in dried, salted pork and departed Shadow’s End. Turning my steps
north, I made for Selbius.


 


*  
*   *


 


It was a gray morning in deep winter when I showed up at
Hadrian’s door. The wind off the lake was bitterly cold, its fishy scent
summoning memories of my last stay here.


Hadrian welcomed me with little fuss, as if I was returning
from an absence of days rather than months. I could see the questions in his
eyes, but he held them in as if sensing my reluctance to speak of the path that
had returned me here. Strange how good it felt to me now, being near someone
with whom I shared the bond of magic. We talked of light things, Hadrian’s stiff
elbow—an old injury that bothered him in the cold weather—the river folk and
the work they had accomplished since last I was here.


Not even the sight of the bow I still carried at my back
could jar Hadrian out of the welcome he seemed determined to make a pleasant
one. I asked if I could stay a few days and was gladly granted permission.
Seephinia brought out fish and seacakes for us and we drank kackii together.


I quickly noted a change in Hadrian. His eyes lit up as we
talked of his old days as a Blade of Justice, his travels, and all the faraway
places he had seen. It hit me with a jolt that he was bored and listless. Never
a man to stay in one place for long, his feet must be itching to get away and
cover new ground. When I asked about it, he confirmed that he didn’t mean to
remain in these parts much longer. He talked of a place he had heard of in
Camdon where an uncivilized tribe of cattle herders lived cut off from the
world, among what were said to be mystical hills. Hadrian had heard rumors
leading him to believe he might find more Natural magickers among these
reclusive hillsmen. I knew he was excited by the untapped well of knowledge
presented by these primitive tribes. It seemed he had wrung from the river folk
all the secrets they were willing to impart, and he was ready to move on to new
grounds.


“If not for your coming,” he told me cheerfully, “I should
be away soon. But the company of a friend is a worthy reason for delay.”


I wondered what Seephinia would think of all this, but he
assured me she would take his departure in stride.


“Seephinia’s not one for shouting at the shifting winds.
She’s too practical for that,” he said, and I supposed this was true. The river
woman was the sort to accept whatever came her way with little more than the
blink of an eye.


Days passed, which hardly felt like any time at all. The
evenings were my favorite times, for when the day’s work was done and all was
quiet, we would sit out of doors beneath the encircling glow of bobbing
lanterns hung from the eaves of Seephinia’s hut. We would tilt our faces up to
look at the stars and Hadrian would tell me all he knew of stargazing and
windsinging, talents neither of us would ever possess, and anything else of the
Natural magic that came to his mind. Sometimes he would ask me to take out the
bow, and he would trace his fingers over the engraved runes and read out again
what he could decipher of the message.


Power over death my master hath, let fly my arrows and
loose my wrath.


I knew the words by heart now. We would puzzle over the
inscription and wonder what mind had contrived it, and what hands had crafted
the bow. When we had exhausted that subject without progress, we would move on
to talk of my past. I avoided tales of my recent trials, although I often
wondered how much Hadrian must have guessed.


I talked instead of my childhood in Dimmingwood and of the
friends I had made there. He spoke of his youth and the adventures and perils
through which he had passed during his days as a Blade. We would sit up late
into the night, yet it would always seem too soon when Seephinia came to put
out the lanterns and remind us of the hour. Inside again, I would settle back
into my old cot along the wall and fall asleep, feeling more content than I had
been in a long time.
















 


Chapter
Thirteen


 


Those were good days. The peace and routine they brought
helped me to almost forget the hurt and strife I had left behind.


Then came Fleet. I hadn’t seen him since my return to Selbius,
and truthfully, hadn’t wished to. He’d called for me twice already, but I had
managed to be out both times. I felt guilty for avoiding him, but Fleet had
been connected to the old circle, and I couldn’t think of him without
remembering things I wanted to forget.


I realized my days of dodging him were over one afternoon as
I sat leaning against a barrel of salted fish, mending a torn net. I suddenly
sensed his presence, a familiar mixture of conceit and self-assurance peculiar
only to the street thief. It marked him more plainly than his trademark ruffled
jackets and gaudy jewelry.


I didn’t look up, as if failing to acknowledge him could
make him somehow disappear.


“Ah, caught up to you at last.” He heaved a pleased sigh,
his breath smelling of cheap brandy, as he settled beside me. “You’re a hard
one to find, my friend. I’ve looked in before, but you were never around. That
old priest of yours must keep you working sunup to sundown.”


Instead of answering, I worked my fingers and the mending
hook in and out of the net faster. If I seemed disinterested enough, maybe he
would get the message and take himself away. Not a kind sentiment toward an old
friend, but I couldn’t help feeling it.


“It’s no good ignoring me, Hound,” he said. “Like a wart, I
don’t go away.”


“Don’t call me that.”


“What? Hound? All your forest friends use the name.”


“Well, no one says it now, and I don’t want to hear it
again. Today I’m just plain Ilan.”


He shrugged. “If you say so. Doesn’t matter what I call you,
so long as I’ve finally got the chance to talk to you. There are things we
ought to discuss, and I’ve also got a message from a mutual acquaintance.”


“Maybe you should come back another time, Fleet,” I said.
“I’m pretty busy today.” I didn’t look up from my work, only bent my head lower
like a dim sighted old woman.


“Come on, Ilan. You know you don’t have to do that stuff
now.”


He snatched the net from my hands.


“Hey!” I protested, “I have to finish my work before dinner
or Seephinia won’t feed me. You don’t know what she’s like.”


“Stop it. This is important.” The impatience in his tone
silenced me. I’d known him before to be sulky, jealous, or impatient but never
angry.


“Why are you doing this?” He demanded. “You’re not living
out here—you’re just hiding from the world. Do you expect it to change on its
own, maybe be a whole different place by the time you decide to come back to
it?”


I glared but he didn’t let me interrupt.


“Don’t say that’s not what you’re doing, because we both
know it is. You’ve been avoiding me since you got back when, as a friend, I
should’ve been among the first you sought out when you needed someplace to go.
But no, you don’t come to me. You go to the priest instead. It took me awhile
to figure out what you had against me. But when I heard from your forest friends,
I put it together and realized it wasn’t me you were avoiding, it was them.
Because of my connection to the circle, you cut me out.”


Again I tried to protest, but he only rushed on. “So then I
got to asking myself, wasn’t it she who asked me to step into the circle and
help in the first place? What did I care for trespassing Skeltai savages or
mystery attacks on woods settlements? The Praetor’s silver was welcome, but I
wouldn’t have taken such chances just for that. I did it as a favor for a friend.
Because it seemed important to her, and because she’d done me a good turn once.
I did it for you.”


I snatched up my work again to give me time to think and
said briskly, “Yes well, all that was a bit ago, wasn’t it? It’s over now and
time to move on. I’m doing that the only way I know how.”


“Those woods folk you care so much about will go on dying
out there while you sit here moving on.”


I snorted. “You said it yourself. You’re not interested in
the misfortunes of the woods villagers.”


He shrugged. “A fellow can learn to care, can’t he?”


“You? Care for anyone other than yourself? There’s an
amusing thought. I suppose next you’ll be claiming you care for me.”


He raised his hands.  “Never that. I’ve never loved an
ugly woman in my life, and I’m not about to start on some tangle-haired forest
girl with dirt under her fingernails and dressed in men’s clothes.”


Despite myself, I laughed, shoving him so hard he nearly
toppled into a row of barrels.


But I also smoothed a few loose strands back into my messy
braid and made a mental note to comb my hair more often. And maybe take a bath
once in awhile.


“Seriously,” Fleet said, resettling himself and dusting
imaginary specs from his coat, “forgetting for a moment the great romance
between us, I did come to you with a message.”


I cut him off, levity forgotten. “I don’t want to hear it.”


“It’s not from the circle.”


“I don’t care. No messages. No reports. I don’t want news
from anybody. Maybe, as you say, I am hiding from the world for a time, but
it’s time I need. I want a little peace, a chance to sort my thoughts and
figure out what I’m going to do with the rest of my life.”


He frowned but said, “All right, if that’s what you want. If
you need space to think, I’ll give it to you. Just don’t take too long at it,
will you? My employer’s offer won’t stand forever.”


I rolled my eyes. “What employer? You’ve never had an honest
job in your life.”


In response, he rose abruptly, dusting off his clothes. If
he were anybody else I’d have thought I’d offended him.


“Tell you what let’s do,” he said. “How about a walk into
the city? There’s something I’d like to show you. Anyway, it’s a nice day out.
Shame to waste it sitting around here. Yes, a trip into the city will be just
the thing to lift your spirits.”


“You leave my spirits alone. You just want an excuse to get
off the water.


“Maybe. My stomach has never gotten used to the motion of
these rafts. Come on. Leave your smelly nets and things to those who’ve nothing
better to do.”


I shrugged. “Just let me tell Hadrian I won’t be here for
dinner.”


“Your priest’s a regular old woman, isn’t he?”


“Never mind,” I said. “I’m beginning to think he’s less
pushy than you. Why do I have a feeling whatever you’re dragging me off to look
at is somehow connected to that other business? The one we agreed not to talk
about?”


“Your suspicious nature, I suppose. Let’s go.”


I definitely had a bad feeling about this. A trip into the
noisy, crowded city sounded far from appealing. And yet, against my will, my
curiosity had been piqued.


 


*  
*   *


 


An hour later found me in the market district, surveying a
row of bloated corpses dangling over the side of the East Bridge. With their
faces swollen and discolored, their features set in their final grimaces, they
hardly looked like the familiar friends I used to see every day. I stood
directly beneath one frayed pairs of boots that swayed slightly in the wind and
found myself looking up at Kipp dangling above me.


My eyes blurred so that the others strung up alongside him
were indistinct figures but when I blinked, their faces became clear. All these
men were known to me, some even members of the circle. I could only be relieved
that Dradac wasn’t among them and neither were Ada or Javen.


I was trembling and didn’t know whether it was with grief or
fury. A red haze obscured my vision, and my breath came in gasps. I was dimly
aware of firm arms pulling me off to the side of the road, and the move was
none too soon, because I was suddenly seized with a terrible clenching in my
belly. I turned and vomited onto the paving stones, heaving until my insides
were raw. My stomach hadn’t rebelled so violently since the first time I saw a
man killed before my eyes. But I was too absorbed in misery to be embarrassed
at the weakness I displayed before Fleet and all the strangers streaming past.
One thought kept pounding through my head.


The Praetor. We had aided him, and he had betrayed
us. My hatred drowned all rational thought. I remembered Kipp’s mischievous
grin, and how once a long time ago as we hid together up in an elder tree, I
had looked at him and thought him handsome. I couldn’t help comparing that
image to the one I saw now. I thought of Brig who had suffered death at the
hands of the Praetor’s men and of Terrac whose loyalty had been stolen from me.
Suddenly it seemed as if all my troubles all the way back to the death of my
parents could be laid at the door of Praetor Tarius.


I slowly became aware of the biting pain where my
fingernails were digging into my palms. The tendons along my neck and jaw ached
and my face felt hot.


“Ilan…” Fleet’s voice came to me as if from a distance, and
I let it draw me back.


Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself and forced calming
thoughts through my mind. It was like massaging blood back into a deadened limb
and in moments I could think again. With the clarity came the crushing weight
of guilt. I couldn’t blame the Praetor alone. So much of this was my fault. My
friends had asked me to come back, asked me to lead them again, but I’d been a
coward. Ada was right. I had chosen to save myself even if it meant abandoning
the rest of the circle.


“I’m sorry I had to show you that,” Fleet said, “but I
couldn’t think how else to make you yourself again.”


I didn’t answer. I didn’t trust myself to speak yet.


He cleared his throat. “I don’t know anything yet, but I’m
making inquiries into exactly how this happened, and who else was involved. I
thought you’d want to know what became of the rest of your friends. I’ve got a
few bribable acquaintances among the city guard who could be useful. That is,
if you want me to continue looking into it?”


I looked to the grisly figures strung from the bridge, and
the lines of strangers streaming heedlessly beneath them, no more affected than
if the dead men had been stone gargoyles.


“Yes, please,” I rasped. “Learn what you can.”


“And my message?” he asked, after a visible hesitation. “Are
you ready to hear it yet? I ask because it is from the Praetor.”


I had learned too much today to be surprised by this.


“He wants a meeting,” Fleet continued. “I know after seeing
this,” he indicated the hanged outlaws, “it may not seem like the best time.”


“It’s the perfect time,” I interrupted. The perfect time
to look on the face of the man who was steadily destroying my life. “Take
me to him.”
















 


Chapter
Fourteen


 


My footsteps rang across the floor as I paced the narrow
waiting room we had been ushered into. A deep numbness had settled over me
since that scene at the East Bridge, so that there was no question of working
up my courage. I felt nothing, least of all fear. My only concern was whether
I’d be granted the opportunity to carry out my task.


Ignorant of my plans, Fleet leaned against the wood paneled
wall, his fingers twisting idly at the gaudy rings above his knuckles. Although
he didn’t outwardly betray his concern, I sensed it and wondered if he was
always this unsettled when preparing to report to the Praetor or if he somehow
suspected what I had in mind. I would keep a wary eye on him. I couldn’t have
him interfering with my plans.


Something else I kept an eye on was the iron-studded door at
the end of the room. At every moment, I half expected it to fly open to admit a
flood of Fists who would come pouring over us like a human avalanche. I knew
there were a number of them keeping watch outside the door already, and I’d
seen more posted at intervals along the hall.


Raking a hand through my mussed hair, I told myself we’d
been a pair of fools to come here. We were making it so easy for them. This
entire business smelled of a trap. Why hadn’t I realized that before? But I
knew why. It was because I was so full of zeal for the task ahead; I hadn’t
stopped to think.


I paced faster. Why had I let them take my knives when we
entered the Praetor’s keep? My bow still rode comfortably at my back, but it
was of no use when I’d been forced to part with my arrows. All I had left was a
single trick up my sleeve—or rather, down my boot. I prayed it was enough.


I was shaken out of my thoughts when the big door swung
inward, admitting a burly man in the attire of a Fist with two more armed
soldiers at his back. I tensed but no attack came. There was a pause of about
three seconds as the man in front and I eyed one another with controlled
animosity. Obviously he knew who I was and resented whatever orders restrained
him from killing me.


My hand moved of its own accord to my sleeves but faltered
as I remembered my missing knives. Even if I’d been armed, I couldn’t afford to
let an impulsive act cost me my chance at the Praetor.


Observing my empty motion, the Fist smirked, but the satisfaction
quickly disappeared from his eyes as he announced, “His lordship will see you
now.”


I grinned insolently, despite our precarious situation.
“Come Fleet. His Greatness deigns to see his humble vassals after only a few
hours’ wait.”


“His lordship is a busy man,” the Fist said coolly, looking
at a spot somewhere above my shoulder. “He has little time for granting
audiences to lice-infested street curs and filthy woods rabble.”


“It was he who requested this meeting,” I pointed out, but the
Fist seemed not to hear. Turning on his heel, he instructed us to follow him
out of the room.


We fell into step behind him, the other two Fists closing in
at our sides, so that we were effectively boxed in as we started down the wide
outer corridor. There was no direction to run except back the way we came, and
a surreptitious peek over my shoulder showed even that route led to no escape.
Too many of the Praetor’s personal guard lined the corridors.


I mentally ran over the plan again, readying myself for the
moment of confrontation. I didn’t think I’d left any loose ends.  The
apothecary on Smith Street hadn’t asked what I intended to do with the poison I
purchased. I’d made certain Fleet wasn’t looking when I’d dipped my dagger into
the lethal mixture before slipping it into my boot with a strip of sacking
wrapped around the blade to protect me from a possible scrape of the razor
edged steel.


I felt guilty about dragging the unsuspecting Fleet into my
deception. I had accepted from the moment the plan entered my mind that I
wouldn’t survive this hour. I considered my life a small price to pay for
vengeance, but it would be a shame if my friend was taken down with me for an
act in which he had no part. But when I thought of Brig and my parents and
countless other deaths I could lay at the Praetor’s door, my resolve stiffened.


I studied our surroundings as we passed, committing the
off-branching corridors to memory, noting which open doorways were guarded by
Fists and which looked like they might lead to possible escape routes. Escape
was unlikely, but if we did get the chance to run when this was over, for
Fleet’s sake, we would take it.


The inside of the Praetor’s keep was not as grand as I had
always imagined it would be. The rooms we passed were furnished with more
wealth and comfort than anything I’d ever seen in my limited experience of fine
surroundings. But there was little in the way of decoration here. Surveying the
spartan furnishings and colorless tapestries on the walls, all of which
depicted gory battle scenes, I was reminded that it had been years since the
Praetor’s lady had been alive and in residence. This keep was less a home than
a fortress and a museum to glory days past.


We came upon a set of wide iron-banded doors engraved with
the image of a rearing bear. A Fist drew open the doors and we entered a large
antechamber. It was a long room with a high vaulted ceiling crisscrossed with
thick beams and supported by timber braces from floor to ceiling. A fireplace
large enough for a man to walk into blazed at one end of the room, so that
despite the cold outdoors, the air within was stifling. Immediately, sweat
beaded across my forehead.


I noted in a glance that the room was windowless and the
doors through which we had entered were the only way in or out. But it would
have made little difference if there had been a dozen exits in the room,
because the walls were lined with armed guards.


I ignored the soldiers, focusing instead on the purpose of
my coming.


His powerful presence hit me like a hammer blow to the face,
and I recognized it as the same presence that had invaded my mind long ago on
the streets of Selbius. But this time I had the advantage, because I was aware
of him, and he had not yet noticed me. I’d been prepared for this, had entered the
room with magical barriers already constructed and waiting, and I slammed them
into place now, sealing them tightly enough to hold out even the most
overwhelming of senses and emotions.


It was like dropping a snuffer over a candle flame, so
suddenly did that other presence flicker out in my mind. I couldn’t even sense
Fleet or any of the others around me. I gritted my teeth and endured the wave
of panic brought on by the abrupt emptiness. I was conscious of the weight of
the bow on my back, reminding me I wasn’t alone. Even in this state I still
felt its voiceless presence huddled in the back of my mind.


With an effort, I redirected my attention to the Praetor. He
sat on a high backed throne-like chair on a raised dais at the far end of the
hall. A handful of well-dressed men I assumed were his advisors clustered
around him, but I spared little attention for them.


The approach to the dais was a long one, the burly Fist
leading the way, and I had ample opportunity to observe my enemy. The Praetor
Tarius looked different than on the last occasion I had seen him during his
procession through the streets of the city. He had exchanged his armor for a
dark tunic with a wide-sleeved robe of scarlet velvet falling in loose folds to
the floor. The effect was majestic. I felt as if I were approaching a king
rather than a mere provincial lord and felt sure that was the feeling he
intended to cultivate in all who waited on him.


Despite the grandeur of his attire, his restless shifting in
his seat and the listless way he flicked at the sleeves of his robes when they
fell over his wrists hinted the man had little patience for formal audiences
and the finer trappings of his status. His dark eyes sharpened when they fell
on our party and he straightened. I was aware of his singling me out with
interest after a more cursory glance over Fleet and our accompanying escort.


I studied him as openly as did he us, noticing the streaks
of gray at his temples and the light creases around his eyes and mouth. My gaze
fell to the tanned strong looking hands resting atop the polished arms of his
chair, and I could easily imagine them still wielding a sword alongside his
Iron Fists. My examination wasn’t idle or even born of a desire to know my
enemy, to look into the face of the man I had come to kill. I was searching for
something, some outward physical sign to confirm the suspicions I had once
voiced to Hadrian. I had long suspected the Praetor of being a mage, and
nothing I saw now lessened that belief.


The Fist who was head of our escort greeted his lord with a
bow and a hand to his sword hilt, before shoving Fleet and I to our knees
before the dais. I could have resisted, but the defiant gesture didn’t seem
worth the blade in the gut it would likely cost me. I would bide my time.


“My lord,” the Fist was saying, “this is the peasant rabble
whose presence you commanded.”


The Praetor leaned forward to study me, his brows drawing
forward as if he examined a living fish that had somehow flopped its way onto
his dining table. I forgot to breathe. Here was the man who had all but wielded
the sword that had killed my parents eleven years ago. Here was the man who,
either by direct order or carelessness, had caused Brig to be killed most
brutally. I was so close I could almost stretch out a hand and touch him. I could
touch him if I lunged forward. All I’d have to do was whip out my poisoned
dagger, scramble to my feet and up the few steps, somehow avoiding the
descending blades of his guards.


But it wasn’t going to happen. Not yet. I needed to be closer
or my brave effort would only end on the tip of a Fist’s blade.


The Praetor’s face cracked into a sudden grimace, which it
took me a moment to realize must be what passed for him as a smile.


He said, “So this is the great Hound, whose fame and daring
feats are sung of in the streets? I’m disappointed. I ask for a great hero and
am handed a mere child.”


No one had called me a child since I had gone up against the
Fists for Brig. Hearing the insult from him of all men was particularly
grating, and I couldn’t hold my tongue.


“This child has outwitted your best men on more than one
occasion,” I pointed out. “And I wouldn’t be before you now had I not come of
my own will.”


At my insolence, the Fist at my side moved as if to strike
me, but the Praetor lifted a careless hand, motioning him to hold back.


“So. The brat has courage and at least the wits to defend
herself,” he said to the room at large. “Perhaps we did not do so badly after
all. I may indeed find a use for her.”


A use? For what purpose had he summoned me? To enter
his employ? That made no sense. If he knew so much about me he must also be
aware I was a woods thief of Rideon’s band. He wouldn’t want any more
association with me than the time it took to have my neck stretched.


Mimicking his method of speaking over my head, I commented
to the tapestry on the wall behind him, “I have no interest in being of use to
the Praetor. I wouldn’t dirty my hands or my conscience by touching a copper
from his purse.”


He laughed, an unpleasant hollow sound, but at least he
finally spoke to me directly. “These are proud words from one who runs with
outlaws. But I suppose your thieving days are over, and you’ve since reformed
yourself. That’s a story I hear often from this chair, a feeble excuse put
forth by the pathetic wretches bowing before me. They kneel right where you do
and beg for mercy.”


I met his challenge with a defiant glare. “You’ll never see
me do that.”


He searched my face. Did I imagine it or was there a glimmer
of newfound respect in his eyes?


“That’s as well,” he said. “I’ve no interest in hiring a
sniveling coward. If I thought you lacked the intelligence or the courage for
the task at hand, I’d have you marched immediately to the market district and
strung up alongside your friends. I may yet do so.”


“No!”


I started at the unexpected protest, and the Praetor whipped
his head around to glare at the offender, one of a group of guards and advisors
standing behind him.


Looking abashed, the speaker quickly rephrased his protest.
“Forgive me, my lord, but surely nothing could be gained by killing one we have
gone to such lengths to procure. The girl is stubborn and sometimes arrogant,
but I’m sure once she is made to understand the situation, you’ll find her
cooperative and most useful. She is very capable at what she does.”


The stranger turned to me, his face at once defiant and
vaguely imploring, and to my surprise I found myself looking into a pair of
familiar violet eyes. I scanned Terrac up and down, unbelievingly. The mental
barrier I’d locked into place on entering the room must have prevented my
sensing his presence, but with the physical change in him I hardly recognized
him even now. A broadsword sheathed at his side, he wore the shining dark plate
of the Praetor’s guard, a scarlet cape trailing down his back, and his hair had
lengthened sufficiently to be scraped back into a soldier’s queue. Taller and
broader than the last time I had seen him, he was more a man now than a boy. I
was startled to realize for the first time that he had the sort of features
that some would call attractive. They might have been called so by me if they
had belonged to anyone but Terrac.


I wasn’t sure if it was the soldier’s outfit he disguised
himself in or some intuitive sense that told me he was no longer the
weak-willed nervous priest boy I’d once known. If there had been a glimmer of
anxiety in his eyes as he defended me, his face was now carefully devoid of
expression.


The Praetor was speaking. “Yes, Under-Lieutenant, I remember
your report of the girl. More importantly, I’m mindful of other reports.”


Under-Lieutenant?  The last time I had seen Terrac he’d
spoken of becoming a Fist, but I wondered what he had done to bring about such
a quick advancement.


The Praetor leaned forward in his chair and said to me, “My
spies bring me word you and a circle of your followers are responsible for the
anonymous information that, until now, has helped us keep the foreign invaders
in check.”


I shifted, as much to stall for time as to relieve the
numbness in my knees.


“I command no circle of followers,” I lied. “I’ve always
worked alone.”


The Praetor frowned. “You needn’t protect your friends. For
the moment, I’ve no interest in learning their identities or uncovering their
hiding places. I have the ear of their leader and that is enough. Now I am
going to explain to you my dilemma, and the solution I have worked out for it,
and you will nod your head and say, ‘As my liege wishes.’”


I blinked. “My liege? If you think for one moment I’m
about to swear any oaths of fealty—”


The Praetor cut me off. “I’ll have no impudence, woods
thief. Still your wagging tongue, or by my mother’s ashes, I’ll have it sliced
out.”


Sensing he meant the threat, I fell silent. I didn’t dare
look at Terrac right now. Would he defend me if the Praetor’s men did lay hands
on me? I wouldn’t bet my knives on it.


Settling back into his throne-like chair, the Praetor said,
“Here is how the matter stands. The situation with the Skeltai invaders is
intolerable, yet we have no method of stopping them. I am told they travel by
means of the dark art of magic.”


He made a distasteful face and even the guards and advisors
gathered around shuddered. I remembered it was likely in this very room, and
before a number of these people, that the prejudices and allegations against
magic had first been born. This was where the Praetor had determined it was the
wielding of magic that was responsible for beginning the rotting plague that
swept the province years ago. From here had come the decree that all those
known to possess the gift be slaughtered for the greater good. I tried not to
think of my parents. This wasn’t the time for it.


The Praetor continued. “Thanks to their command of the vile
arts, Skeltai sorcerers and their evil minions are capable of appearing at any
time in whatever place they wish. For all we know, one could materialize right
here in the next instant. Clearly such a state of affairs is intolerable, yet
due to the mysterious nature of their foul talents, my best men are unable to
devise a means of countering these attacks. The only instances in which we were
able to fend them off were on those occasions when anonymous informants,” he
inclined his head to me, “—saw fit to pass us word of their movements within
Dimmingwood. That flow of information has recently ceased.”


He paused as if expecting an explanation, but I kept silent.


He continued. “I do not ask to know the reason for the
silence. I do not even concern myself with how you and your spies procured
information my people could not. I am disposed to credit even one such as you
with a twisted sense of patriotism. If I was persuaded there was treachery
behind your knowledge you would not be alive here now. No, I simply want my
information network back. Whatever has become of your spies, get them back into
place. Needless to say, you will all be paid handsomely for your efforts.”


I laughed then. I couldn’t help it.


I heard the chink of armor as my Fist escort drew back to
slap me, and this time the Praetor didn’t call his man down. The blow fell, ringing
across my skull. For a second I saw blackness. Ignoring the echoes of pain, I
fought off the rising darkness until the afternoon sunlight slanting through
the windows and the dimensions of the big room gradually came back to me.


The Praetor proceeded as if there had been no interruption.
“I expected you and your friends would be reluctant to accept my authority. But
let us not forget what your people are, after all. Forest brigands. Thieves and
miscreants of the worst nature. Believe me when I say you may spew
self-righteous drivel against my rule, but when my coins flash before your eyes
you will snatch them as greedily as a pauper stealing bread.”


My anger rose all the more because there was truth to what
he said. Hadn’t the circle been eager enough to accept his money before?


He said, “I see you recognize the sense of my words, and I
will take it then that we have an arrangement, although naturally I will
require oaths of obedience to secure my trust. You will kiss the ring like any
other vassal pledging himself to my cause.”


I thought quickly. “That would be difficult considering I
haven’t been allowed off my knees since I arrived.”


I felt Fleet beside me stiffen in surprise at my easy
acquiescence.


The Praetor nodded to my Fist escort, and I was hauled to my
feet. My numb legs nearly gave way beneath me, but I was permitted time to work
the blood back into them before climbing the dais and kneeling at the Praetor’s
feet. A large hand was extended to me, and I bent my face to it, even as I
reached surreptitiously into the top of my boot.


“Vow obedience,” the Praetor intoned formally. “Vow fidelity
and service.”


Fidelity and service. The motto of the house of
Tarius. An image flashed through my mind of the brooch my mother had given me
so long ago with those words engraved upon it. My mother who was dead because
of the laws of this man.


There was only one ring on the long fingered hand he
extended to me, a thick circle of silver encrusted with red gems and the
ancestral emblem of past Praetors graven into the center: a rearing bear.


My lips hovered over the ring, even as my fingers inside my
boot found the bone handle of my dagger.  My heart beat fast, and I forgot
to breathe. Now was the moment I had been waiting for all these years.


I swept my knife from its hiding place and the rags around
the blade fell free. Sunlight gleamed off the poison tipped steel.
















 


Chapter
Fifteen


 


There was an audible gasp throughout the room, accompanied
by the ring of swords being drawn, but I scarcely heard any of it. I looked
into the eyes of the man I hated and slashed my knife across the hand I held so
firmly in mine. Deep red blood flowed instantly from the wound, running to the
floor.


The Praetor looked at the minor wound uncomprehendingly
while I sat back, task finished, and waited to die. I heard the thundering
footsteps of the guards descending on me, but didn’t turn to meet my death.


“Hold!” The Praetor’s order ripped through the air.


The guards froze and every eye in the chamber focused on
their lord, whose attention was still on the thin trickle of blood flowing from
his hand.


A murmur rose from his counselors.


“My lord, you are injured!”


“Is it serious?”


“Allow us to send for a physician…”


From the Fists, a similar buzz arose.


“Let us kill the woods mongrel, my lord!”


“She attempted to assassinate you.”


“My lord, I beg the honor…”


I didn’t dare listen for Terrac’s reaction among the others.
That he should be present for this was my only regret.


The Praetor coolly waved them all to silence. “Disarm the
prisoner,” he commanded and the order was instantly followed.


“She is not to be killed without my order,” the lord
continued. “Her attempt has failed, and I have sustained nothing but a simple
cut.”


I interrupted. “I am afraid it is more than that. What seems
but a shallow cut is in fact a deadly wound. My blade was tipped in poison and
in a moment you will keel over, lifeless. It is no use calling for a physician.
I am assured it is a fast acting toxin. Perhaps you feel its effects already?
Dizziness? A faint numbness spreading up the limb as the poison travels toward
the heart.”


My enemy failed to display the expected horror. Even as his
guards and advisors erupted again into a clamor, he only looked at his sliced
palm with interest and massaged his forearm, muttering under his breath. I
couldn’t make out the words he whispered and no one else seemed even to notice.


His soft chanting finished, the Praetor looked me in the
eyes. I shivered at his cold gaze but his only words to me were, “Cleverly
done, young one.”


Then he turned aside to his advisors, commanding, “Give me
something to stem this cursed blood.”


A fine velvet sash was proffered and applied to the wound.
Only then did the lord look around him and take stock of the situation.


“Stop gasping and gaping,” he ordered his counselors. “Have
you never seen blood before?”


It was clear many of them hadn’t.


“Verikk, bring me the weapon,” he said, and an aging warrior
stepped forward with the poisoned dagger I had been relieved of.


With barely a glance, the Praetor tucked the weapon into the
folds of his robe.


What, I wondered, could he want with the thing? But it was
clear no explanation would be forthcoming.


“Now,” he said, settling back in his seat and assuming a
comfortable position, “We shall resume our business. I believe you were about
to swear obedience to me, woods thief.”


“But my lord!” The interruption came not from me but a white
headed advisor. “Even now, poison courses through your veins!”


The Praetor appeared to find his concern tiresome, saying,
“Do not be a fool, Meivoran. Do I look like a dying man? No doubt that would
disturb all of you. If your lord were dead with no heirs, there would be none
but you to assume my position.”


His accusation was met with a sea of denials.


“My lord, we would never so presume!”


“None of us would dream of such a thing!”


He held up a hand for silence, and I almost admired the way
a single gesture from him froze them all midsentence. Only I was distracted by
his question. It was true; he didn’t look like a dying man. In fact, he looked
unfortunately strong. A picture of health and vigor. My mind whirled with the
possibilities. Had the apothecary cheated me? Had I not got enough poison into
my enemy?


“Enough has been said,” the Praetor was saying. “There was
no poison on the dagger. I myself have examined it. Clearly the girl spoke
falsely, but the time for punishment will come later. We have more pressing
matters to weigh upon our minds. Or have you all forgotten the Skeltai warriors
running unchecked within our borders?”


To me he said, “I underestimated you, woods thief. I shall
not do so again. Mere gold will never be enough to buy your loyalty, will it?”


Not awaiting an answer, he gazed around him thoughtfully.
“What, I wonder, would be a sufficient bribe to ensure you cooperation? Perhaps
the life of your friend here?”


A chill passed through me as, at a gesture from the Praetor,
a pair of Fists dragged Fleet to the foot of the dais. I tried to catch his
eye, wanting him to know how sorry I was I’d gotten him into this situation.


“What’s this?” the Praetor asked. “I believe I detect
concern in your eyes, woods thief. If the money means nothing to you, it at
least appears you attribute some value to the life of your companion.”


He smiled. “I believe we will work out a new deal. You will
work for blood, not money. Bring your spy network to life again. I don’t care
how you do it, or what it takes. I want concise and timely information coming
out of that cursed forest on a regular basis. Until I’m satisfied you are
carrying out your mission adequately, your street scum friend here shall remain
my permanent guest. I am sure he will find the dungeon very comfortable.”


“He has nothing to do with any of this,” I protested.


“Do you really expect me to believe that? At any rate, even
if he was not your accomplice in my attempted assassination, I have compiled a
wealth of other unsavory information about his history. The city guard are very
familiar with him and would be pleased to see him come to his deserved fate.”


I didn’t need to look at Fleet to know what his thoughts
were just now. He wasn’t the sort for heroic sacrifices. Do what you must
and leave me to die weren’t words I would ever hear from his mouth.


I nodded reluctant agreement to the Praetor’s proposal. What
else could I do? I had been prepared to risk my life, but I could scarcely
condemn Fleet to death for the simple mistake of being my friend.


The Praetor showed no pleasure at his victory, but looked as
if he had never had any doubt of it. He said, “Understand that I leave no room
for mistakes. Should any dark magicks stir undetected within Dimmingwood again,
should a single Skeltai raid take place without your advance warning, your
friend here will face the consequences. Should you be negligent or slack in
your reports, should you choose to disregard a direct order from me, again your
shabby friend will meet a lingering demise.”


He was setting me impossible standards. The idea that I, or
Fleet, might be held responsible for a single attack I failed to predict was
madness. Yet what could I do? The cards were on the table, and I had not a
single bargaining chip with which to redeem Fleet’s freedom.


Every fiber of me rebelling, I nonetheless uttered the
words, “It will be as you say.”


What followed next went past in a blur. I was so stunned by
the sudden horrible twist in events, I was hardly aware of myself being prodded
forward by the guards until I was again kneeling before my enemy. How had my
freedom, my dreams of vengeance been lost so suddenly?


I heard the Praetor’s words as if from a great distance.
“Vow obedience.”


I felt sick, and my very heart denied what I spoke. “I vow
obedience.”


“Vow fidelity and service.”


“I vow fidelity and service…” I mouthed woodenly.


The Praetor’s ruby encrusted ring felt cold to my lips.
















 


Not
An Ending, But A Resting Place


 


An impatient shove from the Fist behind me brings my
wandering thoughts back to the moment. I pick up my pace, if only to avoid
further rough encouragement from my escort, any one of who would probably
pounce on the least excuse to hurt me.


The candles flicker in the wall sconces lining the stone
corridor leading us away from the Praetor’s audience chamber. But it isn’t the
draft sweeping down the shadowy halls that chills me. It’s the clank of armor,
the ringing echo of the guards’ boots, and the inescapable knowledge that I’m
no better than any of these servants of the Praetor. I have vowed my loyalty
and service to their master, now my master, and nothing can wipe that
stain from me.


I have become the enemy.


 


 


Continue Ilan’s
journey in Book IV, Redemption of Thieves.

































 


ABOUT
THE AUTHOR


 


C. Greenwood is the
fantasy pen name of author Dara England, who lives in Oklahoma with her
husband, two young children, and a Yorkshire terrier. To receive updates on
future books, visit www.DaraEnglandAuthor.com or sign up for
her newsletter at tinyurl.com/3dbegmw


 


 


 


WRITING AS
C.GREENWOOD


 


Legends of
Dimmingwood Series


 


Magic of Thieves ~
Book I


Betrayal of
Thieves ~ Book II


Circle of Thieves
~ Book III


Redemption of
Thieves ~ Book IV


 


Other Titles


 


Kingsworn Trilogy ~
Coming 2014


 


Dreamer’s Journey


 


 


 


WRITING AS DARA
ENGLAND


 


The Accomplished
Mysteries


 


Accomplished in
Murder ~ Book One


Accomplished in
Detection ~ Book Two


Accomplished in
Blood ~ Book Three


 


 


The American Heiress
Mysteries


 


Death on Dartmoor
~ Book One


Murder in Mayfair
~ Book Two


 


Other Titles


 


Beastly Beautiful


Love By The Book


The Magic Touch


Eternal Strife (The
Mammoth Book of Irish Romance)





cover.jpeg
| C GIQ:‘ENWOOD

\, EKCLE
OFJHIEVES

LEGENDS OF DIMMINGWOOD BOOK 11






images/00001.jpeg
OTHER BOOKS IN THE
LEGENDS OF DIMMINGWOOD SERIES

C. GREENWOOD

AGIG
SFIHIEVES

C#f GREENWOOD

4
ETRAYAL
OFAHIEVES,

Gy GREENWOOD

?I@LE
OFLHIEVES

(o] (;I{I:I:QIW()OI)






images/00002.jpeg





