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  A Beginning


  As I stand atop the temple roof and look out over the Beautiful district below, the scene that meets my eyes is one from a nightmare. The once-lovely gardens, the pride of the city, are now scorched by lightning strikes and torn by earth shakes. Blood stains the cobbled walks. Lifeless bodies, corpses of Fists, magickers, and Skeltai alike, are strewn like broken dandelions across the ground. Across the distance, the echoes of battle, the clash of steel, the screams of the wounded fill my ears.


  Someday folk will call this the last fight. The decisive battle that ended the war. Those who survive to call it anything at all.


  Chapter One


  The young man in the fitted coat and lace cuffs was cheating. He had won the last two games, and judging by the hard looks of his opponents, his approaching victory in the third was not going to be well received.


  From my place in a shadowy corner of the tavern, I watched the unfolding scene at the card table across the room, watched the dark-haired youth surreptitiously slip a card up his sleeve to be replaced with a more advantageous one from the same source. He’d been using the trick all evening, and I hoped his companions wouldn’t take notice and erupt into violence before I had the chance to accomplish my mission.


  At the thought, my hand strayed toward an inner pocket of my cloak, where I carried the disturbing letter. At least, just now it seemed disturbing. One moment I was sure it was proof of treacherous intent, the next I convinced myself it was just a word of warning from a well-intentioned friend. A friend who used to be more but now was less. A friend who had lied to me so often when it suited his needs that it was growing difficult to tell the lies from truth.


  “Stay away. Selbius is unsafe,” read the note I carried. But another note rode alongside it in my pocket. And this one came from a more trustworthy friend. “I have been able to obtain evidence of no threat against you and begin to question the reliability of your informant. It appears you may safely return at will.”


  I couldn’t be sure which piece of advice to place my faith in. That was why I sat in this Selbius tavern, disguised as a stranger passing through the capital city. My usually silver hair was tinted black with winter-seed oil, and I wore a bearskin Kersian-style cap and fur-trimmed cloak, as if I had lately come from the mountain province. Anyone looking close enough might notice my unusually pale skin, my local accent, and the large, suspiciously shaped bundle across my back that was my bow wrapped in a bit of coarse sacking. But I kept my movements casual and tried to give the surrounding patrons no reason to take that closer look.


  I signaled a boy who was delivering food and drinks to the tables and gave him a message. “Tell one of those cardplayers a concerned bystander offers a word of warning.”


  The boy listened to my message, and then I watched as he threaded his way across the crowded room to whisper in the ear of a woman at the card table. She was a pink-faced woman of middling years with a hard expression and many visible weapons.


  At the boy’s quiet message, she leapt to her feet and gave an angry shout, upending the table and sending cards and dice flying.


  The well-dressed cheat at her side flinched, his hand freezing halfway through the motion of replacing another card. But he had no reason to fear, because the furious woman turned instead on the heavyset man at her other side.


  Over the noise of the room, I couldn’t make out the heated accusations but could plainly see the woman and a couple of other angry players dragging the protesting innocent man out the back door.


  The cheat, left alone, looked briefly confused at having escaped detection, then shrugged at his good luck, straightened his collar, and collected whatever loose coin the others had left behind. His winnings safely pocketed, he made his way unhurriedly out of the room.


  I trailed after him into the chilly night air.


  When he ducked down a side alley, I followed, not bothering to hide the sound of my pursuit. Possibly unnerved at the noise, he quickened his footsteps. I quickened mine in response. Passing under a glow-lamp, he glanced back. My indistinct hooded form approaching from the shadows must have been an alarming sight, because he sped up. I could never have beat him running. Few could, I knew, for he was as swift as his name and knew the streets of this city like no other.


  So I called after him. “Fleet.”


  He paused, confused, and I caught up to him. Seizing his narrow shoulders, I shoved him behind a looming wall where we would be unobserved. It was so dark here he probably couldn’t see who had ahold of him, but he didn’t put up any fight.


  “Enough already,” he said, throwing up his hands in surrender. “If you’re here about the jewels, I don’t have them anymore. But I swear I’ll pay you what they’re worth. Just tell your master to let me keep my fingers. I need them for my work.”


  I chuckled softly. “Relax, Fleet. No doubt your enemies will catch up to you eventually, but it won’t be tonight.”


  Fleet went very still. “I know your voice. Ilan, is it you?”


  He sounded so relieved I had to smile. “It certainly is. And you should be plenty glad to see me. The players you cheated in there were onto your tricks, and you would have been in real trouble if I hadn’t thrown them some other poor fool as a diversion.”


  “They’ll break his thumbs.”


  “He probably has it coming. He was as dishonest as you. Just unlucky in that, unlike you, I have no use for him.”


  Now that my eyes were growing accustomed to the shadows, I could make out the lift of the dark slashes that were Fleet’s eyebrows. He said, “And here I thought you looked me up because you missed me.”


  “There’s some of that too,” I admitted and meant it. After a year spent exploring the provinces and traveling to all sorts of foreign places, it was good to see a familiar face again. “Someday I’ll ask you how you’ve got on while I was away and other trivialities. But at the moment I need an urgent favor.”


  He fussed with his fancy cuffs. “You usually do. Just don’t ask me to kill anyone. I have many talents, but that isn’t one of them.”


  I said, “Ironically, assassination is on my mind, but it’s my own that’s worrying me. While I was off traveling the provinces with Terrac and Hadrian, someone tried to kill me.” I broke and thought a moment, before admitting, “Actually, many someones attempted to kill me, but the rest of them had good reasons. Only one particular enemy concerns me because he was a hired assassin sent from home. His attempt on my life was thwarted, and he did not survive long after.”


  My mind flashed back to the scene of young Martyn’s body lying bloodied before me, pierced through the chest by a dragon’s bone-tipped wing. I jerked my thoughts back to the present.


  “Before dying,” I continued, “he divulged to me that he was hired by a person close to the Praetor—one of his advisors. But I was unable to extract the name of this secret enemy. That’s why, as we prepared to return to Ellesus, Terrac and Hadrian both insisted on traveling ahead of me. Fearful of what might befall me if I walked back into the capital city under the broad light of day, they wanted to feel out the mood here first. To learn whether the Praetor himself has turned against me and means to have me destroyed on arrival. I agreed with their cautious plan only because I had other concerns to attend.”


  I didn’t tell him I had passed the weeks after separating from Terrac and Hadrian by revisiting a certain magicker settlement in Cros. I had wanted to reassure myself the inhabitants there remained safe after some brief trouble they had encountered with a dragon. And it had given me the opportunity to revisit the burial place of my grandmother, Myria.


  I went on, “When Terrac and Hadrian left me behind, we agreed they would send word on the situation here. But when I finally received their messages, Hadrian’s encouraged me to return, while Terrac’s, arriving on the same day, warned me away.”


  “And yet here you are, having followed Hadrian’s summons over Terrac’s advice.” He didn’t ask why, but I could hear the question in his voice. It wasn’t unreasonable considering how close the relationship between Terrac and I had been the last time Fleet saw us.


  “I don’t want to talk about that now,” I said quickly. “The point is, I need to know whether I’ll be signing my death warrant if I show my face in the Praetor’s court. I can’t remain a shadow forever, keeping to the hidden parts of the city.”


  “You’ve been hiding in the under-levels?”


  “Like a rat in its warren. I had thought Hadrian, with his contacts in the Temple of Light and in the river people community could discover the information I needed. Or that Terrac, as an Iron Fist under-lieutenant positioned close to the Praetor, would succeed where Hadrian failed. But neither has had results, so it looks like I have no choice but to fall back on you as my last resort.”


  “How flattering for me.”


  “You have friends at every level in this city,” I pointed out.


  “No, I know people who have friends,” he corrected me. “It’s not the same.”


  “But one way or another, you’ll get me what I need.”


  Again, the dark eyebrows quirked upwards. “When you ask so nicely, how can I refuse?”


  I sighed, impatient. “Please, Fleet. My life is at stake.”


  He gave in. “All right. I’ll do this for you.”


  “Never doubted you would,” I said, concealing my relief. I was finding it hard to count on people, even friends, these days. It was good to know there was still one I could rely on.


  I said, “I’ve got to go. The city guard will be making their rounds soon, and I want to be outside Selbius’s walls before I’m caught breaking curfew.”


  “Wait,” he called after me. “When I’ve got your answers, where will I find you?”


  “I’ll find you,” I returned, not slowing. I had another task ahead, and felt a sudden eagerness to escape the confines of the city.


  
    * * *

  


  I hurried down the dark, narrow streets, eager to get out of Selbius before I attracted unwanted attention. Curfew wasn’t set at sundown like in the old days, but it was getting near enough to midnight that I should hurry. The city guard under the Praetor’s orders were very strict about such things, and curfew breakers were sometimes locked up. I had no intention of passing the night in some cell.


  There was little traffic at the main gate at this hour. The gate clerk had gone home, and the pair of guards who remained looked relaxed and disinterested in the few stray travelers still on the road. They paid me no attention as I passed. But then getting out of the city was never hard. It was getting in that could sometimes prove troublesome.


  As I was on my way out, another figure was coming in, a petite young woman with a long pale braid over her shoulder and a basket on one arm. Something in her appearance seemed to alert the guards. I heard them question her sharply, and one seemed to want to detain her before his companion persuaded him otherwise.“She’s not the enemy. Look at her ears,” he pointed out, tugging back the hood of the girl’s cloak. “The ears ain’t pointy, the hair’s more gold than silver, and her skin’s not pale enough. She’s not the one we’re looking for.”


  His voice faded in the distance as I hurried on with hunched shoulders, feeling acutely exposed in the moonlight. Was it me they searched for? The girl had borne a passing resemblance to me before I darkened my hair and took to wearing Kersian clothing. The guard’s description made it all too clear they wanted someone of Skeltai origin.


  But then it was only a year since the province was at war with its Skeltai neighbors. Maybe that was reason enough for them to keep an eye out for people bearing those physical markers. It didn’t have to be about me. As far as I knew, the Skeltai and the province were at peace now, but maybe something had happened while I was away to change that situation.


  Either way, it was as well I was not now easily recognized as one of distant Skeltai ancestry.


  I followed the wide bridge spanning the lake from city walls to shore. The capital city stood on an island, a sufficient distance from the mainland that this was the only convenient path to leave by. The bridge was usually crowded with wagons and foot travelers, but it was empty now and silent but for the echo of my steps and the sounds of the lake lapping against the pilings.


  Upon reaching shore, I had an all-night walk ahead of me. But I didn’t mind the long dusty road. I felt lighter with every mile because each step brought me closer to home.


  
    * * *

  


  Dimmingwood was home to me in a way Selbius could never be. They were only a night and a half day apart for one traveling by foot. But the city was full and noisy and foul-smelling, a place where I could never let down my guard.


  As I set foot beneath the tree shadows the next day, it seemed to me the very air here was different. Clean and clear and flavored with the sharp scent of pine and elder. The glittering sun was at midpoint in the sky when I left the road and plunged into the dappled shade of the forest.


  Birds warbled in the trees, their call as familiar to me as the welcome of old friends. The treetops rustled and swayed lazily in the breeze. I had been away a long time and felt a brief sense of disorientation. But I quickly found my bearings, and Dimmingwood spread before me, a map of rocks and trees I knew by heart. It was tempting to reacquaint myself with old haunts. But I had come here for a specific purpose and mustn’t let myself be distracted.


  Over the next day, I traveled deep into the heart of the forest, making for Red Rock Cave and falls. There wouldn’t be any outlaws there now. The Praetor had long since discovered the old hideout and driven the Dimmingwood outlaws to seek new places of concealment. But I was uncertain where their current base would be, and old meeting grounds were a likely place to dig up their trail.


  Traveling light, I hunted for what food I needed, able at last to remove my bow from its coarse wrappings and expose it to the light of day. It glowed warmly across my back, its whispers of approval tickling my mind. I wasn’t the only one pleased to be back where we belonged.


  My first night in the forest, I climbed a thick elder tree and relearned the art of sleeping wedged between the branches. It felt oddly unfamiliar to me, and I half expected to fall out of my lofty perch during the night. I had been away from all this too long.


  My dreams were troubled visions of fire and death that receded from memory at dawn’s first light. I told myself as I breakfasted on a handful of berries that these were probably only memories of the destruction of Swiftsfell. My newly found grandmother, Myria, had been killed there during a dragon’s attack on the magicker village several months ago. I had avenged her death and destroyed the dragon, but sometimes the event still haunted my dreams.


  I fingered the dragon scale charm worn on a chain around my neck, a gift from Myria before her death. The scale augmented my natural magic, once all but burnt out but now restored as long as I wore the charm.


  I tapped into the magic now and cast a searching net around me, seeking out other presences. I felt neither friends nor strangers nearby. But I hadn’t really expected to find anyone in this isolated part of the forest.


  I set out to cover as much distance as possible that day, crossing a shallow stream and following it for miles. As I traveled, I gradually became aware of a foreign scent on the breeze—smoke. Where there was smoke, there were usually people. Yet I continued to sense no living presence but the wildlife of the woods.


  Curious, I followed my nose. The burning smell grew stronger until it led to a small clearing. There the view before me gave an unsettling feeling of stepping back into the past. I had seen this scene before. A seemingly abandoned woods holding, its cottage and outbuildings standing silent. Doors were ajar. Curtains in the open windows flapped in the breeze. But the yard was empty. Neither people nor livestock stirred even though it was an hour when the farmer and his family should be busy with their chores. Instead of feeling peaceful, it all made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. It evoked memories of a dark time more than a year past when Skeltai raiders used to cross our borders and snatch woods folk away never to be seen again.


  Curls of black smoke rose, not from the house but from behind it. Cautiously, I circled to the back of the yard, sticking close to the shelter of the trees. The smell grew sharper, stronger, and fouler than the innocent scent that would have been created by smoldering kindling or even by the farmer burning refuse.


  I saw it now. A blackened pile of charred corpses, maybe as many as a dozen of them.


  Some part of me must have expected it, as I was unsurprised. Gripping my bow in readiness and casting another wary glance around the perimeter, I crossed the yard to approach the bodies.


  The flames were mostly spent now, but they had been burning long enough to render the corpses unrecognizable. It was only remaining fragments of their rough garments and, here and there, the broken shaft of a spear or the head of an axe that identified them. These were no woods folk but Skeltai raiders. I had faced them enough times in the last skirmishes to know.


  I backed away from the smoldering heap. There was something wrong with this scene. Skeltai raids were often deadly for woods folk but this time the attackers had been the victims. It couldn’t have been a farmer and his family that fended them off.


  But who else in these parts was capable of such defense? I wasn’t sure I wanted to meet them. Not alone, anyway.


  I had a sudden impatience to be away from here. It was growing more important by the moment that I find my outlaw companions and learn what had been happening during my absence from the province. Clearly, we had bigger troubles to worry about than the unknown enemy bent on my personal destruction.


  Chapter Two


  If returning to Dimmingwood felt like coming home, revisiting Red Rock camp was like stepping into my own yard. This was where I had spent half my childhood, both in the clearing near the pool and in the red cave with the roaring waterfall tumbling down its side. The place looked abandoned now. But if I had been drawn back to it, others might be as well. If they ventured here occasionally, they would have left some sign of fresh activity.


  Failing to find anything in the clearing, I entered the cave itself. The dim, red-walled interior brought back a rush of memories as I was enveloped in the shadows. Here it was that Brig had brought me for safety during that long ago day when I had first encountered the outlaws. Out in the sunlit clearing behind me, I had caught my first sight of the infamous brigand captain, Rideon, the Red Hand.


  Once, Rideon had seemed a hero to me. He had even given me my name when I could not remember the one I had been born with. More recently, he had become an enemy and threatened my life. Yet my feelings toward him would always be dominated by my childhood view, when he had been all that I dreamed of becoming myself one day. Remembering that he had been dangling from the end of a rope when last I saw him gave me a sense that a shadow had fallen over the old life.


  Shaking away the disturbing thought, I ducked into the small area where I used to sleep. The ceiling was lower than I remembered. Here I used to stretch a hand through the opening in the rock and feel the cool splash of the falls on hot summer nights. Here I had once hid the brooch my mother gave me inside a hidden niche in the wall.


  I slipped a hand into the stone niche now. Of course it was empty. I wore the brooch pinned to my cloak and had long since emptied the hiding place of any other valuables.


  I continued my inspection of the caverns, but nowhere did I find any indication of recent disturbance. If outlaws had been here, they had left no evidence of their visit.


  Exiting the cave, I decided to put Red Rock behind me and try Boulder’s Cradle next. It would be another abandoned place, but I had to start somewhere.


  I had just left the roar of the falls in the distance when I felt it. The familiar tingling sense warning me of another presence. Someone was watching me. Two someones, in fact.


  Nearby, a bird call split the silence of the woods. I knew that signal, long used by the forest outlaws. One of my hidden observers was telling his partner to hold off and let him attack first. The branches of an elder tree shivered overhead, and knowing what was coming, I instinctively rolled aside in time to avoid the dark shape dropping down from above. Without me in the expected place to break her fall, the girl landed hard in a crouched position. Not fazed for long, she faced me with a dagger ready in her hand.


  I met her hard gaze with the point of an arrow, hastily nocked and aimed between her eyes.


  “There’s no need for this.” I raised my voice for the benefit of her partner. Wherever he was, I imagined he had an arrow similarly trained on me. “I’m one of you,” I said. “I’ve been away awhile, but I’ve come back and am looking for Dradac. I know he took the band over after Rideon.”


  The female outlaw looked at me with suspicion. She was young, maybe only a little older than me, with sandy-blond hair. Streaks of dark mud camouflaged her clothing and skin. I didn’t know her, so she must be a newer recruit.


  “How do we know you’re not working with the Praetor’s Fists? Or with the barbarian raiders?”


  “Because if I was, I’d have killed you by now. If you doubt me, take me to the new camp where there’ll be many to vouch for me.”


  “That won’t be needed. I know who you are.” A second outlaw interrupted her, a tall, wide-shouldered man emerging from his hiding place in the bushes. “We used to call you the Hound, but you looked different back then. Skinnier and silver-haired. You’ve grown up.”


  “And found it necessary to disguise my appearance,” I explained. “You’re Marik, aren’t you?”


  I didn’t know him well but vaguely recognized him as a thief who used to stay up at Mole Hill in the old days when our band was divided.


  “That I am, and this here’s Fallon.” He introduced the girl. “We can take you to Dradac, like you ask. But if he says you’re not a friend of ours anymore, of course you realize we’ll have to slit your throat.”


  “Understandable,” I agreed.


  “And there’ll be other precautions. You’ve been away a long time. A lot can change in a year.”


  “You mean I could be the Praetor’s creature now and prepared to sell out my friends to gain his favor,” I said.


  He had a point. My allegiances these days were anybody’s guess. Even I barely knew them anymore. The Dimmingwood outlaws hadn’t survived all these years by being incautious.


  I surrendered my weapons to the scowling blond girl and allowed myself to be blindfolded and led away.


  Dead Man’s Fall was a good choice of location for the new camp. It overhung a swift stream where fresh water would always be on hand, and the outcropping of big rocks offered a little protection from the elements. It wasn’t as cozy as the caves of Red Rock or Boulder’s Cradle, but at least the outlaws had dug out shelters beneath the largest boulders and extended the fronts with pine-bough screens.


  I was glad my escorts removed my blindfold when we overlooked the creek in its ravine, because it took careful maneuvering to ascend the steep incline to the rocks below. I followed the others’ leads, leaping from one sturdy foothold to the next and occasionally catching one of the leaning trees growing out of the hillside to steady myself.


  I caught sight of Dradac seated nearby on a fallen log, where he was busily whittling at something with a belt knife. I felt an unexpected tug in my chest. If I needed any confirmation that I’d been homesick over the past year, this was it. The redheaded giant had been one of the first outlaws to befriend me when I came to live in the forest many years ago. Next to Brig, and later Terrac, Dradac had known me better than anyone.


  Marik called out to him as we approached. When Dradac looked up to see me, surprise crossed his face, swiftly followed by a broad grin. He ran to meet us. I briefly thought he meant to lift me off the ground in a hug. It wouldn’t be hard to do since he stood a couple of feet taller than ordinary people. But perhaps remembering at the last moment that I wasn’t a small child anymore, he merely rested a welcoming hand on my shoulder instead.


  “So you’ve come back to us, have you, Little Dog?” he asked warmly. “I thought your travels out in the big world might make Dimmingwood too small to hold you anymore.”


  “I saw nothing from the provincial border to the coast to compare with home,” I said, meaning it. “Besides, I had commitments to bring me back.”


  That was dangerously close to mentioning the Praetor, whose service I had been pressed into a year ago, so I changed the subject quickly. “I see Dead Man’s Fall is the new Red Rock,” I said, looking around me.


  “So it has been since you left,” Dradac answered. “Would you like me to show you around? There’s a few folk here who’ll be glad to see you. Javen, Ada, and others speak of you often.”


  “First, you might have to reassure this pair that I’m trustworthy.” I jerked my head toward my escorts hovering nearby. “I introduced myself real polite when they jumped me, but I have a feeling the girl still wants to stick a knife in me.”


  “Nah, Fallon looks that way all the time,” he reassured me. “It’s only when she’s smiling you’ve got to watch yourself.”


  At his nod, Marik and Fallon faded into the trees, the blond girl shooting me one last warning scowl before disappearing.


  “Our little band of criminal outcasts has shrunk since Rideon’s death,” said Dradac as he walked me around the camp. “A few newcomers like Fallon have taken the place of some who left, but our numbers aren’t what they used to be.”


  “Why is that? It’s not as if they were left leaderless.”


  The big man shrugged broad shoulders. “I’ve done my best, but I’m no Red Hand. He had a way of drawing people in and making them stay. But we took losses during the Skeltai war. Despite the Praetor’s promise of pardon, he never made good on that agreement for any outlaw but you. For the rest of us, our alliance with the Praetor ended with the war and Rideon’s hanging. After that, some of our people drifted away.” His tone lightened. “But not to worry. You’ll still see plenty of familiar face to welcome you.”


  He was right. Many outlaws stopped their work around the camp and came over to greet me in passing. It was good to see I hadn’t been forgotten. I talked with old friends and admired the setup of their new camp. But I didn’t suggest any improvements. There was a time at the height of the Skeltai skirmishes when some of these men had been part of my inner circle and had looked to me as a leader. But Dradac was the captain of this ship now, and I was careful to show that I wouldn’t have it any other way.


  “So, are you really back for good?” the giant asked when we were finally alone. He had brought me into the semishelter of a vast, leaning rock with a flimsy wall of netting covered in leaves.


  “Yes and no,” I said, taking a seat cross-legged on the ground. “I’m in the province permanently, but I cannot stay in Dimmingwood. At least, not right now.”


  It was a question I had been trying not to consider. It was so good to be back in old company that I found myself reluctant to introduce the tense topic. But I had to.


  I said, “The Praetor treated the outlaws poorly after our help fighting the Skeltai.”


  “That’s an understatement.” Dradac snorted. “He turned his back on our alliance and returned to hunting and hanging us. Not that any of us were greatly surprised. I don’t think anyone here really believed we’d see the promised pardon for our heroics.”


  I shifted uncomfortably. “Even so, I made a vow to serve the man, and I’m bound to keep it. There are innocent people the Praetor might punish if I fail to hold up my end of our bargain.”


  I suspected Fleet wouldn’t identify with the description of an innocent. But Hadrian was certainly a good man who didn’t deserve to come to harm. And Terrac… Well, I would rather not find out what might become of my friends in the city if I betrayed the Praetor. He was not noted for his mercy.


  Dradac seemed to follow my thinking. “Whatever happened to Terrac and your priest friend? Did they not return with you?”


  “We separated on the last leg of the return journey. But they’re both safe in Selbius now.”


  As far as I know, I added under my breath. The truth was, I wasn’t sure exactly what circumstances either of my friends were in since my last messages from them. I would soon have to return to the capital city and find out.


  Reminded of my purpose, I said, “Good as it is to see you again, Dradac, I have to confess I didn’t come here only to talk of inconsequentials.”


  “I thought as much. You’ve come about the Skeltai threat.”


  Remembering the burned corpses I had seen in the woods on my way here, I asked, “They’re really back then?”


  “You didn’t know?”


  “I only just encountered the evidence of a recent raid on a holding at the other side of Red Rock.”


  He nodded understanding. “That was a bad business. It happened two days ago. Our bunch stayed well out of it, but Marik saw what happened and reported it to the rest of us. Seems like the Skeltai came out of nowhere in that way they do.”


  I knew what he meant. We had discovered before that the Skeltai traveled long distances by means of a magical portal taking the form of a glowing blue circle etched in the ground. It was this that allowed them to move suddenly and stealthily between their territory and ours.


  He continued, “The woods folk shouldn’t have stood a chance. But by good luck, there was a patrol of Iron Fists nearby, and they arrived to catch the Skeltai unprepared. The savages hadn’t expected resistance and were easily put down. The farming family was saved, but they took off scared and abandoned the place anyway. Afterward, some of our more daring fellows, er, rescued what possessions they left behind.”


  “And the Skeltai were wiped out by the Fists? No survivors?”


  “None who were glad to be alive by the time the Fists were done with them. Not that I feel any pity for that murderous lot after how they preyed on the woods villagers last year.”


  It occurred to me there were some who would condemn the Dimmingwood thieves in similar terms, but I didn’t say so. And he was right. There was something especially disturbing in the Skeltai method of slaughtering innocent villagers. Thieving for survival was never their purpose. It was bloodshed they wanted, human lives to feed their barbarous religious rituals.


  “Do you think the raids are going to be like last time?” I asked. “That the war is starting all over again?”


  He ran a hand over his stubbled chin. “Hard to know what their plans are. But my guess is, your new master thinks they’re coming back in full force. Why else should we be seeing so many Fists patrolling the forest roads lately?”


  “So this wasn’t the first time they’ve attacked recently?”


  “There was one other a couple of weeks ago,” he answered. “Not a raid on a village, just another small holding. There were no Fists around that time, and the hold family never stood a chance.”


  “What are the outlaws doing to combat these new raids?” I wanted to know.


  He looked uncomfortable. “Not much. We look out for our own, and that’s getting hard enough now that we’ve got to dodge both foreign raiding parties and Iron Fists.”


  It hadn’t occurred to me the outlaws would avoid involvement. I protested, “But we should be looking for ways to fight back! The Skeltai are invading our territory and it’s only a matter of time—”


  I broke off speaking, suddenly remembering I had no right to issue orders around here anymore.


  Dradac smiled, obviously following my thoughts and unoffended. “I’m glad you still think of the band as ‘we.’ I was afraid your arrangement to work under the Praetor would have made it you versus us.”


  I said, “You should know better than that. But much as it pains me to speak in the Praetor’s defense, at least he’s doing something about the savages. I thought we learned in the last war the best means of defeating our common enemy is by uniting against them.”


  Dradac scratched his neck. “Sounds a lot like what you preached at us last time.”


  “It was Rideon who was reluctant to involve us then,” I said, leaning forward. “Are you going to make the same mistake he did?”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “Let me talk to the Praetor and negotiate another truce between you. The Dimmingwood thieves could again work as his eyes and ears in the forest, alerting him to Skeltai movements.”


  “That didn’t work out so well for us before. He stabbed us in the back after we outlived our usefulness.”


  “But we won the war and cleared the province of the raiders.”


  He looked at me consideringly. “Maybe you’d like to talk to the rest of the band. Try and persuade them to your way of thinking.”


  I hesitated. “You’re their captain. I don’t want to interfere.”


  “Yes you do. You can’t help it. It’s all right though, I’m not disagreeing with you—yet. But you’ll have to convince the others, and me, that we won’t be sticking our necks straight into the noose by working hand in hand with Praetor Tarius again. I’m call them now to come and hear your plan.”


  He started to leave me but turned back as if struck by a troubling thought. “There’s only one thing I want to know. Are we doing this for you or for the Praetor?”


  That cut deep, but I tried not to be offended. It was a fair question.


  “He didn’t send me here to persuade you against your own interests, if that’s what you mean. I would never agree to that. But I do serve him now, and if this is to work, I must act as your go-between. I can’t promise he won’t betray your trust, but I hope you know I, at least, will try to do fairly by you.”


  He nodded thoughtfully. “That’s all I needed to hear. Good to have you back, Ilan.”


  
    * * *

  


  My talks with the outlaws carried on late into the night. It grew dark, and we gathered around a campfire under the stars. Not everyone’s concerns were as easily put to rest as Dradac’s were. Without authority to speak on the Praetor’s behalf yet, I was limited in what assurances I could give. And I would not lie to them. I would not promise more than was in my power to give.


  The end result was that some of the men agreed to my proposal and others adopted a wait-and-see approach. Their support would depend on what payment and pledges I could extract from the Praetor on their behalf.


  I went to sleep that night with a weight of responsibility pressing down on me and a desperate hope I wasn’t leading my friends into a dangerous bargain. I hadn’t expected to step into this role ever again. But as I curled up beneath a borrowed blanket and breathed the comforting scent of earth and pine, I knew defending Dimmingwood was worth any cost. My bow glowed faintly in the darkness beside me. I took that as a sign of agreement.


  Chapter Three


  It wasn’t until I woke in the morning that I remembered I had yet to address the topic that had initially brought me here. I looked to discuss it with Dradac over breakfast, but he was off on some errand. I found myself approaching Fallon instead. She was new to the band, but she might have seen or heard something.


  I caught up to her as she was leaving camp and told her I had questions for her.


  She said, “I’m on my way out to check the traps.” Despite her unwelcoming tone, I detected a glint of veiled interest in her cool blue eyes. Her feelings toward me might not be particularly friendly, but she had listened to me talk last night and I sensed she was curious.


  “I’ll come with you and we can talk along the way,” I offered quickly.


  There was little she could say against that, and anyway, I gave her no opportunity to protest. I had just enough time to snatch up my bow and hurry after her as she stalked off.


  “What do you know of a fellow named Martyn?” I asked, matching her quick pace as we ascended the hill and left Dead Man’s Fall behind. “He would have been here around a year ago, shortly after I left. He was about our age and dark-haired. He had a brother named Jarrod and a father, Brig, who was an outlaw until his death.”


  At her noncommittal shrug, I elaborated. “Brig’s been dead many years. You wouldn’t have known him, although you may have heard stories. But I’ve learned his eldest son came to Dimmingwood and asked among the outlaws about me. Somehow, he got his hands on this bow Dradac and the others were apparently holding for me.”


  She remained silent, but I continued to prod. “Martyn later tried to kill me with my own bow, but in the end, it was he who died. I’m looking for his younger brother now.”


  “So you can kill him too?”


  I was as startled by the question as by finally getting a response out of her.


  “No. Never,” I said. “I wouldn’t kill a child and certainly no son of Brig’s. He was like a father to me.”


  “Then you didn’t kill this Martyn either?” she asked.


  “His death was no doing of mine. We made our peace before he passed, and I swore to look out for his younger brother, Jarrod. But if I want to keep my promise, I’ve first got to locate the boy.”


  She considered that, and we tramped through the underbrush in silence for several minutes before she finally answered, “I met this Martyn you speak of. He came sniffing around camp, looking for information about you and about his dead father. We thought him a spy of the Fists and very nearly killed him. But when he mentioned who his father was, Dradac let him live. At first he claimed he wanted to join us, but I think that was only to get information. He stayed around for a few days, asking questions, and then suddenly slipped away, stealing that bow with him. I never expected to see the thing again.”


  It was more than I had ever gotten out of the girl before. I kept silent, afraid she’d go quiet again if I interrupted.


  She cast a sidelong glance at my bow. “It looks different when you carry it, like it’s where it wants to be. The others tell stories about you and the bow. They claim it’s an enchanted weapon and glows to life for you. But that it’s a dead, useless thing in the hands of all others. Dradac wouldn’t let anyone else handle it anyway after it was found in some stream. He said you had cast it aside for a time, but he was always confident you would return for it one day. But instead, it seems to have found its way back to you through Martyn. Perhaps it didn’t want to wait.”


  I was cautiously silent on the subject of the bow’s magical properties and certainly didn’t mention how they mingled with my innate abilities inherited from distant Skeltai ancestry. At the end of the last Skeltai war, I had used my powers to transport surviving villagers out of enemy territory and back to safety. It was evident to all witnesses that something magical had occurred, but I was unsure how many had pinpointed me specifically as the source. Being in the Praetor’s employ might give me a degree of protection, but magic use was still looked on with suspicion by ordinary folk. It was against the laws of the province and carried a penalty of death if reported.


  I returned to a safer subject. “What about Jarrod? Did Martyn speak of his brother or give any hint where he might be living?”


  She lifted a lazy shoulder. “That I don’t know. You’ll have to ask the others. Now be quiet. We’re close to the hunting grounds, and I don’t want to scare away the game.”


  
    * * *

  


  When next I spoke with Dradac, he too remembered Martyn. He knew nothing of the younger brother, Jarrod, but promised to look into his whereabouts and send me word of what he discovered.


  With that question resolved, I no longer had any excuse to linger. Much as I would have liked to stay, there was too much waiting for me back in Selbius. I spent one last night sleeping beneath the stars and the forest canopy and then had to say my farewells.


  Before parting ways, Dradac and I arranged to communicate through a mutual contact in the city. That was important because I’d had an idea, possibly brilliant or possibly mad, during the previous night. Trusting my instincts, I set the plan in motion, asking Dradac to send an outlaw runner with a message to the neighboring province. I didn’t know what the Praetor’s reaction would be or how far I was overstepping myself by sending this word to the Swiftsfell magickers of Cros. But it was a risk I had to take.


  All of this filled me with a sense of dread as I left Dimmingwood. I had the disturbing premonition I might not be enveloped in its comforting shadows again for a very long time.


  
    * * *

  


  Getting back into Selbius was a little more difficult than getting out had been because I had to invent a false identity and business in the city in order to get past the gate clerk. Once within the walls, I pushed through the bustling streets. Later, I would check in with Fleet and see what information he had uncovered for me. But right now, I was impatient to get to Hadrian. It was high time I discovered what was behind the very different messages I had received from him and Terrac.


  He usually lodged with the river people at the old docks on the outskirts of the city, a little-visited place with abandoned warehouses and rotting piers. But when I reached the wharf, I didn’t find the usual collection of rafts the river folk lived on. There were only a couple of dinghies bobbing on the water and a pair of young boys fishing off the pier.


  On questioning them, I learned the river folk had finished their long project of repairing the city walls and had left the lake, returning to the tributary rivers they came from. I felt brief regret that I would likely never see the fascinating people again, especially Hadrian’s friend Seephinia and her nephew Eelus. The fishing boys knew nothing about an eccentric warrior-priest and could not guess where he might be found.


  Luckily, I could. As a former priest of the blade, Hadrian was entitled to live in the Temple of Light with the local priests if he wished. With his river folk friends gone, I had an idea I would find him there.


  So I made for the garden district called Beautiful, cutting down back alleys to avoid the crowded main streets. I hadn’t forgotten the manner of welcome I would receive in some quarters of this city remained unpredictable. If I must travel in broad daylight, best to avoid the busy thoroughfares.


  But at this hour of the day, even the alleys were not untraveled. As I was going down one shadowed lane, I was followed by the bold ring of another pair of footsteps behind me. Whoever they were, they came at a fast pace, so I moved aside to let them pass. But then I felt something, a sudden flare of warmth where I carried the bow wrapped in sacking across my back. I had felt that warning before.


  Instantly alert, my hands snuck up my sleeves, fingering my knives in their wrist-sheaths. The unknown person was advancing quickly, and I couldn’t look back over my shoulder without being obvious. Should I whirl to confront him? But there was nothing stealthy in his approach. The bow’s warning could be wrong, in which case, rounding on an innocent passerby, weapons drawn, would surely raise a cry for the city guard.


  As I debated, the opportunity slipped away. The person came even with me and then passed me by without a glance, hurrying on up the lane. He was an average-looking fellow, squat and balding and utterly unintimidating. But as I watched him turn the corner, his cloak shifted in the wind and I caught a brief glimpse of chain mail underneath. Black mail, of the sort worn by the Iron Fists.


  I froze in my tracks. He was gone now. Out of sight. Besides, he had paid me no attention. Yet I had the strangest feeling that if I continued on to the end of the path I would find him lying in wait for me around the corner.


  After a brief hesitation, I trusted my instincts and those of the bow. Scaling a crumbling brick wall lining one side of the way, I clambered atop a low building and scurried softly across the roof. At the far edge, I dropped to my belly and peered over the side. There, directly below me, was not one man but two. The cloaked fellow in black mail had been joined by an undisguised Fist. Both had drawn swords and taken up a waiting stance at the mouth of the alley. At any moment they would begin to wonder why I had not emerged.


  My mind raced. This was no random operation of the city guard. These were the Praetor’s elite soldiers. For them to be after me meant something was seriously wrong.


  But there was no time to think and even less to act. I crawled back from the ledge and darted silently across the roof. It was a long jump to the roof of the next building. I barely made it, landing clumsily facedown and cutting my forehead on a jagged tile. There was no disguising the racket I made as I knocked loose a few old tiles and they clattered noisily to the cobbles below.


  Knowing my position was already given away, I forgot stealth and ran, jumping from roof to roof and finally dropping into a narrow street below. This way intersected with a busy thoroughfare ahead, and I made for it. Better to take my chances in a crowd than be hunted down in the lonely backstreets.


  Although I heard no sounds of pursuit from behind, I didn’t slow my steps until I reached the intersection and lost myself in the moving streams of pedestrians. Only then did I rest, lungs burning and sides aching, behind a parked wagon filled with barrels. I wiped sweat from my forehead, and my hand came away bloody from where I had cut my face on the tile.


  I watched the empty street I had come from and was shortly rewarded with the sight of the two Fists spilling into the intersection and pausing, no doubt wondering where their quarry had gone. After a brief hesitation, they plunged into the crowd, going the opposite way. I breathed a sigh of relief. My brief sprint had winded me, and I didn’t feel up to a fight against trained soldiers who had me outnumbered.


  Moving with the flow of the crowd, I continued on toward the Beautiful district. As I walked, I was surprised to find myself still panting. A year away from this sort of action had left me weak and soft. Something told me I would have to grow accustomed to the old pace of things again if I wanted to survive this homecoming.


  It was getting on toward evening by the time I reached the colonnaded walks and landscaped gardens of the Beautiful, an island of serenity in the heart of the bustling city. Crickets were chirping in the sculpted hedges, and the daylight was fading. The small, graceful trees of the park would provide little cover from unfriendly eyes. But I knew from past visits that a person could hide or be lost for days within the mazes of tall hedges if she left the main paths behind.


  But perhaps I would have no such need. There weren’t many people strolling the gardens right now, and those there were conversed in hushed tones and had eyes only for each other. The cool evening breeze carried the sound of water trickling and splashing in nearby fountains. Here and there, marble sculptures dotted the way. I dipped my head in greeting to the towering statue of Queen Tamliess lit by the glow of candles visitors had placed in the niches of her robes.


  I passed the water cemetery and continued on until the public gardens let onto the grounds of the temple. I felt like an intruder crossing the manicured lawn to approach the temple. I had never actually been inside the building before. Once I had come seeking Hadrian during the Middlefest celebrations, but I hadn’t passed through the great doors even then.


  I wondered, mounting the steps to those doors, whether they would admit me this time. Even as I sounded the heavy dragon’s-head knocker, I had the foolish fear they might turn me away as a trespasser. I didn’t exactly look like I belonged in a temple of light. Self-consciously, I straightened my rough, travel-stained clothing and combed my fingers through my tangled hair. I remembered belatedly that I had a smear of dried blood along my hairline.


  When the ornate double doors creaked open, the wrinkled old man peering around them found me spitting on my hand to wipe my bloody forehead clean.


  Quickly, before he could shut the door on me, I explained I was looking for a former priest of the blade I believed to be staying here.


  It wasn’t difficult to guess the vocation of the shriveled old man I was speaking to, even apart from his surroundings. His white hair was cropped close in the typical style of the priests, and he wore the simple gray robes favored by the Honored Ones.


  Seemingly hard of hearing, he made me repeat myself several times in raised tones before finally comprehending my request. At mention of Hadrian’s name, he made a faintly disapproving sound. But he didn’t turn me away. Instead, he beckoned me inside and bid me wait in the great empty hall while he made inquiries. Since he looked about a hundred, I thought as I watched him totter away that I would likely be waiting a very long time.


  The place he left me standing in was a high-ceilinged atrium with tiled floors and polished walls that showed my reflection and echoed my every movement. Each cough or shuffling of my feet seemed unnaturally loud in the stillness. All the priests must be in a separate region of the temple, because I heard no sign of them. The dancing glow of the many candles in recesses along the walls revealed no one but myself. A series of shadowed passages branching off from the atrium led to what I could only guess might be private quarters or places of worship. It was down one of these corridors that the old man who had admitted me had disappeared.


  Doubts ran through my head as I awaited his return. What if no one here knew anything of Hadrian? Maybe I had guessed wrong and my friend wasn’t to be found in this place. Perhaps he had left Selbius altogether. It was weeks since I received that message from him, and anything could have happened since.


  I gripped Hadrian’s letter inside my pocket as if it had the power to conjure him up before me.


  The echo of footsteps coming down one of the side passages pulled me out of my thoughts. Through the magic of my dragon scale, I sensed his familiar presence before he came into view.


  “Hadrian, thank the fates you are here,” I cried. “I didn’t know where I would look for you next.”


  “Ilan.” My friend smiled. “I’m glad to see the road brought you safely here.”


  He crossed the hall to greet me with a bearlike embrace. He looked much the same as I had last seen him, only clean-shaven and without the dust of the road that usually clung to him. He wore fresh robes and, although he still kept his dark hair longer than other priests, it was sleeked back in a tidy tail now.


  There were other subtle differences. His usual sword was nowhere in sight, maybe because it was unnecessary here or perhaps because the temple priests discouraged his wearing it. It struck me that, although he was normally a tall, barrel-chested man, he seemed smaller and strangely subdued in these surroundings. At least his smile had not lost its warmth.


  “Forgive me for not explaining my whereabouts in my letter,” he said. “I should have told you the river folk had moved on, forcing me to seek other lodgings.”


  “Never mind. I’m here now and eager to hear what news you’ve collected since we last met.”


  “Of course. But first, let us talk someplace more comfortable.” He dropped his voice although to all appearances we were alone. “There are many ears in this place, not all of them as deaf as old Honored Damien.”


  “You do not trust the other priests?” I was surprised.


  “Oh, they mean no harm. But some of them have a propensity to gossip. Come, I’ll take you someplace more private.”


  “I don’t have to leave my weapons out here, do I?” I asked. I recalled from the long-ago days when Terrac had aspired to the priesthood that Honored Ones, with the exception of Hadrian’s order, had a strong aversion to violence and the carrying of weapons.


  Hadrian reassured me as long as I kept mine concealed from view, what his brethren didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. I breathed a sigh of relief because I would have felt naked if I’d had to give up my knives. And letting my bow out of sight was something I always had a deep reluctance to do. Even separated by thick walls, it would have plucked at my mind and worried me until we were together again.


  Following Hadrian down a winding corridor, I assumed we were going to his private quarters. Instead, the room he led me into looked more like a library, with row upon row of books lining the shelves along the walls.


  “They won’t mind me entertaining a visitor in here, and I think you’ll find this more comfortable than my dark little cell,” he explained, ushering me into a high-backed chair and taking another for himself. “The temple priests have been good enough to give me a room, but they don’t exactly believe in luxuries here. I would offer you a drink, but they don’t approve of those either.”


  Amused, I said, “I have a feeling your coming is a bit of a shake-up for them. The old man at the door didn’t seem overly fond of you. I thought he was going to turn me away when I mentioned your name.”


  “Don’t mind poor old Honored Damien. He isn’t overfond of anybody. Not that I can complain of my hosts. They’ve given me food and a roof while I’m in the city. And as I’m not of their order, that’s all I’m really entitled to.”


  We talked briefly of how he had spent his time since returning to Selbius putting the finishing touches on his book of magicker cultures and histories. I gave a short account of my journey here from Cros. And then we got to the subject I had been waiting to broach.


  “I was puzzled by your message that it was now safe for me to return to Selbius,” I told him. “As you can see, I took you at your word and made my way here. But the strange thing is, I received a letter from Terrac at the same time telling me the opposite. That it would be dangerous for me to return. Tell me, did you truly discover no cause for concern? Martyn told me very plainly that I had an enemy in the city. Someone close to the Praetor. Have you managed to unmask this person?”


  “I have made careful inquiries,” came the answer. “And I’ve been able to find no evidence of a plot against you or even a whisper of a secret enemy in the Praetor’s council. Are you certain this Martyn person wasn’t just inventing a story to save his own skin? It seems likely he was acting on his own initiative in his attempts to kill you. Maybe based off his personal vendetta against you over the death of his father. You said he blamed you for that.”


  “Yes, but that is not a story he would have got from the outlaws, who would never have accused me of betraying Brig to his death. That false notion must have been fed to him by somebody, and he swore it was an advisor to the Praetor. And Martyn may have tried to kill me, but I’d stake my life on his honesty in this. He believed the story he gave me. I saw it in his eyes…”


  It was true. Martyn had possessed his father’s eyes, and Brig was never any good as a liar. He was the most honest thief I ever knew.


  To distract myself from the melancholy thoughts that came from dwelling on the deaths of both father and son, I changed the subject. “Anyway, Terrac warned me away. So maybe he’s discovered something you haven’t.”


  “It could be,” Hadrian admitted. “But there is another possibility.”


  “What kind of possibility?”


  My priest friend shifted in his chair as though it had suddenly become uncomfortable to him. “I don’t like to say these things, but I feel I have to warn you that you may not find Terrac as he was when you last saw him. He has changed.”


  I frowned. “In what way? Is it his arm? Has it not healed properly?”


  When last we three were together, Hadrian had been nursing Terrac back to health after Terrac had suffered a bite from a desert viper. The injury from the bite had done serious damage to his arm, and we were uncertain how it would heal over time.


  “I’m afraid he hasn’t recovered. In fact, the opposite is true. He’s lost most use of the limb from what I can tell. He’s rebuffed my attempts to visit with him, but I’ve ascertained this much from a distance.”


  “What do you mean rebuffed? Terrac has always liked you, and he must know he owes his life to how you cared for him after he first sustained the injury.”


  “Yes, we were friends. But that’s what I’m telling you. He’s not himself now. Maybe it’s the knowledge his partially crippled state is permanent or maybe it’s his new position that has made the difference. All I can tell you is that you will find him a more bitter man than the friend you once knew.”


  I refused to accept that. Terrac had his faults. His ambition and tendency to betray those he cared about for personal gain were the reasons I had broken off our short-lived romance. But I could not envision him in the picture Hadrian was painting either.


  “You said his position has changed?” I asked. “In what way?”


  “He’s been promoted to a commanding rank over all the Iron Fists. His is a station of greatest responsibility, and he’s answerable to the Praetor if he fails in his new duty to drive out the Skeltai invaders. It was Terrac who led the troop that defeated and destroyed the party of raiders that struck so recently in Dimmingwood. People are calling him a hero for his defense against the savages. But they say other things too. Though they admire him, they whisper he is a man of ambitions, a man to be feared.”


  I knew Terrac too well to believe such talk. He had changed much from the peace-loving priest-boy he had been when we were children. But he wouldn’t turn against Hadrian or me. And yet… I had to wonder. Could his injury, combined with my turning my back on him, as he might interpret it, have brought about the dark change Hadrian seemed convinced of? If he was truly half-crippled and feared it put his recent promotion at risk, he would surely be very desperate to prove to the Praetor how effective he could be in his new duties.


  As if following the turn of my thoughts, Hadrian said, “I must tell you I suspect Terrac of having some motive of his own for trying to frighten you away from Selbius. What that reason would be, I cannot guess.”


  I could, but didn’t say so aloud. Through a simple misunderstanding involving a family heirloom, a brooch given me by my mother and borrowed by Terrac, the Praetor had long been under the false impression Terrac was his long-lost nephew. In reality, it was I and not Terrac who bore blood of the Praetor’s family.


  But Terrac’s entire future hinged on the Praetor continuing to favor him as a nephew. It was probably the reason he had risen so swiftly in the ranks of the Fists despite his youth and the condition of his arm. If it became known he was an accidental imposter, Terrac stood to lose a great deal. Not that I had any plans to make the truth known, but what if Terrac thought I had? What if he thought I meant to steal away what he had gained over the years?


  But I didn’t give voice to these doubts. “I’m sure Terrac has a good explanation for his letter. I won’t rush to judgment until I hear what it is.”


  “Your loyalty to him is commendable,” Hadrian said, “I just hope it’s returned.”


  Perhaps he could see I’d had enough of the subject, because he turned abruptly to a different topic. “And how are things with the bow? The last time I saw you, you were still adjusting to having it back in your possession.”


  I relaxed. “Things are all right there, I think. I’ve concluded all that passed before was a contest of wills between us. Now I’ve proved to the bow I will not be dominated, it seems content to accept me as my own master. But there is one thing troubling me lately. I began having these intense visions while we were in Cros. I’ve had what I think of as ‘memory dreams’ all my life, occasionally calling up obscure, long-forgotten incidents from childhood. I’m not sure there’s anything magical about that. But since Cros, instead of viewing the past, I’m seeing scenes from the present. Only it’s not my present. It’s other peoples’.”


  Hadrian’s dark eyebrows came together in the way they did when something intrigued him. “You’re starting a little late in life to manifest talent as a dreamer,” he said. “There must be some other explanation.”


  I could think of one, but I was reluctant to bring it up. All the same, I confessed. “Perhaps I should have mentioned it before, but the vivid dreams started when I received this.”


  I pulled the augmenter on its chain out of the neck of my tunic. Its dark iridescent surface shimmered in the glow of candlelight.


  Hadrian’s eyes sparked with interest.


  “This is the augmenter my grandmother gave me shortly before she died,” I explained. “I know you don’t approve of unnatural means of increasing magic, but I didn’t accept the dragon scale to become more powerful. It was a family heirloom.”


  My friend wasn’t to be fooled. “But the magical benefit was not entirely unwelcome, I suspect.”


  I glared, my temper stirred less by his disapproval than by his ability to see through me. “You don’t know what it’s like to be separated from your power. The dragon scale gave me mine back. Or at least access to it. After having my magic burned out, I could still feel it sometimes, a distant, elusive thing. But until discovering the augmenter, I had no way to reach it. Now, drawing my magic through the dragon scale, I have recovered the abilities I lost.”


  “But at what cost?” he countered. “No spell or enchanted object comes without its temptations for misuse. You have the bow already, and now it seems you’re making a habit of collecting these items. It disturbs me to see you abandoning the magic you were born with in favor of a false and unnatural form. I would rather see you wait and give your true powers time to heal on their own.”


  “The magickers of Swiftsfell do not share your old-fashioned ideas,” I said. “Myria saw no harm in the dragon scale or she would not have given it to me.”


  He raised a calming hand. “I can see I am making you angry, so perhaps we’d best let the matter rest here. I ask only that you use this new tool of yours with caution and be aware of your feelings, that they do not lead you toward dark magery.”


  I was still annoyed, but I respected Hadrian too much to let the subject come between us. We talked of other, lighter things. But the easy mood from before was lost. I did not stay much longer before making my excuses and offering to let myself out.


  Despite my assurance that I remembered the way, Hadrian walked me to the door of the temple. I promised to visit him again and update him on my situation. He told me not to leave it too long, hinting he was already planning another of his journeys. The Lythnian coast, I knew, had fascinated him when we were there recently, and I suspected he would like the chance to visit it again.


  The hour was growing late, and by the time we said our farewells and I descended the temple steps, the moon had risen high to bathe the temple grounds in its silvery light. Once again, I found myself risking curfew violation if I was found roaming the streets without legitimate business. I needed to get to the under-levels, where I could lie low until morning.


  Leaving the temple grounds, I decided to cut across the water cemetery to save time. It was an eerie place at any hour but especially now, with the tall granite obelisks that marked the graves rising from the black waters to paint threatening shapes against the starry sky.


  Not trusting my night vision, I avoided the precarious walkways skimming the water’s surface, instead following the outer wall. Here, the shadows were so deep I could hardly see where I was going. But if my eyes failed me, my ears at least were attuned to the night sounds. It was strangely still. The crickets had fallen silent. There was not even a breath of wind to stir the near hedges.


  Yet something did stir the one closest to me. Warily, I sent a questing trickle of magic toward it, even as I drew the twin knives from up my sleeves.


  A dark shape burst suddenly out of the shrubbery, rearing like a shadowy mountain before me. I caught the metallic ching of chain mail and the glint of moonlight on a drawn blade. Reacting instinctively, I swiped one of my knives at the figure blocking my way and felt it drag across flesh. His arm, I thought, although I couldn’t see well enough to be sure. It must have been a shallow wound, because my assailant was undeterred. My eyes fixed on his sword, my legs coiled, prepared to dodge its coming swing.


  Just then, something heavy slammed into my back, bearing me to the ground. Facedown, I could see nothing but the cobbles and the boots of my first attacker as he came to stand over me.


  I silently cursed myself for forgetting that Fists hunted together. I had been too distracted by the first man to look out for his companion behind me. Trying to flip over now, I found myself immobilized by the weight of the second man. As I struggled, something — a boot — smashed down over my hand, crushing my fingers into the cobbles until I couldn’t help crying out and loosening my hold on my knife.


  Instantly, it was kicked out of my reach.


  “Not so tough now, are you, forest scum?” asked a gravelly voice.


  Strong hands grabbed the back of my cloak and dragged me up onto my knees. I used the opportunity to thrust the remaining knife still clutched in my good hand into the knee of the man standing over me. His chain mail thwarted my effort, but his startled scream told me the tip of my blade had left some impression.


  He might have been frozen with pain, but his companion was not. He threw me against the near wall and bashed my head repeatedly against the stone until the world grew hazy before my eyes.


  Numbly, I groped after my magic. But I couldn’t seem to remember what to do with it. The bow railed frantically at the edge of my mind as my consciousness slipped away.


  Chapter Four


  It was the rough landing that woke me. I came to just as I was being unceremoniously dumped onto a cold stone floor. My head throbbed dully as I squinted up to see a pair of blurry figures walking away — Fists. Memory flooded through me. I had been ambushed. Captured. And now I was in some drafty, dimly lit room with bare floors.


  The rusty screech and clang of my cell door being slammed shut provided me with all the explanation I needed. I was imprisoned, probably in the dungeon beneath the Praetor’s keep.


  My jailers were leaving now, taking with them the flickering torch that was the only source of light down here.


  Scrambling to my feet, I lurched after them.


  “Wait!” I shouted. “Under whose authority do you lock me in here? I serve Praetor Tarius and cannot be imprisoned except by his command.”


  Their only response was laughter as they walked off down the passage, the torchlight moving away with them. My words echoed back at me through the long corridor.


  I could not be locked up without the Praetor’s permission, I had said. But circumstances proved either I was mistaken about that or the Praetor himself had been the issuer of this order.


  Darkness enveloped me. Struck by a sudden fear, I fumbled about blindly, looking for my bow. It was nowhere to be found. My enemies had not been foolish enough to leave me armed. My wrist-sheaths were empty too, and the extra dagger always kept tucked down my boot had been removed. All my defenses had been stripped away. Or almost all.


  I tried to draw a thin trickle of magic through my dragon scale, thinking to create a suspended ball of flame to illuminate the blackness. Nothing happened. Like my bow, my magic wasn’t there. I fished down the loose neck of my tunic and discovered the augmenter and the chain it should have dangled from were missing, almost certainly stolen by the Fists. The only question was whether they knew what they had in their possession or if they thought its only value monetary. Either way, with the theft of the dragon scale, I had lost my last weapon. I could perform no magic without it. Even the simple comfort of a glow-light was beyond my reach.


  A sharp scream in the distance cut like a knife through the stillness. I jumped, heart pounding, and whirled around, eyes straining through the darkness for the source of the noise. The wild, animallike cry of pain went on for so long it seemed to reverberate inside my skull even after it had stopped. Goose pimples formed on my skin, and it wasn’t from the cold. Somewhere down that long passageway leading from my cell, another human being was suffering something terrible. In a place like this, it wasn’t hard to guess what. It wasn’t unheard of for the Fists to use torture. The depths of this foul dungeon were the most likely setting for that to be carried out.


  All was deafeningly silent now. The quiet was even worse than the screams. My quickened breathing sounded harsh in the stillness. Usually, I didn’t fear much. But it was easy to be brave in daylight, with good, dependable weapons within reach. Here, in this inky blackness, with only my bare hands to rely on, courage was more elusive.


  I wondered what horrors the darkness concealed. Was I even alone in this cell? Or was someone sitting in the near shadows, watching me? Chilled at the thought, I didn’t realize I was backing up until I felt the rough rock wall behind me.


  I stiffened. This was no good. I had been in dangerous situations before and had always fought my way through. If a hidden enemy was observing me from the shadows, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me afraid. So I hardened my resolve and stomped on my fear. After that, it was easier to think clearly. There was only one thing to be done. I had to know exactly what I faced.


  I began a cautious exploration of my cell, feeling my way along the walls. I discovered a stone bench and a pile of moldy-smelling straw in the floor. There was a bucket, presumably for relieving myself, and a heap of something small that made crunching noises under my feet. I immediately thought of rat bones or possibly remnants from the last meal of a previous occupant.


  I didn’t find anyone else in the chamber. I was alone. It was small comfort but I would take what I could get. Beyond that, there was no good news. My obvious priority was to escape this prison before the Fists returned or, worse, whatever had extracted those screams from that other unfortunate prisoner came after me next. But my examination had revealed only one way out—the door through which my jailers had exited. I had hoped to find a small window or some other space I could possibly enlarge or shimmy through. But there was none.


  I tried the door but my efforts to loosen the bars were futile. Still dizzy from my head injury, I sank to the floor in the corner and slept.


  
    * * *

  


  When next I opened my eyes, it was still dark. I had lost all sense of time and couldn’t tell whether I had been asleep for an hour or a day.


  What had awoken me? I kept still, listening, and soon I heard it. The bold clatter of more than one pair of feet coming my way. The low murmur of approaching voices. Light pierced the shadows, dancing torchlight moving down the passage and bouncing off the narrow walls. I didn’t know whether to welcome or dread it.


  The glow of the flames fell over a pair of indistinct figures. My mind leapt to the two Fists who had ambushed me, but as these visitors came closer, I saw they weren’t the same. One of them, the man in the lead, had his back to the light, leaving his details too shadowed to make out. His wore the jangling chain mail of a Fist or guardsman but was too tall to be either of the two I had already encountered. His companion, following with the torch, was less obscured. He didn’t look young or fit enough to be a fighting man, and his sloppy clothing was not the uniform of the city guard or one of the Praetor’s elite soldiers. His only weapon was a cudgel hanging from a length of rope that he wore knotted like a belt around his thick waist. Beside the cudgel jingled a ring of keys that gave away his occupation as jailer.


  As the pair drew near, the jailer’s complaint drifted to my ears. “Couldn’t it wait another hour, Captain? I haven’t had me own breakfast yet, and this lot is still waitin’ on their swill.”


  The response from the other man was terse. “The Praetor’s business is delayed for no one.”


  My ears pricked up. I knew that voice as well as my own, and it filled me with a rush of emotions. Joy. Relief. Warmth. But hard on their heels came uncertainty and doubt.


  They had arrived before the door to my cell. The turnkey thrust his torch into a bracket on the wall to free up his hands. His keys clinked in the lock, and then my door swung open with a screech.


  Terrac stepped into the chamber and hesitated, probably to let his eyes adjust to the gloom.


  “Ilan, is that you?” he asked, peering into my corner.


  I didn’t know whether it was the lighting or my battered condition that put the doubt in his words. I had all but forgotten about my Kersian disguise and winter-seed darkened hair.


  For answer, I scrambled to my feet and almost threw myself at him in relief. But something in his stance made me hesitate. The stark shadows cast across his face by the firelight concealed his eyes, but he had the feel of someone who hoped to find himself mistaken. He was not glad to see me.


  That sharp realization was enough to root my feet to the floor.


  He was still waiting for an answer, so I said with forced ease, “I could ask you the same thing. This isn’t a setting where I ever expected us to meet. Certainly not on opposite sides of the bars.”


  He came further into the chamber but stopped while there was still more than an arm’s length between us. I wondered whether he kept the distance for reasons of emotion or personal safety.


  “I was only just informed you were here,” he told me curtly. “I came as soon as I heard. You are injured?”


  If the question suggested concern, nothing else in his manner did.


  I said, “It’s nothing. Just a few light knocks on the head. A couple of Fists and I had a difference of opinion over whether I should be locked up. As you see, their argument was the most persuasive.”


  “You’re bleeding,” he said. “I will see that these men are punished.”


  “Then they acted without your knowledge or permission?” I asked.


  My magic might be gone with the dragon scale, but I knew him well enough to sense his surprise as he said, “Of course. Why would I authorize any harm to you?”


  “That’s a question you can answer better than I. I hear you’ve been promoted. I suppose the Iron Fists don’t make a move without you now. You write me in Cros, warning me not to return to Ellesus or the capital city. I disregard your advice, and no sooner do I set foot in Selbius than I’m snatched up in this secretive way and tossed in a dungeon. Your underlings didn’t even identify themselves or urge me to cooperate with my arrest. Simply fell on me and knocked me senseless.”


  “And I will get to the bottom of their actions. Meanwhile, I can only tell you this order did not come from me.”


  I realized while he spoke that he looked different. Not that much time had passed since we were last together, but he seemed to have aged during the space of it. The planes of his face were gaunter, more defined, and he was growing a light beard. His mouth was set in a hard line, and his shoulders stooped slightly, as if they carried a heavy burden these days. My gaze dropped to his injured arm, hanging limply at his side. Was it true that he could no longer use it?


  I forced myself to stop staring and return to the conversation. “Do you think the person behind my arrest is the unknown enemy Martyn spoke of? Have you discovered this man’s identity yet?”


  He was silent.


  I prodded, “You warned me away, so you must have discovered some reason it would be unsafe for me to return.”


  “Nothing definite,” he admitted. “I need more time to uncover the truth. And while I work to do that, I thought it would be best for you to remain in Cros.”


  “Best?” I repeated. “Best for who?” My mind went back to the conversation I’d had with Hadrian. “Are you sure there isn’t some other reason you wanted to keep me far away from Selbius?”


  He frowned. “Meaning?”


  “Meaning no one has better cause than you to want to keep the Praetor and me apart,” I said.


  Glancing toward the turnkey still waiting outside the cell, I lowered my voice. “Things are going very well for you these days as the ‘nephew’ of the Praetor. Maybe you’re afraid my influence could jeopardize your new position.”


  Terrac looked confused. “Your influence? What influence could you possibly have with the Praetor?”


  I drew his attention to the brooch pinned to my cloak. The oval disk was inlaid with copper and amber-colored stones and inscribed with the two-word motto of the house of Tarius, FIDELITY and SERVICE.


  “While you wore this, the Praetor mistook you for someone you were not,” I reminded. “What do you think would happen to your favored status now if I corrected his long-standing false impression? If he learned you’re no more than an imposter? Maybe your fear of the truth coming out is why you initially tried to keep me away and why I’m locked away down here now.”


  It was painful to make such charges aloud, but considering our history, my doubts made sense.


  Terrac’s expression turned stony. “If what you accuse me of is true, I would be a fool to ever let you and the Praetor meet again.”


  With that, he turned and left me without another word.


  Heart sinking, I realized I had made my situation worse by confronting him. I waited to hear the clang of the door being slammed and locked. Waited for the torch to be taken away and my world to return to shadows.


  Instead, the turnkey held the door wide and gestured for me to come out. Terrac was already striding off down the corridor, and the turnkey jerked his head for me to hurry and follow.


  Amazed, I realized I was free.


  Chapter Five


  Eager to be out of the place, I hurried after Terrac down the narrow passage and past rows of other cells like mine. I saw no evidence of the prisoner who had cried out during the night. The corridor we traveled ended abruptly in a steep flight of stairs that carried us up to the next level. Here we paused to wait for the jailer to catch up and unlock the heavy door barring our way.


  I breathed a sigh of relief when I stepped through that doorway and left the dungeon’s atmosphere of fear and hopelessness behind. We exited onto a long passageway much airier than the close tunnels we had left.


  A tense and silent Terrac seemed impatient to be somewhere else, and I matched his brisk strides as we made our way down the corridor past doorways and open chambers. We were entering a part of the keep I recognized. The shields hanging on the walls and the tapestries depicting gory battle scenes were vaguely familiar to me, as was the pair of wide iron-banded doors that soon appeared in front of us. They were engraved with the Praetor’s symbol of a black bear rearing to confront its attacker. I knew what lay on the other side of those doors. Praetor Tarius’s audience chamber. I had been there before on the occasion when I had tried, and failed, to assassinate him. I hid my surprise at Terrac’s bringing me here now. It went against all my suspicions of him.


  I was still trying to puzzle out what his intentions could be when he pushed open the doors and led me into the chamber. It was a long room, its high ceiling crisscrossed with thick beams and supported by timber braces.


  And there he was, seated in a throne-like chair at the head of the chamber. The man who was at once my oldest enemy and the master I was sworn to serve. Praetor Tarius had killed my parents and hanged many of my outlaw friends. And yet he might also be the last living person who carried in his veins the same blood that I did. He was the brother of my father, though he had disowned him, and my uncle, though he did not know it.


  Despite his middling years and the streaks of gray in his otherwise-coal-black hair, he was physically fit and possessed an undeniable appearance of strength and power. His wide-sleeved robe, flowing in velvet folds to the floor, made him look more like a king than a provincial governor, and I suspected that was why he wore it. Certainly I had seen him just as at ease when armed and prepared for battle.


  He had not seen us yet and appeared busy with a group of men gathered around. By their fine clothes, I assumed them to be advisors or minor nobles. Terrac and I hung back along the wall and waited. We were not alone. There were numerous armed guards lurking in corners of the room and more stationed a protective distance from the Praetor.


  I ignored the guards as I ignored everything but the man himself. I used to be able to sense his forceful presence when we were in the same room. But I was blind now, without either my natural magic or the dragon scale that would allow me to access it. It was yet another disadvantage for me, since Praetor Tarius possessed powers of his own. He didn’t come by it naturally, as I did, but had learned the twisted art of magery, a form of trained magic reliant on spells and incantations. Knowing this secret of his made me wary. To be near a mage while stripped of my powers was as bad as being surrounded by armed men while I went weaponless.


  At length, the Praetor finished with the men he had been consulting, noted our presence, and beckoned us to come and stand before him.


  I stiffened beneath his dark gaze but refused to flinch, meeting his stare with one of my own.


  He greeted me with, “So, you have returned to us as promised, Ilan of Dimmingwood.”


  His tone suggested he’d had no doubt that I would, and I wondered if it was my word he was so confident in or his power to control me.


  I said coolly, “It was not so much a question of returning but of being dragged back. Had I been given the opportunity, I would have kept my promise under my own power. Instead, a pair of Fists lay in wait and set upon me in an alley, bludgeoning me unconscious and throwing me into your dungeon for the night.”


  The Praetor raised an inquisitive eyebrow at Terrac. “Is this true, Captain?”


  Terrac was too quick with his explanation. “There was some sort of misunderstanding, and two of my men mistakenly arrested her as she skulked about the city after dark. I’ve yet to discover the details, but I will investigate.”


  “It was more than an accident,” I cut in. “Someone told those Fists to look for me and gave the same order to the guards at the city gate.”


  Praetor Tarius’s mouth thinned into a flat line. “Are you saying I do not control the actions of my own men?”


  “I am saying you may be unaware of their actions in this matter and that someone else in a position of authority has given commands running counter to yours. Unless it was you who wanted me arrested?”


  The Praetor flicked a lazy hand, dismissing the suggestion. “It is not my usual practice to consign to the dungeon persons I have better uses for.”


  Despite his words, a shadow crossed his face, and I thought he was more disturbed by my warning than he admitted. A man such as this would not like having his authority usurped by another.


  He moved on. “You should have come directly to me on arriving in Selbius rather than ‘skulking’ about the city, as the captain puts it. The province has fallen under threat, and I have need of your particular skill set.”


  “You speak of the return of the Skeltai?” I guessed.


  He raised a dark brow. “I see our situation is not news to you. Yes, our old enemy has resumed their raids in the forest, and we suspect they intend to move on to larger targets. They have never before expressed ambition to broaden their borders, but we’ve received information suggesting that capturing and holding Selbius itself may be their aim this time. It is important we are kept informed of their movements and swiftly alerted to their arrivals within Dimmingwood if we are to have Iron Fists in place to counter their attacks. For that, I wish to rely on your wretched outlaw friends. They see everything that occurs in that place. Unfortunately, it seems no one can establish friendly contact with the scum. No one but you.”


  I might have pointed out the irony in that he was usually eager to destroy the outlaws during times of peace. Yet when he had use for them, he assumed they would be willing to risk their lives to do his bidding.


  But I said only, “I anticipated your wishes and have already arranged with the Dimmingwood outlaws to take up their former position as your eyes and ears between the border of Dimmingwood and the Skeltai’s own Black Forest. In return, they would like generous payment and your assurance that those who choose to work for you will be pardoned for past crimes.”


  “I am sure they would like that,” the Praetor snorted. “And I would like all the gold in the Arxus Mountains. But I’m unlikely to obtain it.”


  I held my anger in check, saying, “They’ve been betrayed by you before, and several of them were hanged despite their service in the last war. Do not think they will be so easily used this time. And the magickers, if they even come, will be still more wary as they have even less cause to trust you.”


  “Magickers?” He had begun to look bored by my speech, but now I had his full attention again.


  I explained. “During the skirmishes last year, we drove the Skeltai out by sheer luck. But have you considered how much more damage they could do us if they were to make a concerted effort and turn the full force of their magic against us? It seems to me if we are to stand a chance against them, we must match their warrior shaman with magic-wielders of our own. So, when I learned the Skeltai threat was renewed, I sent out a request for help.”


  I glanced at Terrac, worried at his reaction to what I would say next, and continued, “During my travels this past year, I encountered a hidden community of magickers who had been driven out of the province during the cleansing that took place those many years ago.”


  Again, I looked to Terrac, who listened in the background, but his face betrayed nothing. He had sworn to me he would omit all mention of the Swiftsfell magickers of Cros from his spy report to the Praetor. I could not know whether he had kept his promise.


  Certainly the Praetor showed no surprise on learning of such a community. “You have contacted the practicers of the forbidden arts with a request for aid?” he asked coldly. “On whose authority have you taken such action?”


  I refused to wilt beneath his anger. “I made it clear the request originated from me personally, but I did suggest you might be interested in forming an alliance. They would offer us their skills to be used in defense against the Skeltai savages.”


  “And in return?” he asked. “What have we offered them?”


  I tread carefully. “I believe they would be content with nothing more or less than a revoking of the law forbidding magic use in the province. All they would ask is that those born with the skill of magic be permitted to safely practice that art in Ellesus, as they do in other provinces.”


  My reply was carefully worded to avoid referencing my own abilities, powers that I could not openly discuss in this company. The Praetor was aware of my powers, just as I knew of his. But we were, neither of us, in a position to acknowledge these secrets publically.


  Maybe the Praetor sensed the direction of my thoughts, for his response was sharp. “My laws are not to be questioned or changed. Tell your magicker friends they are neither needed nor welcome in this province. We are more than capable of defending ourselves against all outside forces.”


  His arrogance was as startling as it was foolish.


  “I believe you will regret this decision to turn away allies,” I said. “I have faced the Skeltai shamans, and they are stronger than you know.”


  “Do not presume to tell me what I know. And never again attempt to negotiate peace with those I have declared enemies. You have been permitted much thus far because of your usefulness with the outlaws. But even you are not irreplaceable, Ilan of Dimmingwood. Remember that.”


  Before I could protest further, he dismissed me with instructions not to leave the keep lest he have need of me soon.


  Our audience over, I had accomplished nothing. I concealed my anger only until Terrac had led me from the chamber and we were alone in the hall.


  Then I burst out, “The man is a fool. He underestimates the power of the savages, and the province will suffer for his pride.”


  Terrac glanced around the empty hall. “I advise you to keep such dangerous opinions to yourself. And certainly not to voice them to me. I cannot be seen to let treasonous speech pass, not even from you.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. “I guess it’s just as well I don’t forget which side you’re on.”


  For just a moment, he looked regretful. “Some might suppose our oaths to the Praetor put us on the same side for once.”


  “You know me better than that. He’s still the same evil man who killed my parents, oaths or not.”


  “Then you will seek opportunities to betray him?”


  “I will keep my promises to the letter. But he will not have my loyalty or respect.”


  “Then you walk a thin line,” Terrac warned. “If you imagine you can be true to your thief friends and the Swiftsfell magickers while also serving the Praetor who outlaws both, you may soon find yourself the enemy of all and friend to none.”


  I was about to respond with something harsh but then remembered I owed him thanks for getting me out of that dungeon cell.


  “I could have told the Praetor the truth about you,” I said. “I still could at any time. Knowing that, it would’ve been in your interests to ensure I never had the chance to see him. Why didn’t you?”


  His expression was unreadable. “For the same reason you didn’t betray me.”


  Before I could respond, I realized we were no longer alone. A young woman in the black and scarlet livery of a house servant had appeared and was hovering within earshot.


  “That is Eisa,” Terrac told me, suddenly brisk. “She doesn’t speak much, but she knows her way around the keep and she’ll look after you.”


  The girl’s face was expressionless. From her youthful features, I guessed her to be about fourteen years old, but I had the impression somehow that her mind was younger still.


  Terrac said she would show me where in the keep I was to be quartered and would bring me anything I needed. When he departed, leaving the two of us alone, Eisa wordlessly led me off down the passage. My attempts to strike up conversation with her as we walked were one-sided, for she answered none of my questions. I wasn’t sure whether she was unable to speak or simply unwilling.


  The room I was shown to was a small chamber, barely big enough for the narrow bed, stool, and storage chest crowded into it. There was a fireplace and a long slit window looking down onto the courtyard and stables below. It was a plain space but no regular servants’ quarters either. What furnishings existed were durable, and there was the luxury of a single tapestry on the wall. It was drawn back from the window now to let in the sunlight but could be closed on cold nights to keep out the weather.


  Most significantly, I had this space to myself in a place where I suspected servants like Eisa were probably packed three or more to a room. In all, my new living arrangements clarified my position here more thoroughly than any conversation with the Praetor. I was being lodged as something above the humblest sort of servant but as less than a guest. This was better than I had expected.


  But from the way Eisa wrinkled her nose, it was clear something wasn’t meeting her expectations. She had stood in the doorway, watching silently, as I surveyed the room. I saw now that she looked at my clothing with distaste. Its appearance or its smell, either one, could have been the cause. It had been a long time since I had last bathed in a clean stream or washed out my travel-stained Kersian-style costume. The night spent in a dungeon cell and my recent bloody brawl with the Fists hadn’t helped either.


  Eisa made some confusing gestures and left me, returning in a short while with a bucket of water, a sliver of strong-smelling soap, and a washing cloth. She brought a fresh outfit as well and waited for me to remove my old one before departing, carrying the grime-encrusted clothing away with her. I wasn’t sure whether she meant to wash my old things or burn them.


  The water was cold but refreshing, and I felt I was washing away not just dirt and sweat but the memory of the filthy dungeon as well. After the bath, I dragged on the black hose and tunic Eisa had left for me. They bore a strong resemblance to the livery I had seen worn by male servants around the keep. Eisa must have noticed I didn’t favor feminine clothing.


  Although I put on the rest of it, I rejected the soft-soled shoes in preference for my sturdy boots. I also refused the scarlet half cape that served no apparent purpose except to make its wearer look foolish. Anyway, pairing the scarlet with the black would have put me in the colors of the house of Tarius, worn by the Praetor’s soldiers as well as his servants. I might be sworn to serve the man, but I could still rebel in small ways, such as refusing to wear his colors.


  After dressing, I realized how tired I was. I had slept awhile in the dungeon, but it had not been a restful sleep. My bed with its thick blankets suddenly looked inviting, and I sank into it. Accustomed to the firmness of earth, I didn’t usually sleep well in beds. But this time I was too exhausted to care and drifted off easily.


  Chapter Six


  When I woke, the shadows in the room had grown long and the day filtering through the window-slit was fading. Eisa stood beside my bed, silently staring down on me. Startled at having allowed myself to be crept up on, I was instantly awake.


  “What is it, Eisa?” I asked. “Did you want something?”


  The mute girl merely indicated a scattering of objects she had arranged on the blankets around me. My heart leapt as I recognized them. My knives, my dragon scale on its chain…. And my bow! It was missing its coarse cover but seemed undamaged. Where had it come from? Why had it been returned? Had the thieving Fists not realized what they had?


  My eager questions were answered with the silent shrugs and gestures that appeared to be Eisa’s standard means of communication. It was maddening that I could get no explanation for the theft of my belongings or their sudden reappearance.


  I slipped the dragon scale augmenter around my neck, relieved once more to have access to my magic. Next, I returned all my knives to their proper places, while Eisa looked on with an air of impatience. I didn’t need my newly returned powers to see she wanted me to do something. She moved to the door, beckoning me to follow. I cast a hesitant glance at the bow. I could hardly carry it around the keep with me, but I was reluctant to leave it behind so soon after regaining it. Quickly, I thrust it beneath my blankets where, with any luck, it would be safe from prying eyes. Then I hurried after Eisa, who had taken off down the corridor we’d traveled earlier in the day.


  Eisa didn’t take me to the Praetor’s audience chamber this time but to a great noisy hall. Here, the castle’s common residents crowded around trestle tables laden with food. Children and dogs played on the rush-strewn floor, their cries and barks mingling with the hum of conversation throughout the hall and rising to the rafters high above. At the far end of the room, there was a table on a dais, where I saw the Praetor eating with other finely dressed persons who were doubtless too exalted to crowd elbow to elbow with the folk at the low tables.


  The aroma of food filled the air, making my stomach rumble. I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten. A day ago? Two?


  Since Eisa had disappeared, I weaved my way alone through the busy room. I glanced fleetingly toward the high table, where I had caught a glimpse of Terrac. He belonged there, now he commanded the Iron Fists. But I was fairly certain a person of my status would not be welcome to sit down and eat with the Praetor, even had I wished to. Instead, I chose an empty seat at a long table full of strangers who, by their shabby dress and grubby appearances, appeared to be rough laborers. The house servants at least were clean and had their tidy liveries, but these people looked lowlier than they.


  Someone shoved a basket of bread at me, and I tore into it ravenously. A plate of savory mutton arrived, and I wolfed it down as well. It wasn’t until I had satisfied the empty ache in my stomach that I began to slow down.


  Now I remembered to thank the woman on my right, who had been passing me the food. An affable middle-aged woman, she introduced herself as Lorea, a laundress. She liked to talk, and despite finding me slow to reveal much about myself, she readily shared with me the private business of everyone around us.


  That suited me fine. Indeed, I was glad to find such an unguarded source of information. I devoted my ears to her stream of chatter and my eyes to observing the people across the room at the Praetor’s table. Interrupting her gossip, I asked who they were. The Praetor I knew enough of, but what about the rest?


  Lorea eagerly informed me that the young lady at the Praetor’s left hand, the sole female in that company, was Lady Morwena. A distant cousin of the Praetor, she had come to the castle only a year ago and was not well liked by anyone, not least of all the servants.


  “She can be mild as milk one day,” explained Lorea, “but unpredictable as the Salaunian Sea the next.”


  I studied this Lady Morwena with interest, thinking if she was a cousin to the Praetor, she was also a distant relation of mine. There was no physical resemblance between us, and I expected none as I favored my mother’s remote Skeltai ancestry. But I did see similarities between her and the Praetor. She shared his deep black hair, although hers was sleek and loosely curled. She had his nose also, which curved slightly downward like the beak of a hawk, looking a little too large for her face. There was nothing striking about her, I decided. She was neither lovely nor plain.


  I turned my attention to the man seated at the Praetor’s other side.


  “What about the fellow with the long copper hair?” I asked. “Is he anybody important?”


  I didn’t know why, but it seemed to me there was something almost sinister in his face and even his posture. His eyebrows were so fair they were nearly invisible at this distance, making his forehead high and bare. His elaborate clothing and his position close to the Praetor suggested a person of significance. But he turned his shoulder to the others at the table, hinting at some secret or perhaps not-so-secret hostility toward his companions.


  Lorea explained he was Counselor Torg Branek, the Praetor’s most trusted adviser. Lowering her voice, she added that he had the reputation of a man not to be trusted. People said he hungered for power and coveted the governorship of the province if anything should ever befall the Praetor.


  I eyed the advisor and wondered just how important influence was to him. Enough to remove anyone else who might divide the Praetor’s attention? Martyn had said it was someone close to the Praetor who wanted me out of the way. This Torg Branek looked capable of such a plot, and from Lorea’s description of him, it might not be out of his character.


  “Tell me about the new Fist captain,” I suggested.


  I didn’t know what made me ask about Terrac. I already knew him better than anyone here possibly could.


  Lorea said, “Aye, well, he’s been promoted since the retirement of the former captain, Delecarte. He gets the job done, defending us against those pale-skinned savages, and that’s all we want.”


  I watched Terrac across the room, seeing him fumble with a tray a servant handed him, then knock over the tankard of the person seated beside him. It was obvious he was still struggling to adapt to his one-handed state. Knowing how he must hate for the Praetor and those other people to see him as weak or clumsy, my cheeks burned for him. Then I reminded myself it was quite likely he knew more about my recent arrest than he admitted to, and I stopped being sorry for him. I no longer believed him guilty of working against me, but he hadn’t been very forthcoming either. It would not greatly surprise me to learn he was protecting someone.


  There was one other person at the Praetor’s table who interested me, a handsome young man whom the others seemed to ignore. All but Lady Morwena, whose longing looks aimed in his direction left no doubt of her admiration. From what I could see, he returned both the glances and the feeling.


  Lorea recovered her chattiness to introduce him as Asmund Summerdale, another counselor to the Praetor, but one no one took seriously. Except the young women, she added with a wink. She took him very seriously indeed. Unfortunately for Counselor Summerdale, his fellow counselors and the Praetor were less enthralled with him, and it was only his family connections that assured his position.


  Briefly, Lorea summed up all the others at the head table, various advisers, minor nobles, and a retired soldier. The graying soldier was the former Fist captain, Delecarte, whose position Terrac had so recently assumed. I vaguely remembered having seen Delecarte a few times in the past, but I hadn’t taken much note of him then. And there was no time to ask for further information on him now. Most everyone had finished their meals, and the great hall was emptying except for a handful of servants who stayed behind to clean up.


  I headed back to my room, trying to remember all the turns that had brought me here. I followed the direction I thought was right only to find myself soon lost in a series of corridors that looked remarkably alike. This was a quiet part of the keep. I had passed no one in the halls for some time.


  As I wandered, lost, I gradually became aware of an uncomfortable feeling shivering its way down my spine. The sense of being watched by unseen eyes. Surreptitiously, I glanced around the dimly lit corridor. Orange light from the intermittent wall sconces cast eerie shadows dancing up the walls, making the tapestries appear almost to move as if a living thing writhed beneath them. Anyone could be hiding behind those long tapestries, watching me. I had an unknown enemy in the keep, after all, one who had not hesitated to send an assassin after me once before. Who was to say they would not make an attempt on my life right here? I surely presented a tempting opportunity walking the lonely halls at night.


  Flexing my fingers, I resisted the temptation to reach for the pair of sharp knives concealed up my sleeves. If someone was spying on me, waiting for their chance, I didn’t want to chase them away too soon. I must draw them out.


  Shoulders tense with the thought of a sudden blade being planted between them, ears straining for the approach of stealthy footsteps, I kept walking.


  Then I heard it. A soft footfall.


  My twin knives were in my hands before I even had the conscious thought to draw them, and I whirled on my attacker.


  But there was no attacker. It was only the raven-haired young woman I had seen at the Praetor’s dinner table earlier. She had come upon me unexpectedly, but she held no weapon, only a glowing candlestick in her hand. There was nothing threatening about her. Very much the opposite.


  At my sudden action, she started and gave a little cry of dismay, nearly dropping her candle.


  I said awkwardly, “My apologies, lady. You caught me by surprise. I had thought myself alone.”


  With wide blue eyes, she watched me resheath my knives.


  “I… I saw you wandering as if you were lost and thought you might welcome direction,” she offered.


  “That’s good of you.” I tried to remember her name. “You’re Lady Morwena, aren’t you? Cousin and ward to the Praetor?”


  Mention of her status seemed to drive away her uncertainty, and her voice grew confident. “The Praetor and I are distant cousins only. The relation is not a close one.”


  I tried to introduce myself but she cut me off.


  “I know who you are. You’re the outlaw of Dimmingwood.”


  “There are a number of those,” I said.


  “Yes, but you are the only famous one. Except for that horrid Red Hand, who is now dead. You are Ilan, who defeated the Skeltai with her magical bow.”


  Her eyes darted over my shoulder. “You do not have it with you?”


  I was uneasy to think word of the bow’s unusual qualities had become so widely known.


  “I’m sorry to disappoint,” I said. “But it hardly seemed necessary to carry all my weapons here within the safety of these walls.”


  She grimaced. “You think these walls are safe? Others have thought so to their misfortune. I could tell stories…”


  The sentence hung temptingly, but I did not take up her offer.


  With a little pout of annoyance, she volunteered more. “Every castle has its secrets, and this one conceals more than most.”


  I said, “I am sure.”


  “There are people within these ‘safe walls’ who are not what they present themselves to be. People who would kill to keep the things I know hidden.” A look of dark fascination crossed her face.


  “Then it must be frightening to be you,” I said dryly.


  If Lady Morwena had appeared tentative at first, she did not seem so now. I was reminded of the remark Lorea the laundress had made at dinner. She had been right about the girl’s changing moods.


  “You’re making fun of me,” Lady Morwena said now. “But I can show you the dangers of which I speak.”


  “I’ll have to decline that offer,” I said “I’ve had my fill of danger for a while.”


  “On your journey through the provinces?” she asked knowingly. “Rumor says you went off with a priest of the blade and the Fist captain to carry out secret business for my cousin. Is that true?”


  I smiled, despite myself. “Only if you consider traveling for pleasure in the company of friends official business for the Praetor.”


  She looked sorry to hear it. “You must at least have had some perilous encounters? Met formidable foes and lived to tell of it?”


  I said, “I suppose I almost died a few times, but that wasn’t as enjoyable as you seem to think.”


  I wondered if she was really asking these things out of innocent interest or whether there was specific information she hoped to get out of me.


  She said, “You will find it dull here, after the adventures you have had.”


  “I doubt that, now that hostilities are resuming with the Skeltai.”


  She shrugged a slender shoulder. “Oh, they cannot touch us here. I am less afraid of the Skeltai than of the civilized folk living among us.”


  “Who especially?” I asked. I might not like Morwena, but it occurred to me I would be a fool to pass up opportunities for information.


  She was willing enough to divulge it. “Counselor Torg Branek is the Praetor’s most influential advisor, but he has achieved that position by destroying all who oppose him. Then there’s the new Fist captain, Terrac. It is believed in some quarters that he is unqualified for his place, especially now he is crippled in his arm. There is speculation he received his advancement because of private connections.”


  I said, “Really? I’ve heard he is capable in his new command.”


  “There are those who believe him too young, too inexperienced, and weakened by the injury to his arm. For myself, I almost pity him, considering.”


  I bit back the response that Terrac would not need or want anyone’s pity and allowed her to continue.


  “Of course, the biggest mystery of all is my cousin.”


  “The Praetor? Why? What has he to hide?”


  She wavered visibly, as if suddenly doubting the wisdom of revealing too much. But it was obvious she could not help herself. In the torchlight, her eyes glittered with excitement at the thought of whatever it was she knew.


  “I will not speak the secret,” she decided. “But I will show it to you and leave you to judge for yourself. Come with me.”


  It was my turn to hesitate before giving in to curiosity and following her. She led me down lonely passages and through parts of the keep I had not guessed existed until, finally, we reached the foot of a narrow twisting set of steps leading up into a tower.


  As we ascended, I remarked, “You know your way around surprisingly well considering I heard you were new to the castle.”


  “I’ve had little enough to do but explore since I arrived,” she said. “I grew up in Celestianos, the greatest and most beautiful city in Camdon. After the deaths of my parents last year, I was made the ward of my cousin. Then I was brought here to Ellesus, the most ugly and rustic of all the provinces, and dumped into a horrid crumbling castle in a city too small to deserve the name.”


  Leading the way, she glanced back at me. “I envy you managing to escape this backwoods province, if only for a while.”


  “It wasn’t much of an escape,” I said. “I spent a lot of the time traversing deserts and dueling dragons. There was also an assassin who trailed me from home and made more than one attempt on my life.”


  I watched her closely for some reaction. But if she had heard rumors of the assassin, she gave nothing away.


  I tried again. “The assassin’s name was Martyn. Before his death, he told me he was sent to dispose of me by someone here in Selbius, someone close to the Praetor. But he died before he could give the name.”


  Before she could respond, we arrived at the top of the stairs to find a door blocking our way. Undeterred by the obstacle, Lady Morwena swept her fingers along the top of the doorframe, expertly retrieving a key from its hiding place. Clearly, this wasn’t her first time to use it.


  Inserting the key in the lock, she twisted and shoved. The door swung open with a deep groan, affording a view of the dark interior of a small chamber. Morwena stepped confidently into the room, holding her candle aloft to pierce the gloom. With less enthusiasm, I followed her inside and took in the contents of the room.


  An oak table stood in the center of the space. Rough floor-to-ceiling shelves lined the walls, crowded with ancient-looking books and scrolls, pots of dying herbs, and jars of mushrooms and other things. I thought I recognized the deadly wormroot, as well as the healing earthleaf herb among those jars.


  The fireplace was cold and dark, an empty kettle suspended over the charred remains of the last fire. A red curtain partially concealed a corner alcove where clay pots and, more startlingly, a human skull filled niches in the walls. A circular pattern was painted across the floor of the chamber, and at the heart of it was a vaguely familiar design. A star chart?


  Something about this room felt wrong. Bad.


  I shivered at the cold draft filtering through a loosely shuttered window. “What is this place?”


  Morwena stepped nearer and whispered dramatically, “We stand in a mage’s lair.”


  She watched me closely and appeared to relish my look of amazement. But she wasn’t finished yet. “This is where my cousin comes to practice the dark arts he cannot use openly. Hidden away here, he mixes his potions and concocts his spells and believes no one guesses what he does. But I know.”


  My surprise was not at the Praetor’s magery but that this woman had discovered it. To conceal my thoughts, I walked to the table and examined the objects cluttering it. An hourglass, a collection of crystal shards spread across a strip of velvet, and an opaque sphere about the size of my hand, resting in an open box.


  “How do you know the purpose of this chamber?” I asked Morwena. “It might be used for anything.”


  I picked up the glass sphere from the box and handled it gingerly, staring into its cloudy depths.


  “I think that is a seers’ showing stone in your hand,” Morwena said. “I once spied on my cousin and saw him gazing into it.”


  I put the ball down quickly, as though it had grown suddenly hot.


  Morwena continued, “I have flipped through the books on the shelves and found them filled with nonsensical words. What else could they be but magical spells?”


  I shrugged uncomfortably. “They might be ordinary books, written in another language. Old Writ, maybe.”


  She did not seem to hear me. Her face shone with excitement. “Just think. For all these years, my cousin has outlawed magickery and destroyed its practicers, while secretly possessing it himself.”


  I could have educated her on the fact that natural magickery and magery were two very different talents. A person was born with the former and could not deny it even if they wished. But the art of magery was chosen, pursued by those who craved the power that came with it. Natural magic came easily, while magery was a forcing of magic through incantation and other learned skills. Or so Hadrian had taught me.


  But I kept silent, unwilling to betray that I knew more on the subject than the average person.


  Morwena asked in a cunning tone, “Why do you suppose the Praetor would outlaw a practice he himself followed? Perhaps he wanted to be the only one?”


  “I wouldn’t know.” I shoved down the bitter memory of my parent’s deaths, the penalty for my mother’s magical abilities.


  “Do you suppose this power runs in our family?”


  I started, feeling as though she had read my thoughts. But then I realized she was speaking of herself and the Praetor. As far as she knew, I was not any part of ‘our family.’


  I could not explain that my magic came from my mother, a natural like me, while the Praetor’s art was not inherited. So I changed the subject. “You don’t like your cousin very much, do you?”


  It was her turn to look surprised. “I have never especially considered the question. I do not think I have any opinion on him. Since my arrival last year, he rarely speaks to me or appears even to notice my existence.”


  “Yet you are spilling a secret that would be harmful to him.”


  “Only to you,” she said. “You cannot afford to risk his wrath any more than I, so I know you must keep silent.”


  I narrowed my eyes, suddenly suspicious. “If you don’t mean me to act on what I’ve seen, why did you show me this place?”


  She smiled innocently. “To gain your trust, of course. If you and I are to become friends, I must show that I have something of use to you. Information.”


  I didn’t know what to make of her odd notion that friendship could be so easily bought. For that matter, I couldn’t imagine why she should want my friendship at all. She kept me constantly reassessing my feelings. One moment, she seemed sly and sneaky. The next, she was harmless and a little sad.


  I cast a final look around the room. “We should probably go before we’re discovered where we don’t belong. We can’t know when the Praetor may come up here.”


  “At any time, I should think,” she said but didn’t look particularly afraid. “He’s in here nearly every night now. Or as often as he has the strength to manage the stairs. He probably hopes to find a cure among all these books of spells.”


  “Cure?” I repeated.


  “Of course,” she answered innocently. “He’s dying, you know.”


  Chapter Seven


  I stared at Morwena. “What do you mean the Praetor is dying?” I demanded sharply. “He can’t be dying. He seems perfectly healthy.”


  “Well, don’t look at me like that,” she said. “I’m not the one killing him. And if he looks strong, that’s because he means everyone to think him so. But I know otherwise, and I’m not the only one.”


  I tried to make sense of her words. “You’re saying someone is behind this?”


  She drew her brows together in thought. “I don’t believe so. It seems to be an illness of natural cause.”


  “Slow poisoning?” I suggested.


  “Doubtful. He’s too devious himself to be defeated by the scheming of another. He would know who was capable of it, because it’s exactly the sort of thing he would do were their places reversed.”


  My heart was beating fast as I wrestled with the new information. Was it really true or just an exaggerated piece of gossip?


  A sudden thud made us both jump. It was only the door being pulled closed by a draft from the window. But the interruption reminded me we could be walked in on at any moment. I sensed no approaching presence, but that could change soon enough.


  “It’s time to leave,” I said. “Quickly.”


  
    * * *

  


  Back in my room, I thought over my conversation with Lady Morwena. We had parted at the foot of the tower room stairs, and I’d had no chance to question her further. Besides, my feelings were confused and I was impatient to be alone. I couldn’t work out my thoughts under the watchful eyes of the Praetor’s ward.


  Now, as I slid beneath the covers of my soft bed, I realized what I felt at the news of the Praetor’s impending death. Disappointment. The man had been my lifelong foe and destroyed much of what I loved. Even after coming into his service, a part of me had always thought one day I would find a way to escape my oaths. And then I would be free to pursue revenge. I had long enjoyed that thought.


  But just now, there was another, quieter thought I liked less. Praetor Tarius was my enemy, but he was also my uncle, the brother of my father, and an important figure in my life for as long as I could remember. Was there a secret part of me that wanted him to recognize that? Much as I had craved Rideon’s approval as a child?


  Angrily, I rejected the idea and rolled over to go to sleep. But rest would not come. After a few minutes of tossing and turning, I gave up my bed and dragged the blankets into the floor, where I settled in front of the fireplace. The fire, which must have been lit by some servant while I was out to dinner, had died down to embers and offered little warmth. But the firmness of the floor was an improvement to the unfamiliar bed. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine myself in Dimmingwood.


  
    * * *

  


  I was not in the forest but in a desert canyon. The ground was a mixture of sand and shale, and a towering wall of rock rose to one side, mirrored by a similar cliff opposite. Someone was hunting me, someone who wanted to kill me with my own bow. I scrambled up a pile of rocks to escape and lie in wait, my heartbeat thundering in my ears and sweat tricking down my neck. When my enemy, a black-cloaked assassin, appeared, I pounced.


  Only he wasn’t my enemy anymore. When I had knocked him to the ground, I found it was the familiar face of Brig I was looking down at. And he was dying, pierced by a bone-tipped dragon wing. Which was strange, because there was no dragon in sight. Only Brig and me.


  I knelt at his side and took his hand, my throat aching with unshed tears. He suddenly grew younger before my eyes, the rough features of Brig, reshaping into the similar yet different face of his son, Martyn.


  “I have traded my life for yours,” he gasped. “Repay me. My young brother Jarrod. Look after him.”


  I nodded dumbly, although I had no notion where to find this Jarrod or what all my promise entailed.


  Martyn gazed past me, and I felt his life slip away.


  My vision shifted. Martyn and the desert cliffs were gone. I was in a new place now, a place I had never seen. But I knew somehow that I was seeing the present this time, not the past. I was in a green leafy clearing, where a swollen stream rushed by. On the bank of the stream sat a house, a mill with a waterwheel, and a collection of storage buildings.


  A sudden cry of pain came from the direction of the house. I crept up to the nearest wall and peeked through a window.


  
    * * *

  


  I awoke to sunlight streaming in through the high slit-like window of my bedchamber. It took me a moment to remember where I was and why I was sleeping on the floor. The visions had seemed so real it was hard to believe they were only dreams.


  I fingered the dragon scale lying cool against my skin. The visions had been growing stronger and more frequent these past few months. Their only pattern was that they came to me in times of need. I was unable to control them. Was it something about the augmenter that was increasing their frequency, as I had suggested to Hadrian? They had not been like this before I acquired the dragon scale.


  I sat up in my blankets, slipped the augmenter and its chain over my head, and laid them aside. Then I tried to flex my magic skills unaided. Somewhere within me, there was a deep pool of power if I could only reach it. My magic had been all but burnt out last year after my battle with the Skeltai shaman. It lay dormant, but I could still feel it at odd times. I sensed it now, lingering like a fragrance in the air or a wisp of smoke carried on the breeze. It was a tenuous connection, frustratingly distant. I reached for it now, but it was no good. Without the dragon scale, I could not access my powers.


  I gave up my efforts, put the necklace back on, and dressed. No one had come to my room to summon me to breakfast, and I didn’t go looking for any now. My mind was too full of last night’s visions and the sense of urgency they had created in me to care for anything else.


  I walked the corridors, let myself out of the keep and into the courtyard. No one stopped me although I half expected the servants or the occasional guards I passed at their posts to try. The Praetor had instructed me to stay on the premises. But I chose to believe the order extended to the whole city, not only to the castle.


  So I passed through the gates and down the street, heading toward the market district and the East Bridge. There I asked around Fleet’s usual haunts to discover his whereabouts.


  One tavernkeeper chewed his mustache in annoyance, telling me, “According to rumor, you might find him hiding in the under-levels. And if you do, tell him I’m still waitin’ to see a single coin of the money he owes me.”


  He didn’t threaten to send the authorities after Fleet if the street thief failed to pay up. Which was as well, because such a threat would be doomed to be an empty one. The city guard were generally reluctant to poke the rat’s nest that was the criminal refuge of the city.


  I wondered what Fleet was doing down there. He sometimes conducted business with the inhabitants of that shadowy world, but the tavernkeeper spoke as though he had taken up residence.


  In the beggar’s quarter of the Common district, I entered the under-levels through a sewer grate. The steps spiraling downward were dark, lit only by occasional glimmer-stones cemented into the walls. But that did not matter as I knew the way well, having been forced to hide in this place when I first arrived in the city.


  The levels were a maze of stone and clay tunnels and caverns, spreading like long-reaching roots beneath the cleaner, brighter streets of the city above. Built as part of a sprawling drainage system, they had been abandoned, unfinished, long ago. Now they were a shelter for those who had no place better to go. Beggars and rats and anyone who preferred to avoid the light of day or the eye of the city guard.


  As I ascended into the still world below, the air grew foul and stifling. There was no cooling breeze here. No comforting sunlight to banish the dusk-like shadows that remained the same, night or day. There was only the unnatural greenish glow cast by the eerie glimmer-stones.


  At the end of the steps, I arrived at a large open cavern with offshooting tunnels branching in all directions. In this area, inhabitants had raised whatever meager shelters they could to give themselves a measure of privacy from the eyes of their neighbors. Torn screens, odd bits of lumber, and blankets strung out on lines became walls, marking where one hovel ended and the next began. Many of these sorry structures leaned against one another for support or were so closely situated that it was difficult to pick my way between them.


  Under-dwellers lacking even makeshift homes sat or sprawled out in the open, some of them wrapped in tattered blankets or huddled on piles of filthy straw as if they did not care that the night had passed and it was now midmorning. Over the low hum of their voices and the occasional wail of a fussy infant, persistent coughing noises rose from all parts of the room. Many here were ill. Probably contagiously so. I made my way through the beggars, the diseased, and the lame, scanning the big room for any sign of Fleet.


  I had not gotten far when a hand shot out, clutching my leg and stopping me in my tracks. I half drew one of my knives before realizing the person grabbing at me was only a harmless old man with a white head and stooped shoulders.


  “Spare a few coppers for an ancient soul not long for this world?” he implored me.


  I fished a handful of coins from my purse but didn’t give them over right away. “I’m looking for someone. A street thief and gambler by the name of Fleet.”


  Snatching the money eagerly from my hand, the old beggar pointed a bony finger toward the back of the cavern.


  I continued on in that direction until I arrived at a good-sized tent constructed of sailcloth draped over wooden beams. Leave it to Fleet to have managed to steal or otherwise procure the roomiest and sturdiest hovel in the place.


  There was no question of knocking at an entrance that had no door, so I merely parted the curtain at the front and stepped silently inside. In the golden lamplit interior, I was met with the sight of a dark-haired male figure standing with his back to me as he examined his reflection in a long and cracked-looking glass.


  Amused, I watched him fuss with his hair and coat until I cleared my throat to announce my presence. “If you’re trying to beautify yourself,” I said, “your efforts are wasted in this place. A fistful of coppers or a three-day-old chicken leg would be a sweeter sight to the poor women down here.”


  Fleet started at my sudden appearance but recovered with admirable speed. “Just because I rate no higher than a maggoty chicken doesn’t mean I have to look like one.”


  He straightened the decorative collar at his throat as meticulously as if it were pristine lace, not frayed or yellow by sweat stains. “I’ve been wondering when you would look me up again. I have news for you, and I’ve put myself through a lot of risk to get it.”


  He had my full attention. “What sort of news? Is it what I asked you for earlier?”


  “Your concern is touching,” he mocked. “Yes, I did escape all dangers. Thank you for asking.”


  “Very well.” I apologized impatiently. “Tell me all about the troubles you went through. Spare no detail. But then get to the part where you answer my questions.”


  “To tell the truth, it’s all mixed up together,” he admitted. “After our last meeting, I went digging for information on who might be behind your almost assassination. I talked with a bribable contact within the city guard who talked to another guardsman who heard from the captain of the guard—”


  “How long does this chain of informants go on?” I interrupted. “Because I’ve only got the one lifetime.”


  “I’m getting to the point. Word from the top has it that an unnamed someone has, or had, offered a hefty reward for the capture of a person meeting your description. Or at least your old description, before you did this to yourself.” He waved a disapproving hand at my new clothing and dyed hair.


  I was too distracted to be insulted. I asked, “Were the guards merely supposed to arrest me? Or were they to kill me?”


  He scratched his head. “I don’t know. Somehow, it didn’t seem important to ask.”


  He must have sensed the coming response to that, because he rushed on. “The intriguing part is this was to be done in secret, and nobody seems to know exactly who put the word out.”


  “When you say ‘in secret,’ you mean without the knowledge of Praetor Tarius,” I guessed.


  “Or other powers that be, possibly. At any rate, I heard a few Iron Fists learned of the reward and hoped for a piece too. But that ended yesterday, when orders came from on high that you are now untouchable. The captain of the Fists, your old friend Terrac, is threatening death and doom on anyone who troubles you further. You’re lucky to have such a well-placed friend. But who knew the city guard and Fists were so corrupt in the first place? I’ve been bribing them for years and have never seen a conspiracy like this.” He looked offended at the dishonesty of his own informants.


  I called his attention back to the question at hand. “Someone must know who offered the reward. Surely the captain of the guard is aware of their identity?”


  “If he is, he’s not saying. All my digging turned up is a faceless man with money and influence. But that doesn’t mean no one was prepared to offer guesses. The most common suggestions that popped up were the counselors Torg Branek or Asmund Summerdale. You know who they are?”


  “Only what’s commonly said, that Branek is ambitious and Summerdale is unimpressive. Did you discovering nothing else?”


  “Nothing?” he repeated. “I think what I found out was more than enough. So much, in fact, that a pair of Fists came after me for nosing around in their business.”


  “A pair of Fists, you say?” My mind immediately went to the two Fists who had arrested me the other night.


  Fleet nodded. “Yes, they’ve been following and watching me since yesterday until I finally got nervous enough to come down here. I hope you’re planning to sort out your enemies soon, because I don’t fancy living like a mole underground for the rest of my life. This level of interest from the Fists and the guard is very bad for my trade.”


  “I’ll deal with it,” I promised. “You’ll be back to picking pockets without interference in no time.”


  Then I filled him in briefly on all that had happened to me since we last met, ending with instructions for him to contact me up at the castle the next time he had anything to report.


  “Next time?” The street thief looked alarmed. “You don’t expect me to stretch my neck above ground again with those Fists on the lookout for me?”


  “Why not?” I teased. “Whatever happened to your daring? The Fleet I remember never used to fear the city guard, and he could take on any number of Fists.”


  “The Fleet you remember didn’t have to take on anyone. He only had to outrun them,” he pointed out.


  “Then do that again. I don’t care how you manage it. I need a reliable pair of eyes above ground, and there are none I trust as well as yours. No other weasel ferrets out information the way you do.”


  “All flattery aside, I get the feeling you have something specific in mind for me,” Fleet observed.


  I hesitated. “I may have set something in motion recently, believing I could gain Praetor Tarius’s approval of the plan. As it turns out, I cannot. At least, not without buying more time to persuade him. Until then, I may need you to intercept and hide them.”


  “Them?” Fleet’s dark brows drew together in confusion. “Them who?”


  “Magickers,” I said. “I encountered a whole community of them when Hadrian, Terrac, and I were traveling through Cros. On learning a few days ago about the returning Skeltai threat, I sent word to these Swiftsfell folk, asking for their help. Whether they will respond at all, I do not know. But it’s possible they will send a representative or two to discuss the possibility of an alliance with Selbius. If that happens, I cannot have their envoy appearing at the castle without warning, expecting welcome. I don’t know what the Praetor would do if these magickers fell into his hands after he has expressly forbidden them entrance to the province. Until I can be sure of their safety, Tarius can know nothing of their arrival.”


  “And I’m supposed to what? Tell these magickers to turn themselves invisible?” At his nervous laughter, I was reminded that Fleet had never been quite comfortable in the presence of magic users. Most folk of the province were not, due to long-standing prejudice. Still, he had got used to the idea of mine and Hadrian’s magic, and he would have to grow accustomed to that of the Swiftsfell folk too.


  I said, “I need you to keep an ear to the ground and both eyes open. If you see or hear anything of the magickers here in Selbius, you must whisk them into hiding and get word to me at once. Hadrian can be relied upon to help you in this if necessary. I do not know how aware of his magical abilities his priestly hosts at the temple may be, so use caution if you approach him. I’m reluctant to involve Hadrian at all in a business that could easily go bad.”


  “Whereas I am expendable?” Fleet feigned offense.


  I smiled. “What you are is slippery and too much so to be caught.”


  But my mood was less confident than my words. Why did I feel such a weight of responsibility for the safety of my friends these days? I never used to worry about whether they could handle themselves.


  Shoving my doubts aside, I took leave of Fleet and ascended the stairs letting out of the under-levels. After that depressing world below, it was a relief to enjoy the fresh air again and feel the warmth of sunlight on my skin.


  Morning had passed, and I judged midday was approaching. My empty stomach reminded me I had missed breakfast and the afternoon meal was probably being served back at the castle. I was turning my steps that way and about to leave behind the beggar’s quarter when someone on the street brushed against my arm. There were many pedestrians pushing past and it could have been any of them. But one fellow fell in step alongside me. Watching this skinny, grubby-looking young man from out of the corner of my eye, I knew there was something familiar in his face.


  Keeping his eyes on the road ahead, he suddenly broke his silence, murmuring, “I have a message from Dimmingwood.”


  A messenger of Dradac’s. No wonder I had not noticed him trailing me. No one was as stealthy as a forest outlaw when he wanted to be. Now I recognized this one as Kipp’s brother, Kiril, who used to run information for our secret circle during the last Skeltai war. Kipp was dead, long since hanged by the Praetor for thieving, but apparently his brother had not been dissuaded from continuing the risky life.


  I followed his lead in keeping deliberately casual lest passersby overhear our conversation. “What is the word from Dradac? Has he found the boy?”


  “The lad lives with a miller at Low Hills.”


  My mind went at once to my vision of the mill house with the waterwheel by the stream. “Is he safe? Is he well?”


  But I was talking to thin air. The messenger, having imparted his news, was already fading away into the crowd.


  Chapter Eight


  Back at the castle, I hastily located the kitchens and ducked inside long enough to beg a meat pie from a servant. After scarfing it down, I was out again, heading to the stables. Briefly, I contemplated bringing my bow with me before deciding it was best off remaining where it was, hidden in my room. I was always vaguely anxious when separated from the weapon, but it seemed to attract too much unwanted attention these days.


  In the castle stables, I told a stableboy I had assurance from the captain of the Fists that I was welcome to any horse I wanted. Terrac hadn’t said anything of the kind, but the boy wasn’t to know that. At mention of Terrac’s name, he fell all over himself to saddle a fine horse for me. Then it was my turn to do the falling as I struggled to mount the tall animal. I was growing a little more used to horses but doubted I would ever feel quite natural astride one. My own two feet would have been more reliable, but I could not afford the delay of walking. After last night’s troubling vision, I was impatient to fulfill my promise to Martyn.


  
    * * *

  


  It was late afternoon when I reached the outskirts of Low Hills. I had expected to ride into the hamlet and ask folk there for directions to the local mill. But that proved unnecessary when I found I could clearly see my destination from the road. My horse’s hooves clattering loudly over the cobbles, I crossed a short bridge spanning a swift-flowing stream. The water rushed past the small cluster of cottages that made up Low Hills, flowing through a grove of trees.


  Here I found the mill and its neighboring cottage and outbuildings exactly as I had envisioned them. But unlike in my dream, the place was not deserted right now. Workers bustled in and out of the main building with the waterwheel around back.


  My knocks on the door of the near cottage going unanswered, I left my horse and crossed the yard to catch the attention of one of the busy mill workers. One sturdy fellow paused in loading his sacks of meal into the back of a wagon, long enough to hear my inquiry. On understanding I wanted to speak with the mill owner himself, he went off in search of the man.


  As I waited outdoors beneath the warm sun, I rehearsed what I would say. From what little my dream had shown me of the stepfather to Brig’s sons, I had a deep distaste for him. But I mustn’t give away the personal nature of my dislike.


  Despite the thought, I was unprepared for the rush of anger I felt when the mill worker returned with his employer and I found myself face-to-face with the man. At once muscular and thick bellied, the miller had the typical surly look of a bully. His heavily lidded eyes looked me up and down, and it was clear he was unimpressed with what he saw.


  “I’m Master Luken,” he said impatiently. “I’m told you’re looking for me, although I don’t recall havin’ any business with city folk of your sort. Speak quickly so I can get back to my work.”


  Realizing the clothing supplied at the Praetor’s castle made me look a degree more respectable than the grubby woods villager I was usually taken for, I decided to take advantage of the fact.


  I said, “Ilan’s my name. I’ve come from the castle in Selbius to make inquiries on a personal matter. My master, Praetor Tarius cannot spare me long, so I will soon be out of your way.”


  I glanced around at my humble surroundings and winced as if I were even more impatient for my departure than he was.


  But at mention of the castle, the miller’s whole demeanor changed. Clearly I had been right to drop the Praetor’s name, no matter how it grated to do so. Suddenly respectful, Master Luken apologized for his brusqueness and asked how he could help me. He assured me any member of the Praetor’s household was welcome and invited me into his home where we could talk more comfortably.


  I allowed him to lead me there. It was a rough house, sparsely furnished, with a single room that acted as both kitchen and living quarters. A ladder disappearing into a loft above suggested the inhabitants had their sleeping pallets upstairs.


  I took this in with a glance as the miller ushered me to a flour-dusted table and served me a drink of no-longer-warm skeil from a kettle above the cold fireplace. My host tried to make small talk about the weather and my journey here, but I barely responded. I found this obsequious behavior of his even less likable than his former manner.


  I had been keeping my eyes open for the boy, Jarrod, ever since my arrival but had seen no sign of him. Now I came out and asked, “Where’s your son? My business involves him as much as you.”


  “Son?” The miller shrugged. “I have no sons.”


  “I am informed otherwise. He would be a young lad, perhaps twelve or thirteen years of age.”


  I did not say I had arrived at that knowledge by glimpsing the boy in a dream.


  “Ah, you speak of Jarrod, the son of my wife. But what can you know of him clear up in the city? The boy keeps close to home, unlike his brother Martyn. Not that one of them is worth much more than the other. I’ve never got a decent day’s work or a scrap of gratitude out of either of them boys, even when I kept them on and raised ’em like my own after their mother died.”


  “This Martyn, is he around too?” I asked casually, as though I did not already know the answer.


  “Nah, the older boy took off a year ago, and good riddance to him, I say.”


  “Why? Was he that troublesome?”


  Master Luken sat down eagerly, as if the faults of his stepson was a topic he was happy to expand on. “At first, it wasn’t much. Just sulks, fighting with the workers, and general uselessness. But then, the brat started getting ideas about going in search of his real father, some outlaw who abandoned the boys and their mother long ago.”


  That “abandonment” didn’t match the stories I’d heard of Brig’s separation from his family, but I held my tongue.


  Master Luken continued. “Martyn started sneaking off, shirking his chores to run away to that cursed Dimmingwood, where he fell in with that same lot of outlaws his no-good father used to belong with. Turns out his father was long dead, so you’d think that’d be the end of it. Only it wasn’t. The boy became fascinated with those forest brigands, and eventually he up and ran away for good. I suppose he’s with them now. I ain’t seen his hide around here in a year or more, and I’d give him a good strapping if I did.”


  I wondered if this was truly the extent of the miller’s knowledge. It was strange that none of the last people to see Martyn could account for his actions after his involvement with the Dimmingwood thieves. Pieces of his past were coming together, but there was a murky area between his visits to Dimmingwood and the time he left the province to hunt me down in Cros. At some point, someone had lied to him, telling him I was responsible for Brig’s death. And that same someone had hired him to destroy me. But who?


  “Did anyone come visiting Martyn during his last days here?” I asked.


  Master Luken shrugged lazy shoulders. “Not that I noted. Why? Has the brat gone and made some sort of trouble?”


  He began to look suspicious, and I wondered if I had been too obvious with my interest in the two boys. Still, I pressed further. “What about the younger boy, Jarrod? He would know if his brother was seeing anyone in secret. I’ll have a word with him.”


  My tone made it clear this wasn’t a request.


  I could see by the way the miller chewed his graying mustache that it annoyed him to receive orders from a stranger in his own house. But I could also see his thoughts at work, reminding him that he didn’t know who I was or exactly what position I held in the Praetor’s keep. Until he knew that, he was not eager to offend me.


  He gave up his inner battle. “Jarrod!” he called out abruptly, roaring the name so loudly it could have been heard through the walls. He didn’t have to shout twice.


  There came a rustling noise from the loft above, and then a sandy-haired boy appeared, climbing over the edge and scrambling down the ladder. I had no doubt he had been observing our conversation all this while from his hidden vantage point.


  His stepfather appeared to have the same thought. “What are you doing hiding yourself away up there instead of tending to your work outside? Lazing about, sleeping in the middle of the day while the other hands do the hard jobs, are you?”


  The youth came to stand before us in an attitude of defiance. “I wasn’t sleeping. If you must know, I was looking for—”


  “I don’t care what your excuse is,” the miller cut him off. “I’ll get to the bottom of that later. Right now, this visitor has come from the Praetor’s castle to ask you questions about your brother.”


  The lad’s rebelliousness melted away instantly. “You’ve seen him? You’ve seen Martyn?” he asked, turning an eager face to me.


  It was a face not dissimilar to that of his elder brother. There was not the same strong likeness to Brig. Jarrod’s face was rounder and smooth with youth. But there were hints of both his father and brother around his gray eyes and in the shape of his mouth and chin. I suspected in time the family resemblance would grow stronger.


  My attention moved past these details to focus on the rig of black encircling the boy’s eye. I detected fainter, less recent bruises on his jaw and both arms.


  So. I had not been mistaken last night, when I had seen him in my dream, being beaten by his stepfather. Anger flared in me at the thought of anyone hurting Brig’s son in such a way, and my outrage inspired a plan. Perhaps it had been brewing in my mind ever since Luken had speculated about Martyn running away with thieves.


  I set it in motion by saying, “It’s true. I did encounter your brother on my recent travels. I’m afraid I have to give you the unhappy news that he is dead.”


  Then I diverged from the truth with, “It’s hard for me to claim a great deal of sympathy in light of the fact that on our last meeting the young thief robbed me blind. After the crime, he was killed in pursuit but not before losing my valuables beyond retrieval.”


  With a pang, I watched Jarrod’s face crumple at the news of his brother’s death. But I couldn’t afford to show pity.


  I rounded on the boys’ startled stepfather, saying, “This is the business that brings me here. On discovering the dead thief had a guardian, I knew you could not fail in your obligation to make good my loss at the hands of your stepson.”


  “Now, hold on there,” Master Luken sputtered, face reddening at the discovery. “I cannot be held responsible for Martin’s thieving!”


  “According to the law of the land, you can,” I lied. “As the youth was a minor, it’s your legal duty to make compensation for his wrongdoing. I’m within my rights in expecting to be repaid the full amount. I assure you it is a considerable sum.”


  Beginning to look alarmed, the miller tried a more cajoling tone. “But I haven’t the coin to spare. Besides, I’ve only just suffered a grave loss, the death of a beloved son.”


  “A stepson,” I corrected brusquely. “And one you previously said you were well rid of.”


  “I spoke in haste,” Luken protested. “Them thing’s I said before was only in jest. You must know what a man’s eldest son means to him. You wouldn’t have the heart to ask me to part with money I don’t have while I’m suffering such grief?”


  “I wish I could help you.” My tone suggested the opposite. Still, I leaned back as if in thought and let my gaze drift around the room. It settled on young Jarrod.


  “What about this youngling?” I asked casually. “He might be worth something.”


  The miller scratched his chin. “I don’t take your meaning. What would you want with the boy?”


  “I could use a personal servant, now I’m living up at the castle. The child could make himself useful to me and earn back the debt accrued by his dead brother. In that way, I would be repaid for my losses without the need for you to open your purse.”


  I held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t sense the importance of this.


  Greed entered Master Luken’s eyes. “You’re saying we’d be even and I wouldn’t owe you a single copper? All you’d want is to take the lad away with you?”


  I shrugged. “It’s a possible solution. Of course, I’d have to be assured the boy doesn’t have the thieving habits of his brother and that he’s a good worker. You said something before about laziness…”


  “No, that was nothing,” the miller answered quickly. “This here’s the most reliable hand in the place. Does the work of a full-grown man, does young Jarrod. He’ll give you your money’s worth for sure, wouldn’t you, boy? Speak up, lad!”


  Jarrod merely stared at us, as if in a trance. I doubted he’d heard a word past the shocking announcement of his brother’s death.


  Smiling weakly, Luken withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped at his sweaty forehead. “Don’t mind the child. He’s stunned with gratitude for your considerable generosity. I’ll have him packed up and ready to head off for Selbius as soon as you’re ready to collect him.”


  “I’m collecting him now,” I said firmly. “He’ll bring whatever belongings can be gathered immediately, and he can share my horse for the ride back.”


  The miller looked confused at this hasty turn of events but didn’t argue. It would have done him no good, because my mind was set. I wouldn’t leave Brig’s only remaining offspring in this fellow’s hands for another hour.


  
    * * *

  


  It was a silent ride back toward Selbius after we left the mill and the settlement of Low Hills. Having brought the boy, Jarrod, up on the horse behind me, I tried to make conversation during the ride. But he seemed to have little to say.


  I sensed the turmoil of his emotions, and it wasn’t hard to make out which feelings were dominant. Grief. Anger. Resentment. Those last two surprised me. I had been so set on rescuing him, it hadn’t occurred to me until now that he might not appreciate my intrusion into his life. Strange as it was to imagine, maybe he hadn’t wanted to leave his home and his domineering stepfather. Or maybe he was unhappy at being dragged away to settle the miller’s “debt,” without any say in the matter. Whatever he was sulking over, I decided he would sort it out in time.


  I had wanted to make it back to the city before nightfall. But shortly after we set out, the sky darkened prematurely. Thunder rumbled and thick clouds rolled in, heavy with the threat of rain. A strong wind kicked up, whipping the horse’s mane and casting dust from the road into my eyes. Then I felt the first cold sprinkles on my skin.


  Up ahead, the road snaked around a series of low rises. At the foot of the nearest one, I spotted a tumbledown old shack I had passed earlier in the day, on my way to the mill. It was a way hut, one of the crude shelters for travelers that dotted the countryside along the main roads. These rough shelters were often unstocked and in disrepair. But any roof over our heads would be better than being caught in the open during a storm.


  I nudged my horse off the road and pulled him up in front of the shed.


  My young passenger broke his silence to ask, “Why are we stopping?”


  Dismounting, I explained, “There’s a downpour coming and I don’t care to be caught in it, do you? This travelers’ hut will keep out the worst of the weather, and we can continue on to Selbius in the morning after the storm has passed.”


  Jarrod looked at the dingy shed doubtfully. I didn’t blame him. With only three walls and a sagging roof, it hardly looked like a fit shelter for our horse, let alone us. Still, as soon as Jarrod had scrambled down from the animal’s back, I led the way inside.


  The interior was shadowed, and cobwebs clung to walls so thin they blocked only the worst of the wind. There was a scattering of hay across the dirt floor and more of it in a rack on the wall. Our horse nosed up to it eagerly, and I didn’t push him away. He didn’t want to be caught out in the cold and the rain any more than we did.


  I struggled with the unfamiliar task of unsaddling the animal. Jarrod, I suspected, might have more experience at the job, since I’d seen workhorses back at the mill. But he didn’t offer to help, instead dropping his small bundle of belongings in a lonely corner of the shed and sinking down beside them.


  I tried not to hold his unfriendliness against him. He had just learned of the death of his brother. And my manner of delivering the news could hardly have endeared me to him. He would need some time to come around.


  Pretending not to notice his mood, I finished with the horse and then withdrew a few strips of dried meat from my traveling pack. We had no fire to prepare a hot meal, and I lacked the ingredients to cook one anyway. I offered half the plain fare I did have to Jarrod. When the boy refused it, I consumed the meal alone.


  The skies opened up now, and heavy rain drove down on our little shed, much of it finding its way through the holes in the roof to drip onto us. The wind howled fiercely, and what daylight had been left was replaced with a false night. It was even darker inside our shelter.


  Clearly we were going to be stranded here for some time. Since my young companion didn’t seem inclined to conversation, even had the noisy wind and rain allowed any, I might as well catch what rest I could. Using my traveling sack for a headrest, I sprawled out along the wall to sleep.


  Chapter Nine


  My sleep, light and dreamless, was interrupted in the small hours by the vague sensation that someone stood over me, watching. Pretending to be at rest, I lay still and kept my breath even while I reached out with my magic to identify the source of danger. It was a new presence, almost unfamiliar. It took me a moment to recognize it as Jarrod.


  Opening my eyes to a narrow slit, I made out his shadowy outline in the blackness. It was too dark to see his expression or make out the details of the fist-sized object clutched in his hand. But I took a guess.


  I said, “If you’re thinking of bashing my brains out as I lie here, I suggest you reconsider.”


  Startled to find me awake, the boy let go the thing in his hand. It dropped to the dirt beside me. A rock.


  I picked up the jagged stone before it could occur to him to retrieve it and said, “The capital city is not a kind place for younglings your age arriving alone. I know. I wasn’t much older than you when I visited it for the first time. Only I was lucky enough to have some friends there and a few life skills that helped me protect myself. You, on the other hand, wouldn’t get far.”


  “Who says I want to go to Selbius?” he challenged. “That’s your idea, not mine.”


  “And what exactly is your clever plan, Jarrod? To dispose of me, steal my horse, and hurry back home to the miller? He struck me as a devoted guardian. I’m sure he’ll be overjoyed to have you back.”


  My sarcasm only made the boy more defiant. “I don’t have to return to Luken. Maybe I’ll run away, like Martyn.”


  I lifted a careless shoulder. “Perhaps you should. But before you get any more brilliant ideas about bludgeoning me to death and making off for freedom, you should know your brother wanted you under my care.”


  “That’s a lie.” But from the way his voice shook, he wasn’t very confident. “Martyn wouldn’t hand me over to a stranger, especially not one like you. You said yourself you pursued him to his death.”


  “Is that why you were going to crush my skull? To avenge him?”


  His silence was confirmation.


  I shook my head and asked of no one in particular, “What is it with Brig’s boys and their obsession with revenge?”


  That threw him off guard. “How do you know my father’s name?”


  I passed over the question, saying, “I respect the need to right a wrong as much as anybody. But before you set out on a quest for revenge, you need to explore the facts and make sure your enemy is really your enemy. Your brother made that same mistake. In another life, we should have been friends. Which makes it a sad irony that we were set against one another by a lie. I never would, never could, feel anything but goodwill toward a child of Brig’s. That’s why, in the end, I couldn’t kill Martyn myself. Not even when he threatened my life.”


  I sensed the boy’s hostility vanishing, leaving him vulnerable and confused. “Why do you keep speaking of my father? Did you know him?”


  “I knew him very well. Come, sit down, and I’ll tell you all about it.”


  I patted the ground beside me.


  At his continued hesitation, I prompted,


  “That is, if you’ve decided to let me live out the night?”


  “I haven’t made up my mind about that yet,” he said seriously. “But I will sit.”


  He sat, and I told him everything while outside the rain beat down.


  
    * * *

  


  The storm cleared out by late morning, and we were on our way again after eating the last of my jerky and biscuits. We made good time on the Selbius road, and the journey was pleasanter than it had been before.


  Last night’s talk had dissolved the tension. I still sensed a rebellious streak in Jarrod and thought the boy would bear watching. But at least his defiant spirit wasn’t at odds with my purpose anymore. More importantly, I no longer had the feeling he was waiting for me to turn my back so he could plunge a knife into it.


  As we drew nearer to the city, the road widened and branched out in two directions, one leading toward Selbius, the other to Dimmingwood. I felt the usual pull to enter that leafy green haven. I played with the idea of taking my young charge to the outlaws. I had done my good deed in separating the boy from his abusive stepfather. Perhaps setting him free now, with Dradac to keep an eye on him, would count as fulfilling my promise to the dying Martyn? After all, I had troubles enough of my own awaiting me in the city. Why shouldn’t I pass on this particular burden to someone else? Growing up among the forest thieves had been good enough for me.


  But in my head, I heard Brig’s words from many years ago, arguing that outlaw life was no fit thing for a child. I had been the child referred to then, but surely the sentiment held doubly true for his own son. No, it was useless fighting it. I had to do what my old friend would want were he alive today.


  Jarrod must have noticed how I slowed my horse as we approached the fork in the road.


  “Are we going into the woods?” he wanted to know.


  The tree line looked shady and tempting, but I passed it by.


  “Not today,” I said. “But someday when the time is right, I’ll take you into Dimming and show you where your father spent his last years.”


  I felt Jarrod’s shrug, although I couldn’t see it since he sat behind me. “I’m not sure I want to see,” he answered. “I barely remember him anyway. I was mostly an infant when he went away.”


  His words were careless, but his tone gave away the lie in them.


  I said, “I never asked Brig much about his family, but I always knew it grieved him to be apart from you.”


  “That’s not what my ma told us. She said he didn’t care to see us anymore.”


  “That much is certainly untrue,” I said. “As I heard it, your mother took you away because she did not want you to follow your father’s path in life. That’s not the same thing as him abandoning you.”


  “Maybe. But either way, he chose something else over us.”


  There wasn’t much I could say to that, because it was true. And what must sting more for Jarrod, and for Martyn when he was alive, was discovering that I’d had the benefit of Brig’s care throughout my childhood while his own sons had not.


  I wanted Jarrod to think well of his father, but there was no way I could explain the motives of a man long dead. I was glad when Jarrod changed the subject to ask how much longer before we reached Selbius. I too was impatient to end this awkward journey. Not least because I had the uneasy feeling I had been away overlong and my absence may have been noted by someone I was not ready to provoke.


  
    * * *

  


  One advantage of my position in the Praetor’s house was that I no longer had to invent excuses to get me past the gate clerk. I now had legitimate business in Selbius.


  Jarrod was not as wide-eyed as I had been on my first time crossing the great bridge and entering the walled city. Apparently he had come this way a few times before when the miller brought him on errands. Still, he looked with interest at the passing crowds and shops along the street as we made our way up the main thoroughfare to the castle.


  In the courtyard, I was relieved to slide down from my horse, although the big animal had given me no special trouble. I was unaccustomed to the saddle, and having spent the last day and a half in one had left me sore. I found a use for Jarrod, tossing him the reins and telling him to return the borrowed horse to the stable. The youngster would have to start learning his way around the castle sooner or later. Might as well be today.


  My arrival at the keep was greeted with no particular notice. I stopped briefly by my room to drop off my things and reassure myself the sole possession I had left behind was safe. The bow was exactly where I had left it. And there it would remain for a while yet, because I had unpleasant business to take care of next.


  I found the Praetor’s audience chamber empty except for a gray-haired, birdlike man with twitchy hands and a formal manner who was fussing with a stack of papers at a small table in the back of the room. He wore the same livery as all the servants, but the scarlet half cape trailing from his shoulders and the decorative badge below his collar identified him as one of higher status than most. He was the house steward, as it turned out, and he informed me Praetor Tarius would not be in audience today.


  Undeterred, I left the long chamber and headed for Praetor Tarius’s study where I guessed I might find him. No doubt it broke with all kinds of protocol to seek out the important man when he had not sent for me. The twitchy house steward would be horrified. But I hadn’t asked to be a guest in this cheerless castle, so I had no qualms at being a poor one.


  I rapped my knuckles boldly against the thick door. When there was no response, I let myself inside. I walked in to find the Praetor half-undressed and seated in a deep chair with a small elderly man at his side mixing a vile-looking green concoction in a goblet.


  The old man was saying, “I’m afraid it is no better or worse than it was, my lord. But if you’ll remember, I did warn you to take a better diet and exert yourself less.”


  At my entrance, he broke off speaking. Both the room’s inhabitants stared at me.


  “Can a man not be examined by his personal healer in the privacy of his own rooms without drawing an audience?” growled the Praetor.


  Refusing to apologize, I said stiffly, “I tried the great chamber, but the house steward told me you would not be there today.”


  “Perhaps that is because I wished to be alone.”


  “If that is the case, I will wait outside until my lord sees fit to call me in.”


  My lord. How it grated every time I was forced to utter those words.


  “Never mind.” He relented as I was about to depart. “You may wait here.”


  Obediently, I stationed myself near the door and pretended to be immersed in studying the opposite wall tapestry while the Praetor re-dressed himself.


  I remembered Lady Morwena’s claim that her cousin was very ill. Was there, after all, more truth to that story than I had given her credit for? Why else should he have his healer in attendance?


  I heard him dismiss the healer. The frail little man, who looked about a hundred years old, shot me a disapproving glance on his way out.


  When the door closed behind him, Praetor Tarius said, “Now. I assume this impudent intrusion means you bring to me a matter of some urgency, worthy of my attention?”


  “Two matters,” I said. “Firstly, I have acquired a personal servant, a boy of about twelve years, who will require regular food and a place to sleep.”


  He looked bored. “Take it up with the house steward. I have no time to be consulted on such trivial matters.”


  He stretched his feet out onto the stool in front of him and settled deeper into his chair. Closing his eyes, he maintained a listening attitude.


  Did I detect faint circles beneath his eyes? If so, that and a slight thinness were the only signs of weakness about him. He looked healthy in all other respects and fitter than most men his age.


  While he was off guard like this, I caught myself examining his face for some resemblance to my father. As they were brothers, there ought to be a similarity in looks, if not manner. But there was none. From what I remembered of my da, the two could not have been more different.


  Absently, I touched the family brooch pinned to my collar. I had been wearing it openly ever since reclaiming it from Terrac.


  The Praetor broke into my thoughts. “You were saying you had another question? Or have you forgotten it, preoccupied as you are with inspecting me for signs of impending death?”


  At my startled silence, he opened his eyes. “You see? I am giving you your chance to examine me and calculate the time I have left. Does it make you pity your master to see him so weak?”


  “About as much as I’d pity a desert viper,” I replied without hesitation.


  He looked approving. “Good. You are not easily moved by the plight of one you deem inferior. We are alike in that if in nothing else. And you do think yourself my superior, don’t you? Even now that circumstances force you to serve me, you do not bow or seek favor.”


  I wasn’t sure I cared for the way he painted me. “Unlike you, I don’t determine inferiority by birth but by deed,” I said. “And it is there I find you wanting.”


  “Bold words for an insignificant thief from the woods whom I could have hanged at a snap of my fingers.”


  “If that were your intention, you’d have done it already,” I pointed out. “But as you’ve said yourself, I’m useful to you.”


  “And your outlaw friends? The street thief? The wily priest? Are they of use to me too?” he asked lazily.


  The cruel suggestion behind his words made my blood run cold. It was the one thing I feared from him, his ability to punish others for my failure to satisfy his expectations.


  “There. That frightens you,” he observed. “I’m glad something does.”


  I had almost forgotten his magery gave him the ability to sift through my mind at will. I had experienced such an intrusion once before, long ago. But if he were employing it now, his touch had grown more subtle, for I detected no breech of my thoughts. All the same, I slammed up my mental barriers, as Hadrian had taught me, to keep my feelings my own.


  An amused twitch of his lips told me he knew what I was doing. He said, “You may rest easy. Even were there anyone in this room with the forbidden power to read your mind, he would not be so squandering his energies when they are needed to bolster his own strength.”


  “Then it is true? You are dying?”


  He had closed his eyes again, but now he opened one. “A blunt conclusion. But yes, that is the essence of it.”


  “And you cannot, er, take any steps to prevent this outcome?” I was never quite sure how openly we were to speak of the magic we both knew he practiced.


  “I have the means of slowing my decline,” he admitted. “But what troubles me is no natural sickness. Its power is beyond my ability to cure.”


  I could not be expected to feign sympathy. “A pity. One might almost wish all the magic healers in the province had not been killed or driven out over a decade ago.”


  “Yes,” he agreed dryly. “One could almost wish that.”


  As the conversation hit dangerously close to home, I found it impossible to conceal my feelings. I said, “You speak so casually of events that ruined the lives of many. Do you know how many families were destroyed by the cleansings? How many surviving children can no longer remember the faces of their dead parents?”


  “I suspect that is a question you could answer better than I,” he said, watching me thoughtfully. “Considering your abilities. Or perhaps you think I have forgotten what you are capable of?”


  I swallowed, unaccustomed to speaking of my magic. “When did you first realize it?” I asked. “Even before the Black Forest incident a year ago?”


  “From the beginning. If I’d had any doubts, they would have been extinguished when you performed that remarkable feat of transporting dozens of survivors from Skeltai territory back to Dimmingwood in a matter of moments. When my Fists told me of their impossible rescue, I knew there could be no other explanation.”


  Now that we were speaking of the unspeakable, I had to ask, “Why did you do it? Why outlaw magic so long ago and kill the magickers?”


  I fully expected to be told it was not my place to question such decisions. But he surprised me by answering.


  “I was angry. My brother had made a… regrettable decision, abandoning his family and position to attach himself to a silver-haired female of certain unsuitable ancestry. I warned him if he abandoned his blood duty he would suffer for it.”


  So that was it. I had waited for what seemed a lifetime to hear the true explanation of my parents’ deaths. But now it came, I could hardly accept that so many had died to satisfy this man’s need for personal vengeance against my father. Did he guess that too? That his brother was my father? Was that why he taunted me with this information? I could not ask. I felt curiously numb.


  He cut into my thoughts with, “You are wondering why I have turned a blind eye to your magickery.”


  I wasn’t. I knew him well enough by now to understand the answer.


  He continued, “At first I found your feeble powers amusing. And then I quickly realized they, like your other talents, could be useful weapons in my war against the Skeltai. You have darkened your hair now but you cannot conceal the sharp ears and fair skin that marks you of their descent. So I asked myself, Who better to fight the savages than another savage?”


  I said, “There are others who would take up the fight, if you will allow it. You have only to revoke the law.” My voice sounded wooden, even to me.


  “You speak of your friends in the magicker community. I expected you to bring this request before me again.”


  I waited for him to reject the suggestion as before. Instead, he said, “If our situation becomes desperate enough, it is possible even the most distasteful course would prove preferable to the alternative. If our situation is ever that dire, I will take it under consideration.”


  It was the closest thing to a concession I had ever gotten from him, but I felt no relief. My thoughts were too full of my parents and their unnecessary deaths.


  The Praetor rose abruptly and went to his desk where he took up a scroll and perused its contents. He seemed to forget I was there, and as the silence stretched, I wondered if I was dismissed.


  Inching toward the door, I prepared to let myself out.


  His words stopped me.


  Chapter Ten


  “Do you know what this is?” Praetor Tarius indicated the scroll in his hand. “It’s a letter of recommendation, to be sent to the king in Lythnia upon my death. The role of Praetor is not a hereditary or elected position. The power of appointment lies with the king. But by tradition, he will almost certainly name whatever man I put forth as my successor. There are some among my advisors who suspect the seriousness of my condition and aspire to replace me when the time comes. They hope it is their name I will write here.”


  He tilted the scroll so I could see that it had been mostly filled, but there was an empty space. “It only remains for me to enter my choice and sign the document.”


  I couldn’t imagine why he was telling me any of this.


  He continued with, “Torg Branek especially covets the position. He imagines I do not know of his ambition, but none of my counselors can hide their aims from me. Asmund Summerdale is another who would rejoice to see the way cleared for him. But he is as weak and foolish as Branek is shortsighted. With such a poor selection, you can see why I have yet to reach a decision.”


  He looked at me suddenly. “Perhaps I should put your name down here, and we could have a rule of thieves. Would you like that?”


  I could see he was taunting me. I didn’t rise to the bait. “No, I wouldn’t like it,” I said. “Why would I want such a thing?”


  His dark eyes glinted. “If you don’t, you’re the only one. None of the others would refuse the opportunity.”


  I said, “Then you have a difficult decision ahead of you in selecting one of them. I will leave you to it.”


  I didn’t care about protocol enough to wait around for him to dismiss me.


  As I was turning to leave, he said, “I notice you’ve acquired a familiar heirloom. That pin you wear is one of a limited number made especially for members of my father’s house. They belong to my kin and our most favored servants. You should feel honored to own one.”


  I fumbled for an explanation. “It was a gift,” I said.


  It seemed like a weak answer, but he accepted it with a nod. “From my new captain of the Iron Fists, I don’t doubt. I am surprised Terrac would part with it.”


  If that was a prompt for further details, I pretended not to notice. If he hadn’t already guessed the brooch’s true origins, I had no intention of telling him.


  I mumbled some vague response about Terrac’s generosity and excused myself in a hurry.


  
    * * *

  


  After my interview with Praetor Tarius, I collected Jarrod from the stables and together we found the house steward and arranged Jarrod’s quarters. My conversation with the Praetor had left me in a sour mood. The last thing I wanted to do was take my dinner in the crowded hall with the rest of the household, so I sent Jarrod to the kitchens to find something for us both.


  Back in my room, we ate before the fireplace. No matter the time of year, it always seemed to be chilly in the drafty castle. This evening was no exception. Luckily, Eisa or some other servant had built a warm fire while I was out. I supposed that duty might fall to Jarrod from now on. I really wasn’t quite sure what a personal servant was supposed to do. With the sort of life I led, the last thing I required was someone to wait on me. Everyone back in Dimmingwood would laugh at the notion. But I’d needed some excuse to get Jarrod away from his stepfather.


  You’ve been quiet a long time,” Jarrod observed, scarfing down a chunk of bread. “Are you thinking about the war?”


  I wasn’t. I was thinking about Martyn and wondering if he would be satisfied with the way I was discharging my debt. But I didn’t say that.


  “What do you know about the war?” I asked, sniffing suspiciously at the bowl of green soup on the tray in front of me. The chunks floating in its murky depths looked as unappetizing as its smell. I reminded myself I had eaten worse and been glad to get it.


  Jarrod said, “All I know’s what everybody says. That the Skeltai are coming again and it’ll be worse than before. Some folk are prophesying doom for the provinces.”


  “Somebody’s always prophesying doom for something” I pointed out, wrinkling my nose as the first sip of soup passed my lips.


  Jarrod shot me a sidelong look from his seat on the hearth. “I overhead down in the kitchen that you’re an important asset to our side. The cook says the Praetor trusts you to defeat the invaders. Also says you have a fiery enchanted bow. And you’ll use the forbidden arts to save Ellesus and stop the enemy from flooding over the provinces.”


  “You can’t go believing everything you hear,” I answered vaguely, pushing aside my dinner, which hadn’t improved on further sampling. The soup had a bitter herbal taste that I couldn’t quite place. Elderbark? Mountainweed?


  Jarrod wouldn’t let the matter go. “But it’s true you fought in the last war? And you do have a fiery bow? People have seen it.”


  I rubbed my temples. It had been a long day, and the boy’s questions were giving me a headache. Was I that relentlessly inquisitive at his age? If so, I pitied Brig for the task of raising me.


  I broke into Jarrod’s questions. “We can discuss this later. I’m going to bed.”


  At least, that was what I tried to say. But my tongue felt swollen and my mouth curiously numb, so the words came out slurred.


  Jarrod frowned. “What did you say?”


  I didn’t have the energy to repeat myself. A deep drowsiness was settling over me. I needed to lie down. I rose from my chair but only made it a few steps before my weak legs buckled beneath me. I crashed, facedown, to the floor. The floor stones felt cool against my skin. Refreshing. But everything else was suddenly very hot. The air I breathed might as well have come from an oven. Heat pulsed through my body, the worst of it radiating from my belly, which was churning.


  “Ilan, are you all right?” I heard Jarrod’s frightened voice, and then he was at my side, turning me over. “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”


  “Wormroot,” I muttered. I knew now where that bitter, tongue-numbing flavor came from. Many years ago, the outlaw healer Javen had made me taste a pinch of wormroot so I would recognize the dangerous herb if I ever encountered it again. It was a fast-acting poison, almost always fatal.


  Was there any cure for it? I couldn’t remember. My thoughts were jumping around and hard to catch hold of. Only one stood out. “Get help,” I said thickly. “Bring the Praetor alone. No one else.”


  I wasn’t sure if Jarrod understood my slurred instructions, but he must have gotten the gist, because he nodded, his eyes wide, and ran off in a hurry.


  Alone now, I reached desperately for my magic, drawing on it through the dragon scale. Although it was comforting to feel it rushing through me, I couldn’t think how to use the power to help myself. I wasn’t trained in magical healing, and past attempts to use my power for that purpose had ended poorly.


  At least there was one thing I could do. I rolled onto my side and made myself sick. It wasn’t hard, with the contents of my stomach already roiling like water in a hot cauldron. When I was done heaving, I lay motionless in a pool of sweat and vomit, trying to hang onto consciousness. I was losing that battle.


  What was taking Jarrod so long? Maybe he too had been struck down. I tried to remember if he had eaten any of the soup but couldn’t recall.


  As if my thoughts had summoned the boy, I heard the echo of returning footsteps in the hall and then the door slamming open. Two figures loomed over me. Jarrod and Praetor Tarius, I thought. Their faces seemed so far away I could hardly focus on them.


  A black tide pulled at me, and although I clung tight to my magic, I was helpless to prevent the ocean of darkness dragging me down. My last thought as the blackness closed over me was, Who? Who had done this to me?


  Chapter Eleven


  Daylight, harsh and glaring, pierced my eyes. Colors whirled and blurred around me. I kept very still, focusing on breathing in and out, until the world stopped turning. Gradually, dizziness passed and the splashes of color on all sides resolved themselves into distinct shapes. There was a tree beside me, and I rested my weight against its smooth trunk. It was a slender, supple tree. One of many that grew in the orchard around our little cottage in the valley. With a feeling of unreality, I examined my hands gripping the side of the tree. They were small, pudgy hands with short fingers and tiny nails. The hands of a child not quite out of infancy. I looked down to find my feet were also curiously small. They were bare, allowing tall blades of summer grass to tickle my toes.


  I was distracted from this strangeness by the play of dappled sunlight filtering through the top of the tree. A blanket of endless blue spread across the sky overhead, interrupted only by a dazzling golden sun that made my eyes hurt when I gazed directly at it.


  Something else caught my attention. Encouraging, cooing sounds coming from nearby. I knew the voice well, even if I didn’t understand all the words. My mother knelt a short distance away, her arms outstretched and a welcoming smile on her face as she beckoned to me. A long stretch of grass was between us, and for some nameless reason, I felt afraid to cross it. But I plucked up my courage, released my safe hold on the tree, and took my first wobbly steps.


  Mama’s smile widened and she called my name. Lilia.


  I was impatient to reach her, but my short unsteady legs were failing me and the distance between us seemed to be growing.


  A cloud came from nowhere to dim the sun that had shined so brightly only moments before. All the colors of my world grew less vivid. I felt suddenly cold and alone. A rising wind whipped my mother’s hair until it concealed her face like a silvery veil. She kept calling that name, Lilia, but I was no longer sure that name meant me. Anyway, I wasn’t ready to go to her yet.


  Instead, I let the powerful wind snatch me up and carry me away to another place.


  
    * * *

  


  I was lying on the hard floor with a dark stranger gazing fixedly down on me. I wasn’t small anymore, but I was still afraid. I just couldn’t remember what of. The golden blaze of the outdoor sun had been replaced by the dimmer glow of embers dying in a large fireplace at the edge of my vision. The rest of the room, and especially the ceiling high above, was a mass of shadows. The dark stranger was speaking to me or maybe chanting something over me. But although I saw his lips move, I heard only silence. His steely eyes were grave.


  I knew those eyes, I realized. Praetor Tarius’s eyes. At the same instant I recognized him, I felt a stirring of magic ripple over me like icy waves engulfing my body. My immediate instinct was to fight the intrusion. But I couldn’t summon the strength to block his magic. Why was my power so weak and difficult to hold on to? The mere effort of drawing it sucked up the last of my energy. I slipped out of consciousness again.


  
    * * *

  


  The night passed in a blur as I flickered in and out of awareness. At one point, I knew I had been moved to a bed. The Praetor had been joined by another presence I couldn’t place, a white-haired old man who poured a sour liquid down my throat. The medicine seemed to cool the heat raging through my body. Or maybe the Praetor’s magic had done that. With the fever eased and the churning in my stomach subsiding, I was at last able to slip into a restful and dreamless sleep.


  “Lilia…” I awoke with the name on my lips. After a brief moment of confusion, my head cleared and I remembered the events of the night. I felt weak and shaky, but it seemed the worst effects of the poison had passed and I was still alive.


  A lamp flickered at my bedside, but the rest of the room was as dark as it had been earlier. Even the embers in the fireplace had died out. How much time had passed since I was taken ill? Was this the same endless night or a new one?


  I wasn’t alone. The shadowy figure of Praetor Tarius occupied the chair beside my bed.


  “So, you’ve survived the night,” he observed. “When I brought in my personal healer, he was doubtful you would pull through.” He sounded neither pleased nor disappointed his prediction had proven wrong.


  The gaunt planes of his face were outlined harshly in the lamplight. He looked old and weary.


  A memory flashed through my mind of him curing me before the official healer arrived, of the cold waves of magic washing over me. It was a draining thing, using magic to heal. Tarius must have expended great energy to keep me alive. Clearly, it had cost him.


  I had another thought. “Jarrod. Is he all right?” I rasped. My throat was raw from the recent vomiting.


  The Praetor tilted his head as though puzzled at such a trivial question. “Your servant ate none of the poison. He is unharmed, and I will have him questioned about the food he served you.”


  “Jarrod is not responsible for my poisoning,” I said hastily. “I will not have him questioned roughly.”


  “If that is your wish. Nonetheless, the matter will be looked into.”


  Then he changed the subject. “It is an old family name, the one you have been muttering in your sleep.”


  As he spoke, he turned something over in his hands, examining it. The metallic object glinted copper in the light. My brooch.


  “Lilia was the name of my grandmother,” he said. “Fitting, I suppose, that my brother gave it to you. And wise of you not to go by it. You could not have predicted how I would respond if you marched in here, declaring yourself the half-blood offspring of my outcast brother and a magicker woman. And so you watched and waited, assessing the danger of revealing your identity.”


  “I had no plans to do any revealing ever,” I answered, stalling for time. I wondered how high were the chances of persuading him he had arrived at the wrong conclusion.


  Low, judging by his apparent confidence.


  He set the brooch carefully on my bedside table. The amber-colored jewel embedded in its center gleamed up at me.


  “There is no use in further caution,” he said, correctly interpreting my silence. “I know who you are. And I am impressed with your scheme, as far as it went. Particularly in how you manipulated Terrac into playing his part. You risked him rather than yourself, to test my reaction. Over time, you saw how I raised him up and promoted him to a position he would never have achieved on merit. All because he was masquerading as my nephew. That’s when you knew it was safe to step in and claim the rewards he was enjoying. Only now you had a real problem. How to confess you had duped me with an imposter without angering me.”


  “Such a cold scheme,” I said, “would be more worthy of your mind than of mine.” I shoved aside an uncomfortable memory of a time when I had, in fact, used Terrac as unwitting bait for my enemies. That was years ago and was not proof my thoughts worked like the Praetor’s.


  I said, “Terrac’s coming here was no doing of mine. After his capture and injury at the hands of your men, you took his possession of the brooch as a sign of his identity. You came to the wrong conclusion. Terrac stole that brooch from me as a prank, and we’ve been trading it back and forth ever since. But if it kept him alive and afforded him protection and opportunity all this time, neither of us saw reason to correct your assumptions.”


  “So you confirm he is nothing? No relation to me?” Tarius prompted.


  “Terrac and I met as a pair of orphaned children and grew up friends,” I explained. “That does not make him nothing, but it does mean he is no kin of yours. I think his dead father was a farmer from Cros.”


  The Praetor made an impatient motion. “Then he is of no consequence, and we will speak no more of him. Tell me instead of my brother’s death. You have said before that you were orphaned and have implied your parents died in the cleansing?”


  I tried to discern why he was asking for this information. To mourn? To gloat? His cool expression gave nothing away.


  I gave a brief account of the night the soldiers had come for my family. I described my mother’s final instruction for me to carry the brooch for protection. I spoke woodenly, aware of the betrayal of sharing my parents’ last moments with the man who had brought them about. A man to whom remorse would be a foreign and impossible concept.


  Surprisingly, it wasn’t painful. Even his aloof silence as the tale unfolded failed to wound me. I was curiously numb to such feelings. Perhaps it was the exhaustion from my recent ordeal.


  At the end of my account, quiet descended. When at last I gathered the will to look and see whether I would find victory or regret in the eyes of my parents’ murderer, I found neither, for his chair stood empty.


  He had slipped secretly away during the telling of my story. Why? Certainly he was not ashamed to face me. Perhaps the results of his deeds bored him too much to hear them described to conclusion.


  I told myself I didn’t care which was the answer. But I snatched up the brooch he had left behind and squeezed it until it cut into my hand. Against my palm, I felt the ridged lettering of the inscription I knew by heart. FIDELITY and SERVICE. The motto of the house of Tarius, my father’s house, seemed to mock me.


  Chapter Twelve


  My recovery from the poisoning wasn’t immediate. At first I was too weak to stand and spent several days in bed being waited on by Jarrod and Eisa, the mute servant. Occasionally the Praetor’s healer looked in to check my recovery, but Praetor Tarius himself did not return. My thoughts were in no better condition than my body. I was confused a great deal and faded in and out of sleep, dreaming vividly. Sometimes it was hard to tell where the dreams ended and reality began.


  Once, after a nightmare about a Skeltai attack on the castle, I awoke drenched in sweat, heart pounding. Shakily, I crawled out of my blankets and fell onto the cold floor, where I dug around under my bed until I found my bow, still concealed in its hiding place. The moment my hands closed around the lightwood, the weapon glowed softly to life. It's presence was reassuring, and I felt regret when I had to return it to its place.


  Another time, I awoke in the night to find the candle near my bed had burnt down to a nub. Earlier, someone had tied back the tapestry covering my window to let fresh air into the sickroom. They must have forgotten to close it again when the sun went down, because now cold air swirled into the room, its gusts nearly putting out the dying fire in the fireplace. A shadow moved across the pale moonlight filtering through the window. Instantly, my thoughts went to assassins. Had the person who tried and failed to destroy me returned so soon to finish the job?


  I thought of my knives and attempted to remember where I had stowed them. I contemplated making a dive for my bow but suspected in my weak state I would not reach it in time. So I kept still and waited as the dark figure crossed the room.


  He didn’t approach me. Instead, he went to the window and drew closed the tapestry, blocking out the wind. Then he went to the fireplace and fed kindling into the embers until they blazed to life again. I could only see him from the back, outlined by the red of the flames. But I knew the set of his shoulders and sensed the familiarity of his presence. Terrac.


  I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I were dreaming again. When I looked again, he was gone, the door to my room closing softly behind him. I lay awake and wondered whether he had truly been there at all or if my mind was playing tricks on me again.


  Gradually, the fog receded from my thoughts over the following days and I began to feel like my old self. My legs regained their strength. The morning came when the rising sun slanting through my window found me out of bed and pulling my clothes on. I shook off a brief spell of dizziness as I sat on the edge of the stool, lacing my boots. I had wasted too much time in bed, letting the trail of my would-be killer grow cold. It was time I was up and nosing around, asking questions.


  On leaving my chamber, I was surprised to find an armed Fist standing guard outside my door. He didn’t try to prevent my leaving. Apparently his instructions were only to protect me from further attempts on my life.


  “Who did this order of protection come from?” I asked.


  The guard was surly, as Fists generally were. Obviously he didn’t like being questioned by my sort. But I could imagine the thought crossing his dull mind that there was no telling how far my influence with Praetor Tarius extended. It might be unwise to insult me.


  And so he admitted his order came, not from the Praetor as I assumed, but from the captain of the Iron Fists.


  “From Terrac?” I was startled by the revelation. Considering the terms Terrac and I were on these days, I wouldn’t have thought he would be overly concerned with my safety anymore. Maybe my dream of him looking in on me while I was ill had been real after all. I felt an unexpected swell of gladness at the thought.


  But my brief moment of joy was quickly eclipsed by annoyance as I discovered the guard’s orders were not limited to protecting me in my chamber. He insisted on following me at a distance as I went off down the hall. Rot Terrac and his good intentions. I couldn’t have a Fist following my every move all day. I would have to lose him at some point. But maybe not just yet. There was nothing secret in my current mission.


  Ignoring the uncomfortable prickle it gave me between the shoulder blades to have a Fist watching my back, I continued on down to the kitchens.


  There I found Jarrod busily occupied with scrubbing pots. He was surprised to find me out of bed but looked relieved as well. It seemed my sudden illness had cast him adrift with little notion what to do with himself. The head cook, apparently a fearsome character, hated to see a boy idle and had set him to work at kitchen chores.


  When I questioned Jarrod about where he had obtained my food on the night of the poisoning, he dried his hands on his oversized apron and scratched his head in thought. “Like I already told that other fellow who came asking, the poisoned food came from right here in the kitchen. But I can’t be sure who prepared it.”


  “Other fellow?” I asked. “What other fellow?”


  “That redheaded counselor with the funny name.”


  “Torg Branek?”


  “That’s the one,” he agreed. “He came around before, asking questions. I told him, like I’m telling you, I only stuck my head into the kitchen and asked for two trays. There was a delay, and then they were handed out to me. Any number of people in the kitchen could’ve handled them before I got them.”


  “But who gave them to you?” I prompted impatiently.


  He rubbed his chin, a gesture that reminded me poignantly of his father. “It was a servant in black and scarlet,” he recalled.


  I didn’t point out nearly every servant in the castle wore that livery.


  He added it was a girl of about his age, and there was something unusual about her. She didn’t speak.


  That caught my attention. “I know who you mean,” I said. “The mute girl is Eisa.”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know her name but I’ve seen her around the halls and sometimes in the kitchen. She helped look after you while you were sick.”


  It had to be Eisa then. I couldn’t imagine any possible reason why such a child should want me dead. But then, there had been no good reason for Martyn to want to kill me either, and that had not stopped him making an attempt on my life back in Cros. Whoever was the real enemy behind all these would-be assassins, he was adroit at turning people against me.


  Upon asking around, I found Eisa sweeping out the old rushes on the floor of the great hall. She wasn’t alone.


  As I approached, I saw a well-dressed man conversing with her while she worked. Or rather, he was doing all the talking, while she appeared to have no choice but to listen. There was something almost threatening in his stance. While I wasn’t near enough to hear his words, the wide-eyed expression on the girl’s face said she was afraid of him.


  “Counselor Torg Branek, isn’t it?” I greeted the counselor, interrupting his conversation.


  The copper-haired man turned on me, briefly startled. He didn’t bother to mask his annoyance at my intrusion.


  “That is my name,” he allowed archly. “I do not believe I know yours.”


  “I can think of no reason why you should,” I answered honestly, returning his measuring look. This was my first opportunity to see the man at close range.


  It wasn’t Branek’s height or build that made him look sinister. There was nothing intimidating in his size or in his average middle-aged features. It wasn’t until I looked past his high forehead and slight jowls that his sharp eyes beneath sparse brows gave the first hint of a cool and cunning personality. If rumor was to be believed, it wasn’t any physical threat I needed to be wary of in dealing with the counselor but a dangerous mind fueled by ambition.


  I saw a sudden glint of recognition behind his ice-blue eyes. “Wait,” he said. “I know you by description if not by sight. You are the infamous thief of Dimmingwood, are you not? The outlaw turned heroine, who battled the Skeltai with her magical bow.”


  I winced. I still was not accustomed to hearing myself described as the “infamous” outlaw, where once that title had belonged to my old captain, Rideon. Aside from that, it seemed the rumors circulating about me were as numerous as those surrounding the scheming counselor.


  “Where is this enchanted bow of yours, anyway?” Branek asked, a semimocking tone suggesting he had doubts as to its existence.


  I fell back on what was becoming my stock response these days, “You can’t believe everything you hear.”


  “Evidently not.” His fair eyebrows lowered. “I had heard you were at the brink of the grave after a deadly poisoning.”


  I shrugged. “The poisoning was real enough, but the result has been exaggerated. I was confined to my bed for a few days, but the effects have passed and I am on my feet again.”


  “So I see. A most miraculous recovery.”


  There was speculation in his look. Did he wonder how I survived the attack? Was he disappointed the attempt on my life had been unsuccessful?


  If so, he concealed his feelings well.


  He said, “Praetor Tarius has assigned me the task of getting to the bottom of this unfortunate incident. I’ve questioned the household servants and ascertained this foolish girl was among the last to handle the contaminated food. The child professes ignorance, but what else could be expected?”


  He turned a scowl on Eisa, who flinched beneath his gaze. “I have others to question, but I will be back for you later,” he told the girl. “Do not go far.”


  With a curt nod to me, he stalked away and left the hall.


  I didn’t need my magic to sense Eisa’s relief at his departure.


  After he had gone, I tried to question the servant myself. But the girl didn’t seem to comprehend my questions about how the poison had found its way into my food. Or perhaps she understood more than I gave her credit for but was trying to protect someone. Herself? Or someone she was afraid of?


  When she met all my questions with silent headshaking and shrugs, I gave up and left her to her work.


  I roamed the long halls, letting my still-weak legs get accustomed to carrying my weight again. It was disturbing how quickly they wearied. But if my limbs were rusty, my mind was not, and my thoughts were hard at work.


  Who had put Eisa up to poisoning me? Or at least frightened her enough to look the other way while they did the job themselves? Castle gossip had set my suspicions against Branek from the beginning. I wanted him to be the enemy. He seemed made for the part. But I had to face the fact he had no apparent motive to want me out of the way.


  Who did? The Praetor himself? If so, he would have defeated his own purpose in saving me. His ward, Lady Morwena? I certainly didn’t trust her. But neither did I think her capable of killing. And again there was the question of why. Mentally, I ran down the list of other castle occupants who might have the means or reason to destroy me. There was that handsome Counselor Summerdale, who Lady Morwena seemed to fancy. And the retired military advisor Delecarte. I made a mental note to ask Terrac for information on the latter. As a high-ranking Fist, he must know a good deal about the man. I would tell Jarrod too to keep his ears open for talk surrounding Counselor Summerdale.


  Jarrod.


  I had been so busy considering my own safety that it occurred to me for the first time since the poisoning how easily the boy might have fallen victim to the attempt on my life. Whoever had arranged all this, they couldn’t have been entirely certain of the outcome of the poisoning. They couldn’t have known only I would eat the bad food and Jarrod would escape unscathed. Yet they had been willing to kill him to get to me.


  The realization stopped me cold.


  I had brought Brig’s son here to protect him, but now his very association with me placed him in danger. I cursed my hasty decision to bring him to Selbius. It was a mistake I would have to deal with before it was too late. There was no knowing when my hidden enemy might strike again, and next time the boy might not survive.


  I went back down to the kitchens, where I quickly found Jarrod and pulled him aside. I hauled him into a small store room that smelled like moldy potatoes but kept us out of earshot of the other kitchen workers.


  At his startled inquiries, I explained, “There’s been a change of plans. I’ve realized the castle isn’t a safe place for you after all. Somebody here wants me dead, and there are many other somebodies who wouldn’t exactly mourn the loss either. I should never have involved you in such a situation, but I guess I was arrogant enough to think I could shield you from whatever my enemies threw at me. But the trouble is, it may not be only me they target next time.”


  Jarrod’s brows drew together in confusion. “What do you mean? Why would they want to hurt me?”


  “They probably don’t. But they’re at least prepared to go through you to get to me, and I can’t ignore that.”


  He scowled. “I’m not afraid of these people. If they’re the ones responsible for Martyn’s death, I welcome the chance to fight them.”


  I made an impatient sound. “They’re not going to fight you, Jarrod. They’re going to crush you without thought or effort to reach their real goal. Anyway, the decision has been made. The distraction of protecting you leaves me vulnerable, and that’s just what they’d like. So I’m sending you to stay with a friend, a priest named Hadrian. He’s the most trustworthy person I know, and he’ll keep you safe at the Temple of Light.”


  Jarrod scowled. “I don’t need to be watched over like a child, and I don’t want to stay at any temple.”


  “I’m sorry to say suiting your wants isn’t high on my list of priorities right now,” I said. “I’d rather keep you alive. Now go get your things together, and we’ll leave for the temple immediately.”


  Seeing the stubborn way he set his jaw and the spark of defiance in his eyes, I had the strangest sense I was now in Brig’s place and his son in mine. I hoped I hadn’t been half as muleheaded at that age.


  I watched Jarrod storm away. It didn’t occur to me until he was gone that I shouldn’t have let him out of my sight.


  Chapter Thirteen


  Jarrod never did return. I waited awhile before eventually setting out to look for him. No one I questioned had seen a sign of the boy, and a quick check of his sleeping place revealed his belongings were still there. He hadn’t packed them up as I’d instructed. It appeared he hadn’t even returned to the room after our fight.


  I tried not to worry. The youngling was angry with me. He’d probably found some out-of-the-way spot to sulk. There was no reason to suppose any ill fate had befallen him.


  Nonetheless, I went down to the Fists’ training yard behind the stables. This was where the veteran soldiers trained new recruits for combat and where they all sparred to keep in condition.


  Stepping onto those grounds felt like voluntarily entering a bear’s den. But concern for Jarrod left me no choice. Anyway, my connection to the Praetor should offer some protection. While he had use for me, no one would risk his wrath by doing me harm.


  That knowledge didn’t keep my hands from itching for my bow as I felt the hostile gaze of the Fists who were present. Except for a single knife tucked down my boot, I had left all my weapons back in my room. That suddenly seemed like a stupid decision.


  I spotted Terrac across the yard, practicing the sword with a youngling who had all the markings of a Fist-in-training. For a second, I felt like I was seeing a scene from the past. This yard was where I had hid with Fleet all those years ago, the two of us concealed behind the low wall as we spied on a much younger Terrac. Only this Terrac was no longer a skinny young boy in need of rescue. And instead of being trained by older soldiers, he was now doing the training.


  I stood aside and waited for his match to end. As I watched him block the advance of his young student and launch his own attack, slowly driving back his opponent, I saw that the student was allowing him to win. Terrac’s HisHiHiadamaged arm hindered him as badly on the field as off. He had bound the weak limb into something like a sling, as if to keep it out of his way during the fight, but it threw off his balance just the same.


  Even as he defeated and disarmed his opponent before my eyes, I had the disquieting thought that if he had been fighting an experienced warrior with a real desire to destroy him, he would be dead by now. And I could sense by the waves of frustration rolling off him that he knew it.


  But for now, Terrac’s young student retrieved his sword from the dusty ground. The two exchanged words and parted ways.


  As soon as Terrac was alone, I approached.


  “It was a good match,” I lied casually while Terrac put away his practice blade. “But you have to take more care in guarding your weak side. As soon as an enemy sees that’s where you’re vulnerable, he’ll try to put you off balance.”


  Terrac looked briefly startled at my sudden appearance but recovered quickly. “Since when are you an expert on the sword?” he asked, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. “I seem to remember you prefer other weapons. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about me. I’ve had time to adjust to my condition. Any Skeltai raiders taking me for an easy target will quickly learn their mistake.”


  Despite his bold words, the flexing of his jaw told me he knew better. Probably he even knew his young student had allowed him to win just now.


  I said, “Maybe you can handle yourself. But I’d have a care all the same.” I climbed up to sit atop a low stone wall lining the ring.


  Coming to rest beside me, he changed the subject. “I didn’t expect to see you out of your sickbed so soon. After the near miss you had, I thought you would take more time to recover.”


  I brushed that aside. “The whole business was nothing. I’m fine now.”


  I had no intention of admitting to the lingering shakiness I felt in my limbs whenever I overextended myself. It would surely pass soon enough.


  “You know, I looked in on you several times while you were sick but you were always asleep,” he said suddenly. “Everyone was talking about the poisoning and saying you were certain to die. If that was the case, I wanted you to know at least that I was there, watching over you.”


  I remembered the brief glimpse I had caught of him one night. “I knew you were there,” I said.


  I didn’t add that I was glad he had come. I sensed he knew it already.


  It was my turn to change the subject. “So all the castle knows what happened to me?”


  “They know the official story,” he emphasized. “That a high-ranking servant to the Praetor was poisoned but miraculously survived, thanks to the skills of a healer.”


  His tone made it clear he suspected there was more to it.


  Remembering he was uncomfortable with magic, I made no move to confirm his suspicions. I could hardly be surprised, after all, that the Praetor had credited my recovery to the efforts of his personal healer rather than his own magical healing powers. It was not the sort of information he would want to get out.


  I also let pass the description of me as the Praetor’s “high-ranking servant.” Much as it rankled, it was a fairly accurate summary of my position in Selbius.


  I brought up a different complaint. “Praetor Tarius has assigned a Fist to follow me about and play bodyguard.”


  Terrac glanced around. “And I see you’ve managed to lose him with ease.”


  “So you knew about this?”


  He merely shrugged. “If you don’t let the guard do his duty, you’ll get the poor fellow in trouble with his superior. And since that’s me, I’d rather you just ignore the Fist and let him shadow you. He’ll do you no harm, and you might even find him useful.”


  I ignored that. “I hear Tarius has set Counselor Branek to work sniffing out my would-be killer.”


  “I hear the same.”


  I noted his expression didn’t alter when he spoke of the counselor. If he had any misgivings against Branek, he didn’t show it.


  He only said, “Whoever is responsible is unlikely to try the same method twice. But you should be on guard against other forms of attack. Your relation to Tarius can afford you only so much protection.”


  I knew my old friend well enough to sense a subtle shift in his emotions when he spoke of the Praetor. A coolness that had not existed before. It reminded me suddenly of my last conversation with the man who was my uncle. How would that revelation effect Terrac’s future? Did he guess what was coming?


  I sighed, knowing he deserved to be forewarned that his favored status with Tarius might be approaching a swift end.


  And so I told him about my exchange with the Praetor. I explained how Tarius now knew it was I and not Terrac who was his long-lost kin. That I had made it clear the misunderstanding was not of Terrac’s making. And that what the consequences of all this might be for either of us, I didn’t know.


  Terrac took the news calmly, appearing unsurprised. But I knew he had to feel some bitterness as everything he had worked toward these past few years came under shadow. He could lose everything to me. Or we could both lose everything together.


  As a chilly silence descended, I rose to leave. Then abruptly I remembered what had originally brought me here. “Could you do me one favor?” I asked Terrac. “Would you keep an eye out for Jarrod?”


  I briefly explained the boy was missing and I feared he might be endangered by his association with me. Terrac looked mildly interested, on learning of the boy’s connection to Brig, and I knew he would do his best to locate him. He had always had a higher opinion of Brig than of most outlaws.


  We parted ways after that, and I returned to the castle, resolved to turn the place upside down until I found the missing boy.


  
    * * *

  


  I spent the rest of the afternoon searching the stables and castle grounds for Jarrod. By dinnertime, I had satisfied myself he wasn’t on the premises. Resolving to go out into the city and look for him, I dropped by my chambers to collect my twin daggers and wrist-sheaths. After recent attempts on my life, I wasn’t about to go wandering the evening streets without protection.


  I no sooner reached my room than a servant appeared to summon me to dinner. It wasn’t the mute Eisa this time but a somber young man with dark hair cut straight along his jawline. I vaguely recognized him as one of the servants I had seen waiting at the Praetor’s table on my first night at the castle.


  The youth informed me Praetor Tarius required my presence in the great hall. I was startled at the request. Tarius had never invited me to his table before. I was aware such an order was usually considered an honor and equally aware acceptance wasn’t optional.


  After dismissing the servant, I toyed with the idea of not answering the summons. But however satisfying it might feel temporarily, this wasn’t the best time to antagonize the Praetor.


  Making my reluctant way down to the great hall, I wondered what were the odds I might see Jarrod there. After all, the boy had to eat sometime.


  My own belly rumbled, reminding me I had neglected it all day. I would dine quickly, I told myself, stepping into the crowded hall. And then I would get out and continue my hunt for Jarrod.


  My gaze swept the scene before me. There was no sign of the missing boy among the gathering in the hall. The place looked just as it had last time. I hadn’t inhabited the castle long enough to feel as though I belonged anywhere in particular among the noisy crowd. But I knew as I passed the lower tables that I would have been more at home sitting behind any one of them than at the raised table at the head of the room.


  This was where the Praetor belonged, along with his well-born companions in all their finery. I approached the space, recognizing the Lady Morwena and all the same counselors who had been present on the last occasion. Tarius’s own chair was conspicuously empty, as was the chair where Terrac had sat last time. I wondered if I was the reason for Terrac’s absence now.


  His was the only chair available, so I snagged it and settled behind the silk-draped table as easily as if it were my accustomed place. I refused to be intimidated by the noble company.


  Whatever conversation the regulars had been engaged in ceased at my arrival. I wondered for a breathless moment if any of them would try to throw me out of my place. The fashionably dressed young counselor directly across from me, Asmund Summerdale, stared as though I were a toad who had hopped onto the table. But as I met his gaze evenly across the distance, neither he nor anyone else challenged my presence.


  Before anyone could speak, Tarius appeared. It was the first time I had seen him since our last conversation, and I was surprised by his sunken eyes and the hollowness of his cheeks. Had healing me really drained so much of his strength? Or was his illness simply progressing at a faster pace? Nobody commented on his appearance as he took his place at the head of the table.


  His arrival was so well-timed I wondered if he had intentionally delayed it in order to keep us waiting. Some men of his station might have expected no one to take their seats until their lord had assumed his. But I was learning Praetor Tarius preferred things informal, if only as a subtle way of making others uncomfortable.


  “I assume we are all acquainted?” the Praetor asked, his gaze falling on me for an instant before passing on to the others. Was it my imagination or was there a glint of satisfaction in his eyes when he noted my presence? He had called, and like any obedient servant, I had come.


  Stifling a flash of irritation at the thought, I spoke up. “Lady Morwena and Counselor Branek I have already met.”


  “Then allow me to introduce Counselor Asmund Summerdale and Counselor Delecarte, former captain of my Iron Fists.” Tarius indicated the two men. Waving a careless hand toward me, he added, “Counselors, I present our resident outlaw.”


  Counselor Delecarte said, “Who does not know of the famous Ilan of Dimmingwood and her daring exploits against the Skeltai?”


  If there was irony in the retired soldier’s words, at least there was no hostility. His lined face was fixed in a cordial expression, his eyes sharp and unreadable. Despite his gray head, I sensed in him a cunning mind that missed little. And he was a former Fist. That alone marked him as one of the more potentially dangerous members of the company.


  Everyone soon turned their attentions to the meal before us, but I watched them all furtively and listened to the conversations around me. I especially watched Counselors Branek and Delecarte, trying to determine which, if either, of them posed a greater threat.


  Asmund Summerdale, across from me, gave every appearance of being as shallow and foppish as rumor had him. He might shoot the occasional disapproving glance my way, but it was difficult to take the handsome young man seriously regardless of his wealth or position. He forgot his apparent distaste for me long enough to flirt heavily with Lady Morwena throughout the meal.


  I wondered if there was an understanding between them. It was hard to imagine Tarius marrying his ward to one whose political future was likely limited to his present place. Yet the Praetor betrayed no affection for Morwena that I could see, so perhaps he would be pleased to get her off his hands wherever he could. To a man like Tarius, the strangely dramatic young woman was as mystifying as she was disappointing.


  I sensed all of this without really meaning to. The Praetor’s mood communicated itself easily to me tonight, although I did not seek out his emotions by magical means. Maybe the awareness we now shared of the blood link between us made him more readable to me. Or was he purposely feeding me his feelings, feigned or real, for some purpose I could not guess at?


  The conversation around the table had shifted from inconsequential things, and my ears pricked up as I heard mention of Dimmingwood.


  Delecarte was asking Tarius whether there had been any more Skeltai raids along the forest border in recent days.


  Praetor Tarius turned the question over to me, asking what intelligence we had from our Dimmingwood connections.


  I admitted no word had come from Dimmingwood yet and concluded the forest was quiet for now.


  This reminded me of a subject I had been meaning to broach. In the presence of his counselors, I pressed the Praetor for further assurance of lifelong pardons for the Dimmingwood thieves now acting in his service.


  “Pardons?” Counselor Summerdale’s perfectly shaped eyebrows drew together in a petulant frown. “Why should we excuse criminals for crimes against the province?”


  “Because they now act for the province,” I pointed out. “They voluntarily risk their lives to safeguard the forest that is the gateway between enemy territory and ours. And because it was indicated over a year ago they would receive these pardons, yet they were never delivered.”


  Praetor Tarius was silent. Perhaps significantly so. I wondered if I had gone too far in publically reminding him of his broken promise.


  Unwilling to let the topic rest, I reminded the listeners that if Skeltai were to break through Dimmingwood, they had access to all of Ellesus. And Ellesus alone stood between our enemy and all our sister provinces.


  I spoke as though to persuade the others, but I was keenly aware there was really only one opinion that mattered. The Praetor’s.


  I was successful. Perhaps swayed by my support of the outlaws or perhaps only wishing to annoy his advisors, Tarius told me the outlaws’ pardons were safe. For as long as the Dimmingwood thieves gave up their criminal ways and committed themselves to the Praetor’s cause, they would be forgiven their past misdeeds.


  I knew a public declaration before his advisors was the closest thing to a certainty I could extract from Tarius. I had done all I could for my thieving friends.


  After the discussion, Tarius seemed weary and distracted. It didn’t show in his face, but I felt the ebbing of his strength. The dragon scale medallion rested unused beneath my tunic, and I realized again that I wasn’t drawing from my magic to read the Praetor’s state of mind. Rather, it was him pushing his emotions out at me. Why? Why should he reveal his vulnerability when he must know I would be tempted to use it against him?


  I was relieved when the meal was over and everyone dispersed. I had delayed long enough. Tonight I had a mission to complete.


  Chapter Fourteen


  When I was scarcely older than Jarrod, I had wandered all over this city without coming to harm. That was what I reminded myself as I retrieved my bow from its hiding place and prepared to go out. Since our venture into the Skeltai’s Black Forest a year ago, the bow seemed to have become as unfortunately famous as its bearer. I was in no mood to attract attention, so I slung the bow across my back and donned a cloak, concealing the bow beneath its folds of wool.


  On putting the castle behind me, I quickly realized I had gained an unwanted companion. It had taken him all day, but my Fist bodyguard had finally caught up to me again.


  I waited for him at a bend in the road just before the way branched into a busy thoroughfare.


  “Listen, you,” I said, jabbing a finger into his broad chest, which was armored in mail. “I’m going to let you do your job and trail me. But you’re going to hang back out of sight and not interfere with any of my business tonight.”


  I had contacts in Selbius who had good reason to be shy of the Fists and the city guard. The last thing I needed was any of them seeing me with a Fist following conspicuously at my heels.


  My bodyguard must have seen there was no use arguing, because he dropped back after that, trailing me from a discreet distance. Anyone expert at avoiding the law would still recognize his presence, but at least it was an improvement.


  I looked for Jarrod in all the places I could imagine a youngling hiding. The most secluded gardens of the Beautiful district. The abandoned warehouses fronting the wharf at the far side of the city. I wandered the market square, where sellers were stowing away their wares for the night as dusk settled over Selbius.


  I didn’t find Jarrod, and no one I questioned on the streets had seen any boy answering his description. Or if they had, they’d been too busy to take notice and remember him.


  A light drizzle began to fall, slicking the cobbled streets and forming shallow puddles in my path. Curfew was approaching, the hour after which citizens roaming the streets risked arrest by the city guard. I realized I had no choice but to end my search and return to the castle.


  But not before making one final stop. It wasn’t in search of Jarrod or to seek shelter from the rain that I turned onto a narrow lane lined with dilapidated buildings. I had found my way to the poorest part of town. Here the upper stories of the cheap lodging houses overhung the road on either side. There were one or two dingy storefronts, boarded up for the night, their interiors dark and silent.


  Passing a chandler’s shop, I ducked suddenly down an alley between two buildings, trotting to the end of the way, then clambering over the sagging fence that rose up to block my path.


  It occurred to me my bodyguard would never trust me again. But there was no help for it. What I did now I must do in secret or I risked endangering others.


  Dropping down over the rickety fence, I found myself in a small yard at the back of one of the lodging houses. Even in the dark and the rain, I knew this one apart from the others by the scraggy tree growing behind it, the only tree on the street. In daylight, I would have known by the blue tiles of the roof, but there were no discerning colors at this hour.


  I had never visited this site in person before, and I prayed the description I had been given by Dradac was a true one. If I burst into the wrong house…


  Near a coop of softly cooing birds that looked in the darkness like pigeons, I discovered a scattering of wet moldy straw on the ground. I kicked this aside, revealing the cellar door concealed beneath. As expected, the entrance was unlocked. The door creaked slightly as it was lifted, and remembering the close proximity of my Fist shadow, I scrambled down quickly into the black interior and closed the door softly above me.


  It was completely dark in the cellar. As I made my way blindly along the walls, I upset a stack of something, empty barrels, perhaps, that tumbled noisily across the floor, shattering the heavy stillness.


  After that, I was more cautious and drew a thin stream of magic through my dragon scale to form a tiny orb of golden light. Scarcely bigger than a candle flame, it hovered above my upturned palm. It illuminated a filthy, crowded storage space that I made my way hastily through to reach a set of rickety stairs leading up into the house. The door at the head of the steps gave no resistance, and I let myself easily through.


  But I got no further into the house before a dark shape lunged out of the shadows to confront me.


  I had barely got my hands on the knives tucked up my sleeves and was just drawing them free when a quicker blade came to rest against my throat.


  “Be you friend or intruder?” a menacing voice growled.


  Mind racing as I faced the indistinct figure in the gloom before me, I thought of punching one of my knives into his gut. But I had a strong suspicion my throat would be slit before I could complete the action.


  I decided to try a different tactic, asking, “Who but a friend would know to use the secret entrance?”


  I felt him relax slightly. His knife eased away from my throat.


  “You’re from Dimmingwood?” he asked


  “I need to see Kiril,” I said by way of answer. “I think you’ll find he knows me.”


  At mention of the outlaw runner, the stranger dropped the last of his caution and lowered his weapon.


  My hands moved away from their knives too.


  “Any friend of my cousin Kiril’s is welcome,” he said. “Sorry about greeting you at knifepoint and making you drop your candle. It gives a fellow a natural start to hear someone rattling around in his cellar after dark.”


  I had extinguished my glowing orb—or candle, as it must have appeared to my host—in the instant of our confrontation. Now the big stranger provided a shuttered lantern, which shed enough light to illuminate the combined kitchen and living space around us.


  I sat alone in the shadows before a cold fireplace while Kiril’s cousin disappeared to fetch him from the next room.


  When Kiril was brought to me, it was clear he had been sleeping. But he quickly became alert as I relayed the message I needed him to carry to Dimmingwood. He must inform Dradac the outlaws’ arrangement with Praetor Tarius held good and the pardons were as safe as I could make them. And he must discover what word Dradac had of Skeltai movements along the border where the enemy’s Black Forest met our own Dimmingwood.


  It was a brief meeting, ending with the outlaw messenger promising to set out for the forest at dawn and bring me back a swift response.


  Leaving the house by the same means I had entered it, I felt a degree of relief in knowing I had made the best arrangements I could for my friends. I didn’t know what the future held now the old ways of life were forever closed, not only to the others but to me. I couldn’t even be sure if all the outlaws would stick to their end of the bargain or if they would return to their usual illegal methods of survival. But at least they now had a fresh chance if they wanted it.


  Outside again, the drizzle had turned into a driving rain that beat down on my head and shoulders and made my loose hair cling wetly to my face and neck. My hooded cloak was thoroughly soaked. The only warmth I felt came from the bow riding snuggly across my back.


  
    * * *

  


  Jarrod reappeared the following day. I found him midmorning inside a dilapidated private garden lining the keep’s south wall. The boy had been perfectly safe and skulking around the castle since the previous day.


  I was in the middle of unleashing my full anger on him for the worry he had caused when he cut me off to insist his disappearing had not been without purpose. He had lurked around the hidden parts of the castle, spying on its inhabitants and hunting for clues about my poisoner. His idea was to prove himself useful to me so I would allow him to stay.


  Sitting the boy down in the shadow of the wall, I started to explain the need to send him away had nothing to do with usefulness and everything to do with his safety.


  But he forestalled my planned lecture by asking, “Don’t you even want to see what I found?”


  Before I could answer, he victoriously produced a blue glass vial and offered it to me as proudly as if he were delivering the head of my enemy. The glass jar was dusty except for a few layers of fresh finger marks around the rim. Inside was a tangle of roots soaking in murky liquid.


  “And what exactly is this?” I asked, unimpressed.


  Unfazed by my lack of enthusiasm, he uncorked the vial. “Take a sniff and see.”


  He shoved the jar up to my nose, where I caught a familiar bitter odor wafting up from its depths. The smell of the stuff was as distinctive as the taste.


  “Wormroot.”


  “And lots of it,” Jarrod agreed. “My stepfather used to put it around in our loft to kill the rats. But it’ll kill people plenty good too if it lands in their food.”


  “All right,” I acknowledged. “You’ve earned the right to look smug. Now tell me where you found it.”


  “In the chambers of Counselor Delecarte.”


  “Counselor Delecarte?” I repeated incredulously. “How did you gain access to his rooms?”


  He shrugged his skinny shoulders. “I’m a good sneaker. There’s not many places I can’t get into if I’ve a mind to.”


  I guessed growing up with a stepfather who was ill-tempered and quick with his fists would have taught the boy how to creep about and avoid notice. It was probably necessary for his daily survival.


  “It wasn’t hard to find the jar,” Jarrod continued. “It was just tucked away in a chest full of clothes—one of the first places I looked.”


  He wrinkled his nose. “These noblemen aren’t very smart, are they? If I’d poisoned somebody, I’d have got rid of the proof right quick, not kept it close to give me away.”


  I was thinking the same thing. A man like Delecarte hadn’t gotten to be the Praetor’s advisor by being a fool or taking unnecessary risks. But someone wanting to turn me against Delecarte might plant the remaining poison where it could be easily found to deflect suspicion from themselves.


  I took the blue vial from Jarrod and examined it. There was something familiar about the object. A clear image flashed through my mind. The small blue vial lined up with a row of similar bottles and jars on a cobwebbed shelf in the secret tower room at the top of the keep. The Praetor’s locked chamber or ‘mage’s lair’.


  I had no sooner connected the poison with my memory of the tower room than I formed a powerful notion of who was behind the attempt on my life. I didn’t know the how and wasn’t even close to fathoming the why. Those were questions only my would-be killer could answer.


  “Keep this discovery to yourself,” I told Jarrod, “until I’ve had the chance to confront someone.”


  “Wait. Where are you going?” he asked as I walked away, leaving him standing.


  “To find the Lady Morwena.”


  
    * * *

  


  Only three people had cause to know about the secret room at the top of the keep. One of them was me, and I certainly hadn’t poisoned myself. Another, if Lady Morwena was to be believed, was Praetor Tarius.


  Killing me wouldn’t suit any plan of Tarius’s. Not because the man wasn’t ruthless enough but because his healing me afterward proved he wanted me alive. I was useful to his cause. That left only one person with knowledge of the tower room and its contents. Her motives were unclear, but I meant to find them out.


  But I didn’t get far in my quest to confront the Praetor’s ward. I was stalking toward her chambers when I encountered a servant in the halls who quietly slipped me a written message.


  I’d never know how Fleet managed to bribe so many of the Praetor’s people into doing his stealthy errands for him, but I was grateful for the secrecy it afforded.


  Ducking into an alcove, I read his note beneath the glow of one of the flickering torches that illumined the gloomy halls.


  The missive was vaguely worded, probably as a precaution lest it fall into the wrong hands. “Have made contact with persons of interest. Await further enlightenment with the gray robe,” I read.


  I chewed my lower lip in thought. If this meant what I believed it did, the contingent of magickers from Swiftsfell had arrived in Selbius. And Fleet had hidden them away someplace safe. Awaiting enlightenment. Where would you find enlightenment but in a temple? And “the gray robe” was a name the river people had long ago given Hadrian. The choice of words indicated Fleet had stowed the magickers among the priests at the Temple of Light. Or was I misreading?


  Rot Fleet and his cryptic messages. Couldn’t he have been a little more specific?


  I crumpled the letter and stuffed it into my belt pouch. My confrontation with the Praetor’s ward would have to wait. I suddenly had more pressing matters to attend. Like keeping the presence of a bunch of illegal magickers concealed from Praetor Tarius.


  Chapter Fifteen


  They numbered seven, the magickers from Swiftsfell. It was unexpected that so many would have come in response to my invitation. I had expected two or three. Possibly even a lone ambassador to speak for them all. Seven was surprisingly generous. And dangerous.


  As there were too many of us to fit into Hadrian’s cramped private chambers, Hadrian, the seven magickers, and I gathered in the temple’s main library. It was a vast room with soaring ceilings and row after row of books that seemed to stretch on into infinity. I was painfully aware of a couple of temple priests wandering quietly among the shelves but comforted myself that they were out of earshot.


  “I am grateful to you all for coming.” I greeted the group, shaking hands with the white-haired old man in charge of their party.


  I had met this man, Calder, briefly before, during my recent travels through the Cros province. He was an elder in the community where my grandmother, Myria, had lived. I was mildly surprised the people of Swiftsfell could spare him for this mission.


  I said, “It has not been long since I sent out my call for help. May I ask how you arrived so quickly? We had not expected you for weeks yet.”


  Hadrian and I exchanged uneasy glances, and I hoped it wasn’t evident to our guests what I was thinking. That we had been caught unprepared.


  Calder nodded his snowy head. “On a matter of such importance, we hastened our travel through magical means.”


  I winced as his voice echoed across the tiles of the open space. As an outsider, perhaps he had forgotten magic was not a topic openly discussed in this province.


  Perhaps he sensed my feeling, because he lowered his voice. “Many in Swiftsfell were unwilling to come to the aid of Ellesus. I am sure you can forgive them that, as we remember your Praetor was responsible for the deaths of so many of our kind. Some inhabitants of our community have escaped this province once before and have no wish to return to it. But the seven of us felt differently. When your message offered a chance for magickers to make peace with the Praetor, we knew we owed it to those of our brothers and sisters still living in this place to buy them that freedom. We do not often use our magic for violence, but we come prepared to do what we must. For too long the magickers remaining in this province have suffered under Praetor Tarius’s laws and have been forced to practice their talents in secret. If we have the opportunity to improve their conditions, we are prepared to deal, even with this evil Praetor, to achieve that.”


  I squirmed uncomfortably. “So you have come not to save the province from our enemies but to save the magickers in it from the Praetor’s law.”


  “Of course,” he said. “As one of our own, I assumed your hopes would be the same. We can make use of this chance to gain better treatment for the magickers of Ellesus while also defending the province from your Skeltai neighbors.”


  I should have guessed at such a motivation. If the Swiftsfell magickers had in their possession a bargaining chip that could buy safety and freedom for all magickers in the province, why should they not use it? Why should they not lift the shadow that had covered Ellesus for over a decade?


  To Calder and his companions I said, “I must warn you I have not yet secured any promises from Praetor Tarius, not even for your own immediate safety.”


  It was a massive understatement of fact. The truth was the Praetor had originally forbidden me to send for aid from Swiftsfell. If he had any notion these magickers were here in his city, he might well have them arrested. Possibly even killed.


  I continued. “Tarius is coming around to the idea, but I need a little more time to negotiate with him. If the Skeltai come in full force, he will have need of you. I think he knows this but is not quite ready to admit it. That’s why I must ask you to lie low here at the temple until I can speak with him.”


  Calder and his companions agreed, and I took my leave of them.


  On my way out of the temple, Hadrian caught up to me and pulled me aside. “Ilan, you must know I cannot guarantee these magickers the protection you imply.”


  “I know, I know,” I said. “You will be making preparations to leave for the Lythnian coast soon.”


  He dismissed the suggestion. “That is nothing and can be delayed. But there is a larger problem. Even if I can persuade the temple priests to allow our friends to reside here for a short time—an arrangement which would be highly unusual and bound to excite curiosity—word of their being here will spread quickly. Such unusual strangers in the town will attract notice, if they have not already. I estimate you have a day or two to settle things with the Praetor. Maybe less. After that, matters may be taken from our hands.”


  I tried to brush aside the possibility of failure. “If anything goes wrong, we’ll find a way to evacuate the Swiftsfell group quickly. I know the risk I’m taking.”


  “Yes, you do,” he answered quietly. “But do they?”


  Guilt stirred within me at the mild reproof. When I initially invited these magickers, I had behaved almost as if I had the authority of the Praetor behind me. I had hinted any magickers coming to the aid of the province would be protected. That had not been my promise to make. If it cost them their lives now, their blood would be on my hands.


  
    * * *

  


  Leaving the temple, I wasted no time in going to the Praetor.


  At this hour, he was in his audience chamber. I burst into the big room with no care for the supplicants who waited there ahead of me hoping to lay their problems before their lord.


  “I must speak with the Praetor on an urgent matter,” I informed the room, striding up to Tarius’s throne-like chair atop its dais.


  At my hurried entrance and abrupt manner, a pair of guards stationed nearby moved their hands to their sword hilts and looked to Praetor Tarius.


  The Praetor gave a slight inclination of his head, indicating I should be permitted to approach.


  I skipped the niceties. “My lord, we’ve spoken before of the possibility of outside help to eliminate the Skeltai threat.”


  Tarius looked impatient. And ill. The shadows beneath his eyes were dark, the tense lines around his mouth more pronounced than ever.


  “If you refer again to the idea of an alliance formed with magickers, I have already given you an answer,” he said shortly. “That discussion is postponed indefinitely.”


  I didn’t argue. If my time in the castle had taught me nothing else, it was that reason and diplomacy could sometimes be as powerful as a battering ram.


  Mindful the Praetor would be less tolerant of my usual impudence now we were in the presence of others, I chose my words carefully. “I understand my lord would rather we fought our own battle. But I fear that option may no longer exist. I have been in the darkest depths of the Black Forest and witnessed the strength and numbers of our enemy. More, I have seen the power of their mighty shaman warriors. I am offering more than a guess when I say we do not stand a chance of defeating them on our own ground or any other. Should they throw their full force into an attack on the capital city, we will fall quickly and our casualties will be massive. Even if we summon every fighter in the province, any man or woman capable of wielding a weapon, we will not hold Selbius. And without Selbius, what hope is there for the rest of the province? We cannot keep them back.”


  It was a bleak picture I painted but an accurate one.


  I expected an angry response from Tarius. He was a proud ruler, especially proud of his Iron Fists and his walled city. And I had just told him his strongest fighters and best defenses were useless.


  “This is your estimation then?” he asked, rubbing his temple with one hand, as though it had begun to ache. “You are confident of our destruction?”


  “I am.”


  His response caught me by surprise. “Then I will grant your request. I will see a representative of these magickers you place so much trust in and discuss what we can do for one another.”


  Stunned by his easy agreement, I nonetheless pressed for more. “I can deliver several representatives. But they would bring certain conditions with them. And without definite promise of immunity from the laws relating to magic, I doubt an envoy would set foot in the province.”


  “Do you?” At his knowing expression, I was struck with the certain realization he was somehow aware of the group of magickers I had secretly stashed away in the temple. My mind went to the Fist bodyguard who was supposed to stay close to me. The one I hadn’t seen since yesterday. He must have shadowed me to the temple and rushed to report the presence of the magickers to Tarius.


  I cursed my carelessness in allowing myself to be followed by so clumsy a spy.


  But Praetor Tarius didn’t appear to be in the mood to order any arrests, tortures, or executions today. He merely said, “Tell your contacts they have their immunity. I will consider the rest.”


  Before I could respond, there came the sound of a commotion out in the hall. An instant later, the doors of the audience chamber were shoved open. A Fist, bloodstained and drenched in mud and sweat, rushed into the room to fall at the Praetor’s feet.


  “My lord,” he announced. “The enemy has attacked.”


  
    * * *

  


  For a frozen moment, I thought the entire city was under attack. Then the Praetor demanded details.


  Breathless, as though he had run the whole way here, the Fist gave a hurried account of an ambush on a company of our soldiers.


  “Captain Terrac was leading a small patrol near the lake road within sight of the city, when they were set upon by Skeltai,” he concluded. “The enemy was turned back, but few of our men survived the fight.”


  At the mention of Terrac, my stomach lurched. “The captain,” I demanded, interrupting the report. “Is he one of the fallen?”


  The Fist didn’t know. He could only tell me the survivors had been taken to the healing hall.


  I didn’t waste time trying to find out more but dashed straight out of the audience chamber.


  Chapter Sixteen


  I ran all the way to the healing hall, uncertain if I would find Terrac among the survivors. By the time I arrived, my breath was coming in short, hard gasps and my pulse pounded in my ears.


  I burst through the carved doors to find a scene of chaos. Everywhere, there were blood-soaked wounded Fists and healers rushing about tending to them.


  Grabbing a passing healer, I asked breathlessly where I could find the captain. She pointed me toward a quieter, curtained-off alcove. Here I discovered more healers working over a still form on a red-stained cot. I caught a glimpse of gaping wounds, bared entrails, and impossible quantities of blood.


  I froze where I stood, disbelieving what I saw before me, unable to comprehend that my most desperate fears were coming true. I didn’t need to be told the injuries I saw were mortal. I had seen enough of such wounds to know the case was hopeless.


  But then one of the healers blocking my view shifted and I caught sight of the rest of the bloodied body. It wasn’t Terrac. The face of the dying man was unfamiliar to me. Just some nameless young Fist.


  My heart leapt with relief, even as I caught sight of someone stirring at the edge of the scene. There was Terrac, hovering in the background with a stricken look on his face, his gaze focused on the dying soldier and the healers trying to save him.


  There was an ugly cut along his eye, a wicked slash that ran from temple to cheekbone, leaving a stream of crimson flowing freely down his face. I saw no other injuries but didn’t hang back to look for them.


  In a flood of relief, I ran to throw my arms around him. Not until I felt him reassuringly solid against me could I be certain he was really here and safe.


  “I thought you were dead.” My voice came out muffled against his shoulder.


  Briefly, I felt his comforting hand on my hair. But he was distant. Distracted. I didn’t need my magic to sense his pain.


  Pulling back from the embrace, I followed his attention to the soldier lying motionless on the cot as the healers swarmed around him, trying to stem the flow of his blood. I could have told them their efforts would come to nothing. Already the Fist had the pale look of a corpse about him.


  Terrac must have seen the same. “It should have been me,” he said hollowly. I thought he was speaking more to himself than to me.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, my tone softer than my words. “It shouldn’t have been anybody. Least of all you.”


  I touched the drying blood on his cheek. “You should have stitches. Come away now and let the healers look after you.”


  He resisted my gentle tugging at him, his haunted gaze never swerving from the bleeding Fist.


  “The healers are needed by others. I can wait.” Like his face, his voice lacked emotion.


  “Then at least let me clean you up a bit,” I insisted, snatching a nearby basin and cloth. I pushed him down onto the edge of the next cot, where he sat in stiff silence as I bathed the wound. It was a nasty business, with loose flaps of skin gaping on either side. But he didn’t seem to feel my prodding around it.


  “His name was Winoc,” he said abruptly, as if continuing some previous conversation. “He was sixteen and eager to wear the black and crimson.”


  I glanced back at the youth, still hovering on the brink between life and death. He was so clearly about to tip over the edge that it seemed natural to speak of him in past tense.


  “Was he really your friend?” I asked, puzzled that his fate affected Terrac so sharply. He’d certainly seen soldiers fall in battle before. I had to remind myself he had lived and fought alongside Fists for these past few years. In him, they did not provoke the indifference or even contempt they stirred in me.


  “He was new,” Terrac answered. “I didn’t know him well, but I trained him these past few weeks. You must have seen him the other afternoon when you came to me on the training ground.”


  My memory flashed back to the youth I had seen Terrac sparring with the previous day. The one who let him win. No wonder I had not recognized the Fist. He looked very different now from the healthy young man he had been yesterday.


  “Tell me what happened,” I urged.


  Terrac said, “We were on a routine patrol. Nothing unusual, just a regular check of the roads out of Dimmingwood. We weren’t even without sight of the forest. It was broad daylight and there were a dozen of us, well armed and on horseback. There should have been no trouble.”


  His face had taken on a faraway look. “But then the screams came from behind. That unearthly howl of the Skeltai. You remember the sound?”


  I did. Sometimes the savage battle cries of the beast-like figures in their animal skins still rose up in the night to haunt my dreams.


  “I turned the column around,” he continued, his words tumbling out quickly now, as though he couldn’t stop them. “The enemy appeared out of nowhere, like they’d come up through holes in the ground. We’ve known them to portal magically before but never outside the forest or so close to the city. They were on the plain now between us and the lake road. We couldn’t have retreated to the city even if we wanted to. And once we recovered from the ambush, we shouldn’t have needed to. There were twice as many of them as of us but we’ve faced those odds before and prevailed. But this time was different. They overwhelmed us, and before I knew how it happened, my men were going down. I was unhorsed, and by the time I recovered, there were few of us left in the fight. But we did fight, knowing the tortures Skeltai inflict on surviving prisoners. We were determined not to be taken alive.”


  “And how did this happen?” I asked, dabbing the bloody gash beside his eye.


  “I was up against a big fellow, a Skeltai warrior with an axe that he used with deadly skill. It was already wet with the blood of fallen Fists. And now it was my turn to lose ground before his long-armed swing. You were right before when you noticed my balance is off. I couldn’t block his blows fast enough. He was toying with me, about to hew me in half, when Winoc came to my aid. He was already matched against a foe of his own, but when he saw I was in trouble, he took on my opponent too. That’s how he received his death wound. Covering for me.”


  Terrac fell silent. We watched together as the healers gave up their efforts and stepped back from the prone form of the young Fist. He was dead. Someone covered his face with a black death veil, an ancient custom of healers.


  To distract Terrac, I prompted, “How did the rest of you survive?”


  “Reinforcements from a second patrol we were to rendezvous with. They happened upon us in time to come to our rescue. We had the numbers after that to obliterate the enemy and collect our dead and wounded. Help came too late for them.”


  He looked me in the eye for the first time. “You know what I was thinking during the fighting, when I thought I wouldn’t make it? It’s an unlikely thought for such a time, but I was wishing you had trusted me.”


  “Trusted you when?” I asked, confused.


  “Always. But especially when I wrote to warn you away from returning to Selbius. I know you think I only wanted to keep you apart from the Praetor to protect my own interests. But my warning was genuine. I didn’t know anything about the assassination attempts, but I foresaw enough of the Skeltai situation to want you out of harm’s way.”


  “You should have known I wouldn’t stay away no matter what warning you gave,” I said.


  He wouldn’t be distracted. “I’ve been ambitious, Ilan, but not as ruthless as you think. I never told Praetor Tarius about Swiftsfell. I never would have endangered innocent people, or you, to gain my own ends.”


  “You say all this as if it’s a matter for the past,” I observed. “Do you fear you’re about to lose your influence with the Praetor?”


  He looked away. “My position doesn’t matter anymore. After today, nothing does.”


  I was about to ask what he meant by the ominous remark, when a healer came to stitch up Terrac’s injury.


  I left them alone. I had much to think about.


  
    * * *

  


  Back in the keep, I found Praetor Tarius was no longer in audience. The castle steward informed me that after news of the attack the Praetor had suddenly taken ill and retired to his private chambers. Given his weak appearance earlier, I was unsurprised.


  Deciding this would be a good time to carry out my previous intention of confronting Lady Morwena, I visited her rooms, only to find her out.


  As I wandered the dark castle corridors, debating my next move, the murmur of voices fell upon my ear. I rounded a corner to spy two men, counselors Branek and Delecarte, locked in conversation at a secluded end of the hall. My curiosity stirred by their lowered voices and furtive glances, I flattened myself to the wall. Inching closer, I clung to the shadows between the pools of golden light cast by flickering wall torches.


  Snatches of their conversation drifted my way. Delecarte was advising Branek that the Skeltai attack on the Fist patrol was a sure sign the enemy was growing bolder. They now felt confident enough to attack in the open and within sight of the city walls.


  Delecarte said, “The conclusion we ought to draw is the Skeltai are finally looking beyond Dimmingwood to Selbius. An invasion of the city is likely imminent—a matter of days. Even hours. Praetor Tarius has given instruction for our defenses to be raised and the city guard placed on high alert.”


  I didn’t wait to hear more. If what Delecarte said was true, we would soon be needing all the help here we could get. I must take the news to Kiril, so he could appraise Dradac and the rest of the Dimmingwood outlaws.


  But as I prepared to leave the keep, I was annoyed to discover my Fist bodyguard had reappeared to trail me. Doubtless resenting my giving him the slip the other night, he was unlikely to be shaken so easily again.


  So I sent Jarrod in my stead after describing to him where he would find Kiril and what message he should deliver. Even as I made these hasty arrangements, I was well aware it would take more than a day for the news to reach Dradac. I could only hope we had that much time to spare.


  I also instructed Jarrod to update Hadrian and the Swiftsfell group on recent developments. We might be needing our magickers to fight on our side sooner than expected.


  As the boy scurried off, I realized he was becoming fairly useful these days. Maybe it was as well I kept him on hand for the time being. With the rapidly evolving Skeltai situation, he could be safer inside the keep than out of it. Particularly now that I believed I may have found out my would-be killer. If it truly was Lady Morwena, she would find it more difficult to do us harm now I was aware of the game she played.


  Having accomplished what I could for the present, and with both Praetor Tarius and Lady Morwena unavailable to me, I dined in the great hall and turned in early. I suspected I would need all the rest I could get for whatever was soon to come. Tonight, I would go to bed fully clothed and with my weapons close at hand.


  Chapter Seventeen


  I was restless that night. Even after spending so many of the past few days in bed recovering from the poisoning, I was still unused to the softness of my mattress. After a lifetime of sleeping rough, it was difficult to adjust. I finally wrapped myself in a blanket and moved to lie on the hard floor before the fireplace.


  I was finally asleep when I heard dimly through my dreams a heavy creaking noise like the groaning of hinges. My sleep-clouded mind did not immediately register the sound of my bedchamber door being opened. When it did, I became instantly alert, my thoughts leaping to stealthy assassins and Skeltai attacks on the keep. I remained motionless, feigning sleep but for my hand moving furtively to the knife beneath my pillow. One eye opened in a narrow slit, I peered into the gloom.


  The fire at my back had died low, its glowing embers bathing the room in an orangey glow. My bed and other furnishings were indistinct shapes, throwing long ominous shadows against the walls. I could sense my bow propped in a corner of the room but it was cold and slumbering, offering no warning of impending danger. Likewise, the dragon scale augmenter was cool and lifeless against my breast.


  I directed a thin trickle of magic through the amulet and let it spread like a net around the room. Through it, I finally sensed the intruder approaching closer, her presence vaguely familiar.


  Gripping my knife, I bolted upright to confront her.


  I was met with the sight of a frightened-looking Eisa, who started back at my sudden motion.


  “Eisa.” Relief flowed through me, and I put away my weapon.


  Then I abruptly remembered the girl had recently been involved in my poisoning. “What are you doing creeping about at this hour?” I asked suspiciously. “I might have killed you.”


  The mute girl looked at me with round eyes and shook her head in a gesture I couldn’t understand. Her expression was, if possible, even more serious than usual. I knew at once something was wrong.


  I made my tone less demanding. “What is it? You can tell me, Eisa.”


  I had learned the servant was more inclined to cooperate when approached gently. But she wouldn’t be wheedled into speaking, instead making agitated hand gestures and beckoning me toward the door. Clearly, she wanted me to go somewhere.


  Mystified, I nonetheless couldn’t ignore her urgent manner. After unrolling myself from the blankets and hopping around in the semidark, pulling on my boots, I was ready to depart.


  Slipping my knife down my boot as an afterthought, I scrambled after Eisa, who was already out the door and hastening down the hall. At the bend in the corridor, she paused and waited impatiently for me to catch up. But her intention was to lead, not to accompany, and as soon as she was satisfied that I saw where she was, she hurried on. My limbs still weak from sleep, I had to quicken my pace in order not to lose her.


  At this hour, few torches remained lit, but there were enough occasional islands of light to illumine my way down the drafty corridor. Whatever Eisa’s reason for haste, I saw no sign it had disturbed the household. Everyone was abed, the halls abandoned and eerily silent. After the events of yesterday, my mind was filled with paranoid notions. The long tapestries on the walls felt vaguely threatening, and each suddenly seemed like potential hiding places for stealthy observers. Was it my imagination that they rustled slightly as I passed?


  Realizing I had lost Eisa, I sped up. I recognized the part of the keep we were entering. I had come this way before when visiting the Praetor’s study. But it wasn’t to that room I was led this time. Eisa had finally stopped and stood waiting at the entrance to an unfamiliar chamber. The door was slightly ajar, admitting a surprisingly bright glare of dancing light into the corridor. Through the door, I could see a fireplace, much larger than the one in my little room, alight with a crackling blaze. There were lamps lit too and figures moving about the room.


  Eisa jerked her head toward the door, encouraging me to enter, but did not go in herself.


  Cautiously, unsure what awaited, I pushed at the heavy door and slipped silently into the room. This was a fine bedchamber, twice as large as the closet-like room I slept in, with an immense curtained bed and other sturdy and ornate furnishings. I was immediately struck by the stifling atmosphere from the roaring fire and the covered windows that trapped the heat. Ignoring the sticky sweat already forming on my skin, I focused on the room’s occupants.


  The Praetor’s elderly healer, his sparse white hair standing out like tufts of dandelion, hovered over a bedside table, mixing what looked like a medicinal brew. At his elbow, the now familiar pinch-faced, stiff-spined castle steward hovered with a ledger and sheaf of papers.


  The attention of both men was fixed on the motionless, gaunt figure in the bed. For so long, the Praetor had loomed in my mind as a large man, brimming with strength and energy. It was strange to see him so frail now, a pale drawn ghost lying against the bloodred pillows. With my magic, I was aware of his life force fluttering weakly.


  “Your feelings surprise me.”


  I started at the sound of his voice. I had imagine him asleep.


  But he opened his eyes and beckoned me forward, saying, “What’s this I sense in you? Pity for an old enemy whose time has come?”


  “Never pity,” I answered, stepping nearer. “You don’t deserve that.”


  But the turmoil of my thoughts did not match my words.


  The Praetor’s mouth twitched up at the corner, offering the ghost of a smile. “Good. I should like to think as I exit this world I leave behind at least one honest enemy.”


  He coughed and struggled for a moment to regain his breath. Watching him, I wondered why he had summoned me. If he was truly on his death bed, why should he wish me at his side?


  My confusion must have been written on my face, because he said, “I have called you here in order to pass on a piece of property before I die. You and I share a certain ability unknown to many others.”


  I glanced uneasily toward the healer and castle steward lingering within earshot, but both men carefully busied themselves as though unwilling to hear what was said. Apparently they had the confidence of their lord.


  Tarius continued, “As I can no longer make use of the tools and knowledge I have amassed, one of us may as well benefit from them. My steward here knows of a certain locked tower room, the contents of which I bequeath to you.”


  I blinked. He was giving me his secret lair? Why?


  In that uncanny way of his, he seemed to read my thoughts. “You’ve never asked the source of my illness or questioned why the Skeltai shaman do not use their powers to portal spies or warriors into the city.”


  He was right. Neither question had entered my mind before, but both now seemed glaringly obvious. “You’re using magic in some way to seal the enemy out,” I realized. “And the effort is draining the life from you.”


  He agreed. “In my tower, there is a device called an althion sphere which, when magically activated, has enabled me to erect a barrier around the city. A magical wall the Skeltai cannot penetrate. Use of the sphere is a responsibility I leave to you now. You ought to have been trained for it, but…”


  Out of breath, he allowed the sentence to trail off. But he didn’t need to finish it. I knew the reason he had not told me of this sooner. Even while slowly dying, Tarius could not bear to share power. Not until the final hour.


  Even as I grappled with the fearful duty he had just handed me, he wasn’t done.


  “But I did not call you here to bestow only one responsibility,” the Praetor said. “I require you to witness the signing of a document.”


  At his command, the healer propped him up with pillows and the steward brought him writing implements and a wooden tray upon which to place them. Atop the tray rested a scroll I immediately recognized as one I had been shown before.


  A quill was dipped in ink and placed in Praetor Tarius’s weak hand. Even before the quill began its journey across the parchment, I had a sinking premonition.


  And then my name, Ilan of Dimmingwood, glistened up at me in wet ink.


  My throat went dry as Tarius signed the document.


  But I quickly found my tongue “You cannot be serious about this. That letter recommends me to the king as your successor. It could make me the next praetor.”


  “So it will,” the Praetor said, dipping his signet ring in wax and sealing the letter with it.


  My thoughts were a jumble. “But why? There is surely someone, anyone, more qualified for the position.”


  For an instant, the Praetor’s old intensity returned and his eyes flashed. “I did not devote my life to the strengthening of this province, nor did my father devote his, only to see its rule pass from our house and into the hands of ‘anybody qualified.’ When Ellesus came to us, it was the least of the provinces. But we shaped it into one of the strongest.”


  I said, “I would have thought if your aim was to keep the rule in the family, the Lady Morwena—”


  “Morwena is weak and stupid.” He cut me off. “With the war upon us, now more than ever the province requires a powerful leader. There remains only one of my blood who possesses the courage and ruthlessness to do what is necessary to hold the province together.”


  A chill rippled through me. “If you think you see anything of yourself in me, you are mistaken.”


  He did not argue, as a bout of violent pain obviously overtook him. Our conversation had sapped him of energy, and his breaths were coming short and sharp now. It was some minutes before he could speak again.


  “Take my ring,” he gasped finally, twisting it off his finger.


  I stared at it. This was the same ring I had kissed on the day I vowed obedience and service to the house of Tarius. Now as then, I found myself accepting the cold ruby-encrusted piece of metal against my will.


  Apparently satisfied, the Praetor relaxed. “Be victorious, Ilan of Dimmingwood,” he murmured. He drew a last breath, and his eyes came to rest on a fixed spot overhead.


  “I will,” I vowed. “Uncle.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  There was no time to absorb what had just happened or to sort out the strange mix of powerful emotions flooding me. No sooner was the Praetor dead than his steward drew me aside.


  “Your inheritance of power must not become known to anyone outside this room until your position has been made certain by the king,” he warned me urgently. “Too many castle servants have been darkly influenced by forces best left unnamed. If those persons see an opportunity to prevent the Praetor’s will being carried out, they will attempt to seize power themselves. I fear even allowing Praetor Tarius’s letter to pass through the usual channels will ensure it is destroyed before it reaches its destination in Lythnia.”


  I did not doubt his concern. It was significant to me that among all his ministers, servants, and even his own ward, the Praetor had chosen only his steward and personal healer to be present at his death. And me.


  Clearly, there were not many he trusted.


  “What would you suggest?” I asked.


  The steward looked uncomfortable. “If you have any contacts outside official channels, these might be your safest method of delivering the letter into the king’s hands.”


  I understood unofficial “contacts” was a veiled reference to my outlaw friends.


  I made a quick decision to trust the steward. If nothing else, he was at least loyal to the dead Praetor and to his final wishes.


  “Very well,” I said. “I will keep the letter secret until I can get it to a reliable messenger.”


  I pocketed the missive and the Praetor’s signet ring with it.


  I took a last look at my lifelong enemy, now stretched still and lifeless before me. Then the close atmosphere of the room became too stifling and I had to get away.


  Out in the coolness of the hall, I could breathe easily and think clearly again. I wouldn’t dwell just now on the Praetor’s death or what it might mean for me. Time enough to sort that out later.


  But these new developments made me more apprehensive than ever about the coming clash with the Skeltai. I couldn’t go back to bed, even though the rest of the castle slept on, oblivious to the events that had occurred this hour. I was filled with impatience and the need to act.


  So I went up to the Praetor’s tower room. When Tarius had spoken of his magical device that sealed off the Skeltai shamans’ access to the city, his implication had been clear. The shield would soon be broken after his death unless I or another with the ability kept it alive. I had a duty to try and continue what the Praetor had begun. Already, the shamans of the Black Forest may have sensed the weakening of our magical defense.


  My thoughts buzzed with reasons not to use the althion sphere even as I climbed the lonely staircase up to the tower. Whatever magic or spell Tarius had wrought had been powerful enough to kill him, gradually siphoning away his strength. But he had been prepared to make that sacrifice, and so must I be.


  What concerned me more was what would happen if I began interfering with a device I did not understand. Magery was not an art I had ever been trained in. I knew only natural magic. Even if I could examine this sphere, unraveling the spell around it to see what made it work, who knew if I would be able to put it back together again? Or if I might make a mistake in the effort and inadvertently cause some catastrophic event?


  I had no more time to search for answers. I was at the top of the stairs, and the locked door to the mage’s lair stood before me. I swept my fingers along the ledge above the door as I had seen Lady Morwena do. Having found the key, I let myself into the room. I expected to step into darkness. But instead of inky blackness, I found the room illuminated by a soft and unearthly light. Its source was an open box atop the nearby table. Inside, a glowing crystal ball nestled in a bed of velvet.


  The light was welcome. My task was challenging enough without conducted it in the dark. I wasn’t certain what the Praetor’s device looked like and couldn’t remember seeing it the last time I was in this room. But I had to start somewhere. One by one, I searched the dusty shelves and shadowed niches in the walls, hoping to stumble across what I sought, something I would know at once was the althion sphere.


  Minutes slipped by and I found nothing remarkable. Or at least no more remarkable than all the other strange articles that filled the room. I was about to give up in frustration when my eye fell again on the softly glowing crystal ball. It occurred to me now that it hadn’t been glowing on my previous visit to this room.


  Curious, I approached the orb in its open box. Morwena had once called it a seers’ showing stone, but I had a feeling there might be more to it than that. Last time, the orb’s depths had been murky. But the glass was translucent now, and I could make out ghostly shapes inside.


  I picked it up, finding the crystal smooth and cool in my hand. Inside the protective bubble of glass, I saw a ghostly likeness of the city in miniature. The streets, shops, and bridges were made up of pale smoke that shifted and reformed itself, revealing different locations around Selbius. Every sight was familiar and perfectly detailed despite being composed of vapor and encased in glass.


  This had to be it. The Praetor’s althion sphere. The misty version of Selbius, sealed safely inside the glass bubble, was as impenetrable as the real city itself for as long as Tarius’s spell held. No Skeltai shaman could pierce the invisible shell over the city with their magic portals. They were locked out.


  But already the light of the sphere faltered now the Praetor was no longer alive to power it. Its glow seemed to have grown dimmer just in the few minutes I had been in this room. I set aside my fears about the danger of tampering with a spell I did not understand. I might know nothing of spells, but they all came from magic, so there must be some common thread I could follow.


  I reached through my dragon scale amulet to draw on my power. Using that, I explored the exterior of the sphere. I could certainly sense the magic in use. It felt strange. Foreign, but vaguely recognizable. It had been tortured and warped to the will of the mage who commanded it. Now I must figure out how to twist it to my will. I was briefly relieved Hadrian couldn’t see this, for he would not approve.


  I prodded tentatively at the threads of magic holding the spell together.


  “I thought I would find you here.”


  I started at the unexpected interruption and nearly dropped the sphere on the floor. But I recovered quickly, putting the ball carefully down on its cushion of velvet before turning my attention to the figure in the doorway.


  Lady Morwena looked as if she had been recently awakened. She was still clad in her nightdress, her hair tangled, and her face swollen from sleep.


  Her voice was accusing. “My cousin has not been dead an hour yet and already you come to dig through his possessions and see what you have inherited.”


  I didn’t point out that it was she who had first showed me the Praetor’s tower room. “So you have heard the news already,” I said.


  “Of course.” Her look was scornful. “A servant woke me with the news. Nothing can happen within these walls and I not know of it.”


  “Which is why I should’ve recognized you as my would-be killer sooner,” I said, enjoying the look of surprise that flashed across her face.


  “Yes, I know the truth now,” I continued. “It all made sense once I discovered the poison used on me came from his room. You have access to it and the authority to intimidate Eisa into slipping it into my food.”


  Her startled expression was swiftly replaced by one of boredom. She shrugged a shoulder. “Eisa, the stupid child, nearly ruined everything by refusing to cooperate further after she saw how the Praetor valued you. Most of my cousin’s servants are easily corruptible, but a few can be tiresome in their loyalty.”


  “What I’ve yet to puzzle out is why you were so desperate to remove me,” I said.


  “Why?” Her eyes flashed. “I’ll tell you why. When I came to this castle, I expected to one day inherit it. And when I fell in love with Asmund Summerdale, I dreamed of him obtaining the praetorship so we could rule together. But it didn’t take long to realize my cousin’s eye was fixed on another successor. At first I thought it was that crippled captain of the Fists. It was obvious he had an unusual position in the house and, significantly, he wore a brooch commonly possessed by members of my family. I thought him a threat to be eliminated. But when I casually questioned him about the brooch, he inadvertently let it slip the thing was not his but yours. I had first thought to dispose of the captain in an apparent accident, but I dismissed that plan and focused on this Ilan of Dimmingwood everyone seemed so interested in. While investigating your past, a connection came up with the dead outlaw, Brig. Asmund was helpful here. At my suggestion, he visited one of the impressionable sons of Brig, manufacturing a cause for him to have a grudge against you. After that, the young Martyn was so eager to destroy you he required very little bribing to act as assassin. Later, a few of the city guard and Fists were equally bribable when we needed to be rid of you.”


  As she confessed her schemes, the Praetor’s ward moved closer until she stood at the edge of the table.


  “Be careful with that,” I warned sharply, when her hand came to rest beside the crystal ball.


  “Why?” she taunted, her mouth twisting bitterly. “Because it’s yours like everything else? That’s right. I’ve heard rumor of the final arrangement made by my cousin on his deathbed. But you needn’t be smug about it. Those plans will not come to fruition.”


  She picked up the glass orb and examined its glowing depths with little curiosity. Abruptly, she dashed it to the floor.


  The orb shattered into a thousand pieces, and its light winked out, plunging us into darkness.


  “Ashes.” I breathed. There was no resurrecting the spell now. Nothing stood in the way of the Skeltai shaman and their portals.


  “You have no idea what you’ve done,” I growled at the now shadowy form of Morwena.


  It was too dark to read her expression, but her tone was mocking.


  “What? Did I smash your little trinket? Don’t worry. You wouldn’t have enjoyed it long anyway. Just as you will not live long enough to enjoy ruling this province.”


  Impatient with her ridiculous games and petty ambitions, I snapped. “There is much more at stake here than who succeeds the Praetor.”


  I had barely got the words out of my mouth when she flew at me, a darting shadow among the deeper shadows of the room.


  I saw the glint of steel in her hand as she ran at me with a knife. But I anticipated her move and easily dodged aside, allowing her to slam headlong into the wall.


  The wall gave way.


  The tapestry hanging there had been concealing an open window through which Lady Morwena now plunged. Screaming, she fell to her death in the gardens below. Under the moonlight, I could just make out what remained of her crumpled form sprawled among the flowers.


  Chapter Nineteen


  There was nothing more to be done here. The althion sphere was destroyed beyond repair. Whatever fate and the Skeltai had in store for us next, it could not be prevented. Locking the door to the tower room, I made a silent vow never to return to the place. The knowledge and tools in that room held a strong fascination for me. One I suspected might draw me down the same path of twisted magic as it had pulled the Praetor if I did not fight the temptation. Best to lose the key and forget some secrets ever existed.


  I expected to meet others running up the stairs on my way down. Lady Morwena’s scream should have attracted attention. But this part of the castle was as secluded as the private garden below. No one appeared to have heard or witnessed Morwena’s death. I decided to say nothing of it until her body was discovered.


  I had bigger troubles to occupy my mind. With the loss of the althion sphere, there was now nothing to prevent the enemy portaling an army into our midst. The possibly of an attack on the city seemed likelier by the hour.


  So I went down to the small storage room behind the kitchen where Jarrod slept. I roused the boy from his blankets and asked if he had delivered my message to the outlaws as instructed.


  Drowsy and confused, he sat up in the darkness and gave a brief report of what he had accomplished that evening. It turned out Kiril was away, having left early the previous morning to inform Dradac I had secured the pardons. Kiril’s cousin had promised to send a pigeon with news of the impending attack on the city. But, the cousin had warned, he and Kiril had only recently begun using messenger pigeons to communicate with the outlaws. They had not proved a very reliable method because they were so often taken down by hawks before they could reach their forest destination.


  The implication was clear. We could not be confident Dradac and the others would receive our news.


  I debated but quickly dismissed the notion of riding out for Dimmingwood myself this very night. We could use reinforcements. But leaving was not an option while the city was in peril and I responsible for its protection. Thus far, my duty was unofficial and known only to me. But that did not make it weigh any lighter on my shoulders.


  I returned to my chamber and tried to get some rest. I would need my strength for whatever the coming day brought.


  As I tried to sleep, Praetor Tarius’s earlier words and my responses kept tumbling around in my head. He had been so sure I was “ruthless” enough to follow in his stead. I had informed him that particular quality was not one we shared. But what if, when he saw himself reflected in me, he wasn’t merely seeing what he wished to? Perhaps it was I who had closed my eyes to what I didn’t want to remember. Those long-banished memories rose now to taunt me through the small hours.


  There was the time I had nearly sacrificed Terrac’s life in pursuit of my own aims. I had sent him helpless into a trap in order to create a diversion while I rescued Brig’s corpse from the enemy. I hadn’t been much more than a child at the time, and my intentions were born of a twisted notion of honor. But none of that changed the fact I hadn’t hesitated to gamble with Terrac’s life.


  And that wasn’t the only time my single-mindedness had clouded my judgment. Not so long ago, I had justified the torture of a captured Skeltai warrior with the belief that good ends justified any means.


  I shifted uncomfortably at the memory and tossed the blankets off me, suddenly overwarm. It was no use regretting the past. What mattered was, whether I liked to acknowledge it or not, Praetor Tarius had known better than I what I was capable of. He knew it because we shared the same blood. Blood that was clearly unfit to rule.


  In the semidarkness, I rose, padded across the room, and concealed the Praetor’s letter and signet ring behind a loose stone over the fireplace. They were safe for now, but their future was as increasingly uncertain as my own.


  
    * * *

  


  Thick clouds shadowed the moon, creating a brief veil of darkness during the final hours before dawn. The waters of the lake, whipped by a light breeze, lapped gently against the pilings of the old docks. Wood creaked, and the few small craft tied up to the docks bumped gently against the piers. Atop the nearest span of city wall, a flag bearing the Praetor’s symbol of a rearing bear snapped smartly in the wind.


  A lone watchman guarded this stretch of wall. Facing out across the lake, it was not a section requiring extreme vigilance. Breaching it would require swimming or sailing the long distance around the island from the closest shore, an effort no sane army would undertake.


  But it wasn’t an army that scaled the lakeside wall now. It was a small party of a dozen warriors, their weapons strapped to their backs, their deathly pale skin glowing faintly beneath the shrouded moonlight.


  Swiftly and noiselessly, the climbers slipped over the top of the wall. The guardsman dozing at his post was easily dispatched without sounding any alarm. The next watchman to block the intruders’ path was silenced just as quickly with an arrow to the throat.


  The stealthy party crept along the wall, overpowering occasional resistance until they had circled half the wall and reached the shore-facing main gate and bridge.


  Security was tighter here, with a dozen city guardsmen keeping the entrance, some stationed atop the gate and others below.


  Again, Skeltai arrows flew true, and several of the city guard fell before realizing the enemy was upon them. The remaining defenders put up a fight as Skeltai warriors dropped down on them from above. Swords clashed against axes and spears. Shouts ripped through the still night, calling for reinforcements.


  But the invading party had planned carefully, and now they used their window of opportunity, while the city guards were overwhelmed, to raise the gate.


  On the near shore, an army of Skeltai had amassed, awaiting this very signal. As the massive gate groaned noisily open, the Skeltai army charged across the bridge. The pounding of thousands of feet rolled like thunder across the lake.


  
    * * *

  


  I started upright in bed, heart pounding, adrenaline surging. Even as the last images of the dream faded from before my eyes, I knew with certainty this was no vision of what would or could be. This was what was happening right now on the other side of the city.


  The attack had begun. And we weren’t ready.


  Chapter Twenty


  In a dazed panic, I dashed around the room, dragging my boots on and snatching up my knives. Not until my hand fell on my bow did a sudden calm pervade me. The weapon instantly hummed to life at my touch, as though it had been waiting for me. I shared its satisfaction. I had spent too many recent days living in a confused fog. Here at last was something I knew how to do.


  Fight. Defend. Kill.


  The bow’s sentiments echoed mine.


  When I stepped outside my door, I found the castle in a state of chaos. Word from the gate had reached the keep, and the castle’s inhabitants were spilling out of their beds and swarming up and down the halls in confusion. Most of them were streaming toward the great hall. I got swept up in the current of bodies and pulled along with them.


  The hall was packed with frightened nobles and their servants, all taking shelter for the moment when the keep, like the town, would fall under attack. The heat of so many bodies, the hubbub of voices, and the frightened wails of small children drifted up to the rafters.


  I quickly escaped the crowded space, ran down the corridor, and found the open doors of the audience chamber. Here was a smaller assemblage, including counselors and a handful of soldiers. A panicked-looking Asmund Summerdale was attempting to issue orders in the absence of the Praetor. But the sudden death of their leader had everyone in disarray, and no one seemed certain who was in command.


  Certainly no one was paying much heed to the pale-faced Summerdale as he paced the room looking like a wild-eyed, frenzied horse. Thinking of Lady Morwena’s efforts to destroy me, it was difficult to believe she had thought this weak man capable of leading a province in wartime. If news of her death had reached him yet, he didn’t appear grieved. In fact, no one seemed to notice the lady’s absence, leading me to assume her lifeless body had yet to be discovered.


  Summerdale’s voice, strangely high-pitched, rose above the murmurs of the others. “We are outnumbered and must surrender to the savages!” he declared. “The Fists and the city guard will lay down their arms so we can bargain for our lives. Later, when we have mustered support and troops from the other provinces, we may reclaim the city.”


  “Calm yourself, Counselor, and stop raving like a lunatic,” Torg Branek snapped. “Surrender with honor is not a concept the Skeltai understand. They will destroy every soul in the city, regardless of whether we choose to fight. And if we lose Selbius, we lose it for good, for neither the king nor the praetors of the other provinces will lend us their armies.”


  I stopped listening to the counselors’ bickering and asked the nearest soldier in Fist armor where I could find Captain Terrac.


  He couldn’t tell me.


  “Then where’s Delecarte?” I demanded. I might have doubts about his trustworthiness, but the retired captain of the Fists was the next person I could think of who might be coolheaded enough to have a workable plan.


  “On the battlements, preparing a defense,” came the answer.


  I hurried there in search of the counselor.


  Out in the open air, I could look down over the entire city stretched out before me. I saw fire and plumes of smoke rising from homes and warehouses that had been put to the torch. The gray light of early dawn revealed the main gate through which the enemy army had gained entrance, and I could see swarms of armed Skeltai overrunning the city. There were dead civilians in the streets and even more live ones streaming down the roads, making for safer parts of the town. They were coming here, I realized, hoping for protection within the walls of the keep. I doubted we could shelter so many.


  I found a busy and distracted Delecarte directing what soldiers he had in preparation for when the enemy reached us. With the Praetor gone and the chain of command broken, Fists and city guardsmen alike defaulted to following the capable former captain.


  But I was unwilling to wait for the fight to come to me. Not while people were dying in the streets below.


  “Is anyone setting up an early line of defense in the town?” I asked Delecarte.


  “It looks as though Captain Terrac means to hold the north gate outside the Common district,” he told me, drawing my attention to a small concentration of our soldiers around an arched gate. I took his word that Terrac was among them. To my eye, the soldiers were only small indistinct shapes in the distance.


  Delecarte frowned slightly. “I don’t know why the captain chose that spot to dig in. It would be more strategic to protect the garden district as the main route to the keep. That would buy us more time up here.”


  I said nothing. The impoverished Common district held the city’s largest and most unprotected population. Terrac would naturally move to make it safe over the less densely populated or heavily guarded areas. Fine houses and warehouses stuffed with goods could be replaced, but lives could not.


  Unfortunately, the position Terrac had chosen was one it seemed unlikely he could hold for long. Not with the limited number of soldiers he appeared to have.


  “Will you fight with us?” Delecarte was asking. “We could use an extra archer when the Skeltai reach our walls.”


  “I’ll be joining the fight,” I agreed. “But not here. Terrac’s going to need all the help he can get at the north gate.”


  Delecarte nodded as if it was the response he had expected, and we parted ways.


  I abandoned the keep with its illusion of safety. Soon enough, those sheltering within would get their turn to play out the life-and-death battles already underway in the town.


  I knew I would have to fight my way through the streets to reach Terrac and his men. But my first fight was with the crowds of civilians streaming up the lane. Carrying their children and other precious possessions, they fled from the very direction I was headed.


  Once I got past them, I made quicker headway, ducking down side streets to follow the most direct routes. The streets of the Beautiful were eerily empty, the wealthy inhabitants of the garden district having evacuated as soon as the first alarm was raised.


  I hesitated, rushing past the temple grounds, thinking of Hadrian and the handful of Swiftsfell magickers who were likely the most powerful weapon we had on our side. But I could not be distracted from my mission to reach Terrac. I must trust Hadrian to deploy the magickers where he thought best.


  Approaching the heart of the city, I got my first close-up view of the invaders as I passed knots of fighting. The city guard here were making a stand against the onslaught. I fired occasional arrows where I saw easy targets but did not stop to join the defenders. The north gate was my priority.


  When I neared the entrance into the Common district, I heard a commotion. Turning to look back the way I had come, I saw a carriage with the Praetor’s crest on the side careening down the street. Coming from the direction of the keep, the carriage traveled with reckless speed, whipping around corners, running down anyone in its path, defenders and Skeltai alike.


  I leapt aside, barely avoiding being struck as it sped past. At the end of the street, the driver attempted a turn onto a thoroughfare that would have led him out of the city. But he took the turn too fast, and the carriage lurched sharply to one side before rolling over with a crash. Wood splintered and horses screamed.


  Immediately, the nearest Skeltai warriors converged on the smashed conveyance, doubtless assuming someone of importance was inside. I had a brief glimpse of a terrified Asmund Summerdale being dragged from the carriage and cut to ribbons. It had been a mistake for the cowardly counselor to attempt fleeing the city at this late hour.


  I dismissed him from my mind. I had my own problems. My presence had attracted attention, and a knot of Skeltai fighters were converging on me. Caught alone, I was cut off from the other defenders. I managed to let loose two arrows and made them count, taking down the two leading warriors.


  But then the horde was upon me. I found myself backed against the wall near the closed gate, too close to use my bow any longer, and fending them off with my puny knives. Useless for blocking the blows coming at me, the knives were an impractical match against spears and axes.


  A spear sliced my side when I failed to dance aside quickly enough. White-hot pain shot through me. Distracted by the pain, I dropped my guard, my vision growing fuzzy. The enemy closed in.


  Even as I saw the end coming, I felt no fear. Only a vague sense of the inevitable.


  A Skeltai warrior hefted his spear to deliver the killing blow.


  Suddenly, through the haze blurring my vision, I saw a shadow falling from above. A Fist hurtled down from the top of the gate, landing at my side. Gleaming sword in hand, he cut a swath through my enemies.


  “Terrac!” My startled exclamation was drowned out by the cries of the Skeltai who fell under Terrac’s blade.


  Maybe it wasn’t over after all.


  Terrac kicked my bow to me, and I caught it though I hadn’t been aware until now of having dropped it earlier. Gritting my teeth against the pain in my side, I drew strength from the magical bow and forced back the darkness threatening to swallow me up. The blurriness receded.


  With Terrac covering for me, I fired arrows into the enemy ranks while we inched our way along the wall.


  Behind us, the other defenders opened the gate long enough to pull us in. Then the entrance was swiftly slammed closed and barred to our enemies.


  Temporarily safe, I collapsed against the wall to catch my breath. The pain from my injury was lessening, fading into a dull throb. Some nameless soldier wearing the uniform of a city guardsman handed me a waterskin, and I drank greedily.


  Terrac collapsed beside me, mopping sweat from his brow.


  “Well, that was a first,” he panted. “I’ve never gotten to rescue you before.”


  “Even I have an off day,” I gritted, passing him the waterskin. “Don’t expect to make a habit of it.”


  I peeled my tunic away from the sticky wound in my side. A quick check revealed the injury was shallow, the trickle of blood too slow to be an immediate danger.


  “You shouldn’t have come,” Terrac said. “There’s too many Skeltai. The most we can hope is to hold them back as long as possible.”


  “Long enough to let the people of the district evacuate to the keep?”


  “That’s the hope,” he answered.


  “Then give me a boost.” I nodded toward the wall. “Maybe I can pick off some of them before they break through.”


  He grinned through his blood and sweat. “There you go, needing my help again.”


  He gave me a step up, and I slithered onto the narrow ledge above the gate. Here I was badly exposed to the throwing spears of the enemy, but at least they didn’t seem to have any archers in this bunch.


  I loosed arrow after arrow into the horde, the bow glowing so fiercely hot in my hands it was almost painful. I could sense the bow’s chant in the back of my mind.


  Death. Vengeance. Kill.


  At least one of us was having a good time.


  I cut down many Skeltai, but for every one that dropped to the cobbled street, two more seemed to replace him. The Skeltai shaman must be portaling reinforcements somewhere inside the city. Clearly, they had finally discovered the Praetor’s althion sphere was no longer active to hold them back. And there weren’t enough of us to match their numbers.


  Below me, a Skeltai warrior threw a spear that sailed wide of my head. I instinctively ducked and nearly lost my footing as a tremendous crash reverberated through the wall. The Skeltai were slamming into the gate in unison, trying to break it down.


  Wood splintered and the gate sagged inward. On the other side of the wall, the Iron Fists and city guardsmen were organized by Terrac into a line. There they awaited the inevitable.


  Another crash, and the gate went down in pieces. The horde rushed in.


  The forces clashed, defenders’ swords meeting invaders’ axes and spears.


  Looking down on the frenzy, I couldn’t fire down on the fighters for fear of hitting our own men. I dropped down onto a Skeltai, slitting his throat, then exchanged my knives for the sword of a nearby fallen Fist. The sword, never my favorite weapon, felt strangely heavy in my hand. There was no time to grow used to it.


  I fought my way to Terrac’s side, and together with the other defenders, we held the line as long as we could. We were about to be overrun when, out of nowhere, reinforcements came rushing to our aid, running through the fallen gate and attacking our enemies from the rear.


  I didn’t immediately recognize the green-clad newcomers. Not until I caught a glimpse of the bows and rough-hewn quarterstaffs some carried.


  Dimmingwood outlaws.


  What were they doing here? They couldn’t possibly have got my request for help so soon. Yet here they were, evening our numbers and slowing down the Skeltai advance.


  We fought as long as we could, then fell back to reorganize at the next street.


  In the moments before they came at us again, I somehow found myself alongside Dradac.


  “How did you get here?” I shouted over the noise.


  The redheaded giant informed me the outlaws had been aware for days of increased activity along the Black Forest border. Clearly something big was coming. When Skeltai were seen scouting around the city walls, the outlaws realized almost too late when and where the final clash was coming.


  “Our presence won’t be enough to turn the tide,” Dradac admitted. “But most of us voted to join the fight nonetheless. We’ve no wish to live in a province overrun by Skeltai. Even worse than the Praetor, they are.”


  I was torn between gratitude for them coming and regret that they would probably die for it.


  Before I could express either, the next wave hit and the fighting became too thick to think of anything but staying alive from one breath to the next.


  That morning was a series of fallbacks and regroups as we fought from street to street, slowing but never defeating the enemy. Gradually, I became aware ours was not even the heaviest fight going on in the city. From several streets over came the sounds of a greater battle taking place. Our foes’ numbers dwindled as they abandoned our skirmish to join the growing army amassing in that other part of the city.


  Eventually, we dispatched the last of our enemies, only to realize there was no one left to fight. Not because we had won but because the Skeltai were streaming away to the new battlefront.


  Terrac appeared beside me. “Where do you think they’re going?” he wondered.


  He looked worse than I felt, his armor coated with blood, his face begrimed. I had noticed him struggling to hold his own during the fight. His bad arm was clearly troubling him again, and I feared he would not make it through another clash.


  We looked to the new battlefront, and I noticed for the first time just how much ground we had given. We were barely in the Common anymore and only a short distance from the garden district.


  That was when I realized where the real fight was happening.


  “Hadrian and the magickers are making a stand at the temple,” I said.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  I explained quickly to Terrac about the magickers at the temple, and he agreed we must rush to their aid. On arrival, we found the fight was happening not on the temple grounds but in the near gardens. There a glowing blue ring cut a hole in the ground through which Skeltai warriors poured by the hundreds. On the other side of that window, I glimpsed the Black Forest and a wild-eyed shaman, holding the portal open for the others.


  The Skeltai leaping through were met on our side with fireballs and shards of lightning cast by the Swiftsfell magickers who had taken up stations around the portal. Their efforts took a toll on the enemy, but it was clear they wouldn’t be enough. The enemy would soon overwhelm them by sheer numbers.


  In front of the magickers, I spotted the blur of Hadrian’s gray robe, as he whirled, blocked, and attacked the oncoming foes. Instead of fighting with his magical powers, he made good use of his sword.


  Seeing how Hadrian protected the magickers, I shouted for Terrac’s soldiers also to surround and shield them. Terrac echoed my orders, and we charged into the fray, encircling the magickers fighting for us. Freed from the need to focus on self-defense, they could now direct all their attention on stemming the flow of Skeltai flooding from the portal.


  The enemy slowed down as many were blasted into ash and charred bone the instant they set foot on our side. But there were still enough of their warriors getting through to create havoc. We remained hopelessly outnumbered, I realized, even as I severed the head of my nearest foe. The portal must be closed.


  I traded my sword for my bow, aimed, and fired an arrow into the mouth of the portal. It struck the shaman holding the portal open dead in the throat. As he collapsed, the portal began to distort, twisting and shrinking inward. Its magical glow flickered briefly and then winked out. The portal was gone.


  A cheer went up from our Fists and city guards and even from the Swiftsfell magickers. For a moment, it looked as if we had only the Skeltai already arrived to contend with. But our relief was short-lived.


  A tremor shot through the ground.


  Hesitating, I was nearly skewered by the spear of an opponent. The reverberation rippled through the earth again, this time becoming a series of unmistakable jolts. Everywhere, soldiers of both sides paused in their fighting as they were knocked from their feet.


  All around me, cracks zigzagged through the dirt, grass, and cobbled walkways. Bracing myself against the tremors, I watched as the nearby statue of Queen Tamliess, which had stood strong for centuries, snapped and toppled to its knees like a supplicant.


  The air was charged, tiny lines of dancing lightning zapping around the empty space where the portal had been. A sharp blue line appeared, the beginning of a new portal. It enlarged until it formed a full circle, pushing outward and growing fast.


  On the other side was no swarm of Skeltai warriors this time but a single figure with the head of a wolf and the feathers of a bird. A spear was clutched in its hand.


  For an instant I thought I was looking at some mythical creature of legend. Then I realized the silver wolf’s head was only a headdress, framing the lined face of a man whose hard eyes were fixed directly on me.


  Slowly, he stepped through the portal, his spear held low as if he had little need for it.


  A brave Fist overcame the stupor that had fallen over us all and charged at this new enemy.


  With a gesture of his hand, the shaman caused the man to burst, screaming, into flames. I saw no shot of lightning or other fiery missile. The Fist simply erupted as though from within.


  Others returned to their senses and made to attack him, but the shaman dispatched them as easily as he had the first Fist. One of the Swiftsfell magickers attempted to cast lightning at him, but the shaman lifted his hand and somehow turned the lightning back on the caster, striking and destroying him with his own power.


  I remembered one of the first magical skills I had performed as a child. Scouring my mind of all its fear and anger, I shaped the emotions into a weapon and flung it at the shaman. I expected to see some reaction when it hit. At least a flinch or a flicker of doubt and confusion. I saw nothing. Evidently, such simple tricks did not faze a shaman of this experience and power.


  My mind raced, searching for another idea as he came toward me. My eye caught a gray blur of movement hurtling toward the shaman.


  No! Not Hadrian!


  I could only watch helplessly as the priest rushed at our enemy.


  The shaman lifted his hand, preparing to kill my friend with a flick of his fingers. But when he made the sign, nothing happened. A glowing dome of light had suddenly sprung up around Hadrian, shielding him from the Skeltai’s magic. The priest appeared to be fixed midstride, unable to move, unable to fight. But at least he was alive, for the moment.


  Angering flashing in his eyes for the first time, the shaman turned on the magicker who had shielded Hadrian, the white-haired Swiftsfell elder, Calder. With a motion of his hand, he made the elder erupt into fire from the inside out, flames shooting from the old man’s mouth and pouring from his eye sockets.


  At Calder’s death, rage filled me.


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


  The words, etched across the arm of my bow, often whispered at the back of my mind. But now they reverberated like a shout, as the bow glowed white-hot in my hand. My fingers felt as if they were melting into the wood, yet there was no pain. Only fury.


  I didn’t think. I raised the bow and formed another magical weapon, affixing it to the tip of my arrow. I didn’t draw on the weak trickle of magic flowing through my dragon scale amulet. Instinctively, I reached past the dragon scale, past the wall that I only now perceived had been blocking me from my natural power. For the first time in over a year, I drew deeply on the unfiltered magic of my mother’s people, the same free magic this shaman commanded.


  I let loose the arrow but never saw it pass through the air. Flying with such unnatural speed it was invisible to the eye, it nonetheless found the heart of my enemy.


  I had meant to affix a fireball to that arrow, much like the kind my grandmother had taught me to make. But in my haste and anger, I had fashioned something powerful and unfamiliar. When it struck home, there was a blinding flare of light. All around me, people cried out and threw up their arms to shield their eyes. A single tongue of white flame, taller than the treetops, shot up into the air. And then they were gone, the flame and the shaman. In their place was only a shallow crater and a mist of dirty ash sprinkling down like rain.


  All was still. The remaining Skeltai still had us outnumbered, but they seemed frozen in uncertainty at the loss of their leader. A murmur passed through the horde. Then, one by one, they stepped aside, making way for someone to pass through the crowd.


  He was a tall young warrior who walked with authority, as if commanding the respect of the others. He wore a bearskin, his face and bare chest patterned with swirls of red paint. It was that paint and the multitude of tiny braids in his silvery blue hair that helped me identify him. I had encountered this Skeltai in the Black Forest a year ago.


  He was the grandson of an ancient shaman, the leader of all the Skeltai, who I had killed during my escape from enemy territory. But my history with this young warrior went back even further than that. The outlaws and I had once captured him as he scouted our territory and had tortured him for information. We never broke him, and in the end, he had killed two of our men and escaped.


  It was strangely fitting that I should face him now, with the fate of us all in his hands. For what I had done to him, including the slaying of his grandfather last year, he would have his vengeance.


  And yet his eyes were not on me as he approached, but on the bow in my hands.


  “Again we meet, finder of the bow.” He acknowledged me tonelessly. His voice was empty of anger or accusation. If he meant to kill me in the next breath, he gave no hint of it.


  I gripped the bow tightly and tried to decide whether I should defend myself. But it would be a useless gesture. Against the overwhelming odds and the other shaman back in the Black Forest who were doubtless standing by, ready to open more portals, there was no chance of victory.


  So I risked all and stood unflinching as the Skeltai and I faced one another.


  He eyed me consideringly. “You want this?” he asked, sweeping an arm to indicate the bloodshed around us.


  “No,” I said honestly. “We defend ourselves because we’re under attack. It is you and your army that force war upon us.”


  He glanced at the place where the shaman I destroyed had last stood before being transformed into ash. There was a hint of contempt in his eyes.


  “I no longer want this,” he informed me. “Once I desired vengeance against you and your people. But after the death of my grandfather, my father was driven mad by the same desire. Now he has come to the same end, again at your hands.”


  So the shaman I had just destroyed was this man’s father. That should not bode well for me. And yet I sensed somehow a vague satisfaction in the young warrior before me. Perhaps he was not entirely displeased at being suddenly made leader in his father’s stead.


  He said, “I have seen how you are favored by the barra-banac. I would be a fool to risk its wrath.” He looked at the bow in my hands with greedy longing. “All I want now is the barra-banac.”


  Despite the look in his eyes, I didn’t fear him snatching the weapon from me. Not while I lived. The barra-banac, as the Skeltai called my bow, was sacred to them. As such, its bearer received something like respect. But not enough to save my life if I stood between them and what they wanted.


  I held the bow against me, realizing what the young Skeltai leader was offering. The weapon was no longer hot to my touch, but I still felt its echo in my mind.


  “If you went away, you would be back,” I told the Skeltai. “We might bargain for peace now, but one day you would return. It is unavoidable while your people still hunger for the blood of mine.”


  He glanced over my deathly pale skin, pointed ears, and winter-seed darkened hair, already showing silver at its roots. It puzzled him, I sensed, that I drew a line between his people and mine when I clearly descended from the same ancestors he did.


  But all he said was, “I see no enemy before me. And with the barra-banac restored, the Skeltai people will see no enemy before them.”


  His expression was sincere. And surprisingly, I believed him. I had a sudden premonition, almost a waking vision, of an era of peace between the Skeltai and the citizens of the province.


  A curious numbness descended over me as I saw what must be done. I unclenched my grip on the bow and relinquished the weapon into his hands.


  The instant the bow passed from my possession, all the colors of the world grew dull before my eyes. The afternoon breeze against my cheek. The heat of the sun beating down on my shoulders. All of it was suddenly less than it had ever been.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  In the aftermath of the battle, we tended to our dead and wounded. Immediately after the last Skeltai warrior had disappeared through newly opened portals, taking the bow with them, I went to Hadrian. He was stunned and suffering a severe headache, either through Calder’s shielding him or through the shield having been broken so roughly at Calder’s death. But temple priests soon appeared to attend him. The rest of the injured were taken to the healing hall.


  I spoke with the surviving Swiftsfell magickers, expressing our regret at the loss of their elder but our gratitude for their help. I reassured them the Praetor himself, before his death, had vowed they would face no persecution here in Selbius.


  All the while I dealt with the Swiftsfell party and assisted with the transportation of the wounded, I was distracted. Searching. I had last seen Terrac just before killing the shaman. He had been in the thick of the fighting and struggling. I had had no glimpse of him since.


  I surveyed the churned and body-littered ground around me. The once-beautiful garden that had been the pride of the city was now transformed into a bloodstained battlefield. And there was no sign of Terrac here. Fear gnawing at me, I remembered how his injured arm had been holding him back. How I had worried only a short while ago that he could not survive another fight.


  Throughout the rest of that long day, I searched the face of every corpse in recognizable condition, dreading what I would find. I went also to the healing hall and looked for him there. But I never did find Terrac.


  
    * * *

  


  The inhabitants of Selbius showed themselves strong in this time of crises. From commoners in the street to nobles up at the keep, everyone worked over the next few days and nights. We put out fires, tended the injured, buried the dead, and cleaned up the city.


  On our third night after the battle, we gathered solemnly in the great hall. Here we toasted our dead and celebrated the living, grateful for the soldiers who had fought for the city in its desperate hour.


  Some even toasted the band of outlaws who had mysteriously appeared during the fighting and then disappeared back to their forest just as quickly when it was over. There was a rumor going around that these men were no longer outside the law but were now valued servants of the province.


  There was another rumor some found more difficult to credit, despite the many witnesses who attested to it. It was whispered that a party of magickers from another province had appeared in the midst of battle to help us win the day. But if there had truly been such a party, they had slipped away immediately after the fight, perhaps returning to their place of origin.


  Despite the questions surrounding this story, there was a general feeling that, whether magickers had fought on our side or not, magic itself was not as forbidden as it had once been. After all, wasn’t the now-deceased Praetor’s own servant, Ilan of Dimmingwood, said to have used some unnatural power against the enemy shaman? And she could not be criticized in this or in anything else after achieving peace for the province.


  These were the conversations that swirled around me that night, as I sat among the low tables in the great hall, dining alongside the commoners and castle servants.


  Atop the dais at the head of the room, the Praetor’s table was not as full as it should have been. Counselors Branek and Delecarte and a handful of nobles still held their places. But the seats of the Praetor, the Lady Morwena, and the dead Counselor Summerdale were conspicuously empty.


  Lady Morwena’s lifeless body had finally been found in the garden the other day. Her death was taken for an accident, and no one seemed greatly interested in exploring the matter. So I kept silent and allowed the truth about her and Summerdale’s conspiracy to pass unknown. Likewise, I kept silent about the contents of Tarius’s locked tower room and honored my personal vow to lose the key and never enter those premises again.


  But neither Morwena nor the wizard’s lair were what weighed on my mind tonight. Desperate to be alone with my thoughts, I slipped out of the crowded great hall and into the Praetor’s audience chamber. The vast room was still and dark, but for the dancing glow of a few torches. Slowly, reluctantly, I approached the dais with the Praetor’s tall, throne-like chair. I walked around the chair, running a hand over its ornate carvings, and found in myself no desire to fill it.


  Intruding on my thoughts, came the unwanted memory of the Praetor’s letter and ring tucked away in their hiding place in my room, their existence still unknown to all but me, the discreet house steward, and Tarius’s personal healer. Even as the city rebuilt itself over the past few days, it had seemed to be holding its breath, leaderless, waiting to learn which hand would be the next to guide it. It was still waiting.


  A slow creaking noise alerted me to someone slipping into the chamber. He must have followed me out of the great hall.


  I no longer needed to access my powers through my dragon scale to sense the identity of the person hovering just inside the room. Ever since my magic had returned during the dual with the Skeltai shaman, the dragon scale had become an unnecessary piece of jewelry.


  “Come in, Jarrod,” I invited, without turning. “There’s no need to lurk in the shadows.”


  The boy approached carefully, as if reluctant to disturb me.


  “You want something?” I asked.


  He said, “Only to know why you’re so troubled when the war is over and all has come to a happy end.”


  “A happy end,” I repeated. Somehow the words did not ring true.


  “Is it that you’re worrying about your friend?” he asked. “The Fist captain you’ve been looking for?”


  I admitted that was part of it.


  The boy hesitated. “I’m not supposed to mention this yet, but I don’t think he meant for you to think him dead.”


  I spun around. “What do you mean? Who didn’t mean me to think it?”


  Jarrod fidgeted. “It’s only been three days since he left. When he paid me to deliver his message, he said I was to wait until he had been gone five.”


  I gave him a stern look. It seemed to melt the last of his resolve.


  “It was like this,” the boy hastened. “The captain thought you would try to dissuade him if you knew what he planned, so he didn’t want you to learn of it until he was already long gone. He’s given up his command and left Selbius for good. Says his arm has left him useless as a soldier, and with the end of his career and the death of his master, there’s nothing to hold him here. He wanted me to tell you he’s left to follow his destiny.”


  As relieved as I was to learn Terrac was alive and well, I had trouble accepting the rest of the message. I knew he felt responsible for the sacrifice of the young Fist who had died defending him when their patrol was ambushed. But I hadn’t imagined he would resign his command over it.


  “What did he mean about following his destiny?” I asked. “Where’s he going?”


  Jarrod shrugged skinny shoulders. “He didn’t say.”


  I paced the floor, frustration rising at this fresh abandonment. Had Terrac been here, he might have advised me on whether to accept the praetorship. But he had chosen to leave because there was, in his words, “nothing to hold him here.”


  The echoing audience chamber wasn’t big enough to contain my emotions. I needed to get away. Stalking out into the corridor and then through the great doors, I escaped outside. There, underneath the open sky and evening stars, I breathed easier.


  My feet took me, almost of their own volition, to the district that used to be named the Beautiful. It could no longer be called that after the battle that had taken place here. I avoided the area where the fighting had been thickest. Avoided also the nearby temple, where I knew Hadrian was making a swift and full recovery.


  Instead, I sought the pure solitude of the water cemetery, with its walls of hedges and its crisscrossing walkways skimming the surface of the black waters that covered the dead. Yesterday, the Praetor had been laid to rest here. The rites were simple, lacking the usual ceremony to be expected at the funeral of a powerful man. But with the loss of so many in the recent battle, folk had little grief left to spend on a ruler who had not, after all, been known for any great benevolence.


  I walked out over one of the walkways spanning the water. When I gazed into the depths, the reflection of a thousand stars obscured my view of the underwater monuments. I was reminded of a night many years ago, when I had stood in this same spot and risked everything for Terrac. Something I seemed fated to do on a regular basis.


  Shoving the nagging thought aside, I looked for Praetor Tarius’s tomb. I located the spire of the newly raised monument, which broke the surface of the water to tower above every other marker.


  Would my grave one day lie alongside his, as a praetor of the province?


  As quickly as the thought flitted through my mind, I was seized by a premonition, as vivid as my waking vision on the day of the battle. And with it, I suddenly knew the answers to all my dilemmas, knew the purpose of so many seemingly futile events. Every path I followed had been leading me inevitably to this one destination. The end was finally clear to me.


  
    * * *

  


  “I need an excellent forger,” I announced, shaking Fleet awake and yanking his blankets off him.


  “Wha—?” mumbled the drowsy street thief, squinting up at me in the greenish half light that filtered into his tent from the glimmer-stones outside.


  The hour had grown late while I was at the water cemetery and most of the inhabitants of the under-levels were asleep. My friend being no exception.


  I lit a lantern from a glowing brazier, flooding the tent with its golden glare. “C’mon, get up,” I urged. “There’s a letter I urgently need duplicated with a single, subtle change. I’m sure you know people who can do this for me.”


  Rubbing his eyes, Fleet yawned. “And it couldn’t have waited until morning? Of course not. With you, it never can.”


  Despite his grumbling, he must have caught onto my impatient mood, because he crawled out of his pallet.


  “Where is this letter? Do you have it with you?” he asked.


  Having already fetched the Praetor’s letter from my room, I produced it now.


  Fleet gave a low whistle when I laid the scroll open before him. “Imitating the Praetor’s signature will require rare skill. So many folk are familiar with the real thing the copy will have to be identical to pass.”


  “Are you saying it can’t be done?”


  “Oh, I’ll find someone to do it. But it’s going to take the whole night.”


  “This may help a little,” I said, giving him the Praetor’s signet ring.


  
    * * *

  


  I had two stops to make before leaving town early the next morning with the forged letter. I visited the temple to make hasty arrangements with Hadrian, who was now recovered and on his feet again. Then I stopped briefly at the keep to say a quick farewell to Jarrod.


  I also obtained a horse from the castle stables. I had a good distance to cover and limited time to do it in.


  
    * * *

  


  Whitestone was well named. I could see the gleam of its ivory-colored walls in the distance long before I got close enough to make out the details of the abbey. The stone structure sat atop a low hill, overlooking the surrounding meadowland and the dusty lane I traveled. My indirect route wound around the hill, leading lazily up the incline before ending at the entrance of the abbey.


  There was no gate letting into the courtyard. It seemed the way was open to any stranger who wished to intrude uninvited and unannounced. So that was exactly what I did, nudging my mount through the entrance and into the outer yard.


  The only soul in sight was an elderly priest in traditional robes, drawing water from a nearby well. Interrupting the Honored One at his work, I inquired where I could find Terrac.


  Apparently, a brooding ex-soldier with a crippled arm was not difficult to identify. The balding priest gave brief directions and sent me on my way with few questions. He appeared to feel no curiosity about what a strange young woman wearing city clothing but armed like a forest thief was doing in such an unlikely setting.


  After leaving my horse tied to a post in the courtyard, I bypassed the main structure with its many smaller outbuildings and cut around to a large, walled garden out back. There I saw a dark-haired young man in a simple tunic and dusty breeches toiling under the late afternoon sun. It had been so long since I’d seen Terrac wearing something other than the Praetor’s colors or the armor of a Fist that I almost didn’t recognize him.


  Still, he looked natural in these surroundings, his sleeves rolled up to the elbows, a frown of concentration on his face as he cultivated the garden rows. Dirt and sweat streaked his clothing and skin, but I sensed he didn’t mind the work. That he enjoyed it even.


  Approaching, I said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was looking at a gardener and not a soldier of the Praetor’s army.”


  Terrac’s back and shoulders stiffened visibly, but otherwise he betrayed no surprise at my presence.


  “You forget,” he said, not looking up from his work. “I was a farm boy before I was a Fist.”


  “And an outlaw during the time in between,” I offered.


  He grimaced. “A prisoner of outlaws only, as I remember it.”


  I said, “And now you will finish up as an Honored One, shut away in a secluded abbey for the remainder of your days. Some might call that a step backward.”


  His jaw flexed in the way it did when he was annoyed. But he wouldn’t be tempted into an argument. “I’ve taken no vows yet, and I don’t know that I will,” he said. “But I’ve found peace here, whether or not I wear a gray robe. The violence and failings of my past are behind me.”


  “And that’s why you ran away from Selbius? Because you didn’t have the stomach for soldiering anymore?”


  His face darkened. “I gave up my command because I’m no longer physically fit for my duties and men were dying because of it. This bad arm of mine has strength enough to wield a spade but not much else.”


  “And you thought I would blame you for that? That I would try and stop you from stepping down?”


  “Isn’t that why you’re here?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “I didn’t come to offer your old life back. I’m here to suggest a new one. A fresh start if you want it.”


  He relaxed slightly, putting down his tools and standing up to straighten his back. “I appreciate that you care enough to help, Ilan. But Whitestone was the path I set out on as a boy and it’s where I should have ended up if not for the interference of outlaws. I see now that my destiny was always here.”


  I didn’t contradict him. “It’s a peaceful spot,” I admitted, kneeling before the patch of earth he worked. I took up a handful of fresh-turned soil and sifted it through my fingers. A person could find comfort in working so closely with nature. In following the endless cycle of tilling, planting, and harvesting needed to feed the abbey year-round.


  A hawk circled in the sapphire sky overhead, and a gentle cooling breeze kissed my skin and stirred the branches of the nearest trees. In the background towered the white stone edifice with its sturdy surrounding walls.


  I told Terrac. “Take a rest from your work and come and sit with me in the shade awhile.”


  He agreed, and we settled on the dirt beneath the spreading branches of an elder tree.


  We talked casually for a time. I caught him up on how events had progressed in Selbius since he left. On the magickers’ return to Swiftsfell and the outlaws’ departure for the forest. On the promises of amended laws and pardons that had been made to both. On the rebuilding efforts going on throughout the city. I told him the Skeltai showed every sign of permanently honoring the peace. I confessed I missed my old bow, but I suspected it had finally wound up where it belonged—and possibly even where it had wished to be all along.


  Then I told him of the arrangements I made with Hadrian just before leaving the city. Now the priest was back on his feet, I knew he couldn’t bear to remain in one place for long. Any day now, he would be off on his next journey. So I asked that, when he went, he take Jarrod with him.


  It would be good for the boy to see something of the world. Anyway, I was coming to realize I was not the best mentor for a youngster. Hadrian, on the other hand, would have much to teach him. I felt this was a choice Brig would approve were he here.


  “Does the boy know of these plans?” Terrac asked.


  “He does. He and I have already made our farewells, in case they set out before my return.”


  I didn’t mention the parting gift I had given Jarrod. My dragon scale amulet. With my magical abilities fully restored, I no longer had need of the object. Besides, I didn’t like the way it mixed with my magic. Maybe with it gone, I would stop having the increased visions that had plagued me so strangely ever since my grandmother gave it to me. Yes, best that it now serve only as a good luck charm for Brig’s boy.


  Terrac pulled me back from my musings. “I heard you were with the Praetor when he died.”


  “That’s true,” I admitted cautiously, wondering at the abrupt change of topic. “There were few of us present, because it was all so sudden. I don’t think anyone expected him to die as soon as he did.”


  “He was taken ill right after my patrol was ambushed,” Terrac remembered. “Did he ask about me? Whether I survived?”


  “I don’t think he was very aware of the situation at the end,” I said vaguely.


  Terrac looked unsurprised but faintly disappointed.


  So I lied a little. “He did speak well of you before he died.”


  “Yet it was you he called for, not me.”


  I shrugged. “He only sent for me because he had a last order, a message he didn’t trust to the usual channels. When I leave you, I’ll carry it to Dimmingwood, and from there, it will go on to the king in Lythnia.”


  He looked surprised. “What secret merits such careful handling?”


  I reached into my leather jerkin and pulled out the sealed forgery one of Fleet’s contacts had provided. This was the tricky part, where I had to wrap the lie up in enough to truth to make it believable.


  I said, “This is a letter from the Praetor, recommending to the king a successor to the praetorship. We cannot risk it falling into the wrong hands. Counselors Branek and Delecarte have proved themselves better men than I originally suspected. But I’m not confident enough in either of them to wave temptation under their noses. It’s safest if they know nothing of the Praetor’s chosen heir until the letter is in the king’s hands and it’s too late for them to do anything about it.”


  Before he could respond, a bell in the top of the abbey tower began a mournful toll.


  “That’s a call to second meditation,” Terrac said. “I have to go and join the others.”


  I silently cursed the poor timing. “Can’t you stay another moment?”


  Rising, he dusted off his clothes. “No, and I don’t think you should either. In fact, it would probably be best if you don’t visit again.”


  “What? Why not?”


  He said, “Listen. It’s good that you came. I like knowing you care enough to check up on me. But I need to sever ties with the past. Seeing you again only makes that harder.”


  “Rot you, Terrac. It’s you who’s supposed to get the praetorship,” I blurted. “That’s what I came here to tell you. Before Tarius sealed the letter, he showed me the name he wrote down, and it was yours.”


  Terrac stared in disbelief. “That’s impossible. I’m not his kin, and by the end of his life he knew it. He’d never choose me.”


  I had never been especially good at hiding things from Terrac, but this falsehood was more important than any I had ever told. “He would and he did,” I said.


  Maybe my steady gaze convinced him, because his expression went from doubtful to confused. “But why? I’m not qualified for this. He never hinted he had any such plans in mind. I can’t possibly accept.”


  “I can’t think of anyone better for the position,” I argued, meaning it. This was the conclusion I had come to the other night, out in the water cemetery. There was too much of Praetor Tarius in me to ever make a suitable ruler for the province. I didn’t have the compassion or the ideals needed. But there was one who possessed none of my flaws. And if my premonition was to be believed, he would be the most just ruler the province had ever known.


  Because Terrac looked unconvinced, I added, “If anyone were to ask who was the single most reliable man I know, I’d say it was you. If they asked who could always—well, almost always—be depended on to do the right thing, again, it’d be you.”


  Terrac raised his eyebrows. “I never thought to hear you singing my praises. You always talk to me like I’m an ignorant lout.”


  “I didn’t say you always make the smart choices, just the fair ones. As best you can.”


  If he minded my hasty amendment, he didn’t show it. He was nodding, as if coming to a realization. “So all this is really your doing, isn’t it?”


  I started, fearing he guessed the truth. “Of course not. What could I have to do with Tarius’s decision?”


  “You persuaded him to name me his successor.”


  Relaxing, I said vaguely, “I might have put in a good word for you. But that’s all.”


  Putting this falsehood between us didn’t bother me. In this instance, it was for the best. Maybe someday I would tell him the truth, when he was ready to hear it.


  Terrac looked around at the pleasant garden and at the white abbey tower, where the bell had finally fallen silent. “I suppose this means Whitestone is not my future after all.”


  “Does that mean you’ll accept the praetorship if the king offers it?”


  He smiled. “If you’re this insistent on it, I don’t think I’d better refuse.”


  I hadn’t seen that carefree smile in far too long.


  Struck by a sudden thought, I said, “You were wrong the other day when you told Jarrod there was nothing left for you in Selbius. You were forgetting me.”


  His smile was replaced by a searching look. “I thought you made it clear some time ago you and I were done.”


  “So I did,” I admitted. “But even I can make a mistake.”


  I waited a breathless moment to see if he would take the opening I had offered.


  But he hesitated too long, and an awkward silence stretched between us.


  “All right. Fair enough,” I said. I tucked the Praetor’s letter back inside my jerkin and added briskly, “I’d best be going. I’ve a journey to Dimmingwood ahead and a letter to hand off. Goodbye Terrac.”


  I didn’t give him so much as a last look but turned and stalked off across the garden, my throat aching with emotion but my back proud and straight.


  “Wait,” he called after me.


  I paused but didn’t turn.


  I heard his footsteps as he came up behind me. “Ilan, after I’m praetor, will you marry me?”


  It was a startling question. One I’d never seriously considered before. But as soon as he spoke it, I knew what my answer must be.


  “No,” I said. “But I’ll marry you before you’re praetor, if Hadrian will perform the ceremony.”


  An Ending


  And that is how I find myself back in Selbius and standing on the rooftop of the Temple of Light, awaiting the arrival of Hadrian and my soon-to-be husband who has gone to find him. I have no wedding clothes or maidens of honor for the ceremony that will take place within the hour. But what does a Dimmingwood outlaw care for such things?


  Looking over the gardens of the Beautiful district stretched out below, I see them in my mind as they were so recently. Blood-soaked and strewn with the bodies of those cut down in what people of the city now call the End Battle. The fight that marked the end of the Skeltai war and the beginning of peace throughout the province.


  But the scene the sun shines on today is very different from the memories in my head. Signs of the fight are already being cleared away by workers who buzz around the area like a swarm of ants. They’ve scrubbed the blood from the cobbled walks. The churned earth and trampled flowerbeds are being repaired. The broken pieces of the Queen Tamliess statue have disappeared to be replaced with a fresh block of sparkling granite from the quarries.


  I see a little man, looking smaller still at this distance, chipping at that mountain of stone with a hammer and chisel. Rumor says this artist has been inspired to create a monument to commemorate the End Battle. Some suspect the statue will take the form of a female archer with a familiar likeness. If that is so, I suppose passersby will soon look on it and say, “There is a hero of the war.” Or even, “There is the wife of the new praetor.”


  But I, I will always think, there stands an outlaw of Dimmingwood.
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