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THIEF’S BLADE



 

MAGIC OF DIMMINGWOOD, BOOK ONE



 

 

Blessed. Betrayed. Imprisoned.

 

Luka’s carefree existence as the spoiled son of a minor noble ended the day his family was arrested and imprisoned in the Eyeless Tower. His father, a political rival to the praetor of Camdon, would never live to see freedom again. Luka should have joined his father on the scaffold but fate – or the schemes of men – intervened. Escape came.

 

Now Luka has a chance to thwart his persecutors until he can avenge his family. Beginning life again in a distant province, he takes a new name – Rideon. But the past he left behind won’t stay buried. His father’s old foe is determined to destroy him. Rideon finds help, only to discover a sinister purpose drives his mysterious allies. His recently acquired bow seems to be cursed by an evil spell. Worst of all, he has offended a powerful faction within the city of Selbius. The treacherous thieves’ guild is out for his blood and their cunning thief king won’t be satisfied until Rideon feels the wrath of his infamous blade.

 

The only whisper of hope seems to come from the shadows of far away Dimmingwood. But can Rideon reach that haven, protect his young brother, and dodge all foes until his day of vengeance comes? Or will the traitors, thieves, and magickers surrounding him finish the deadly work his enemies began?

 

 

* * *
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PROLOGUE


It is said that I was dead at birth. Not until all hope for me was lost and my small body was carried away for disposal did I startle the midwife by drawing a sudden breath. Some years later, I cheated death again in a carriage accident. I was found miraculously alive and unharmed, curled against my mother’s lifeless body inside the smashed wreckage. These uncanny incidents gave rise to a superstition among my father’s tenants. They said the eldest son of the congrave was an heir of good fortune, a child who couldn’t be touched by evil.

A time would soon come when no one would believe that anymore.

By my twelfth birthday, my father had fallen out of favor with the praetor of Camdon. Deemed a political rival, he was locked away in the Eyeless Tower, together with his heirs—his two small sons. Overnight, my privileged, carefree existence was replaced by a world of cold stone, cruel bars, and the echoing noises of despair in the darkness. Once, I had looked out the windows of my family’s castle to see magnificent, manicured gardens cascading down the hill to the gleaming river in the distance. Now my view was narrowed to a thin slit overlooking an ugly, grassless square, the tower grounds of execution. Standing at its heart was the scaffold where, on a certain cold winter morning, I pressed my face to the ice-encrusted window slit to watch my father’s beheading.

No, no one would call me an heir of good fortune ever again.

Tonight I am far from that tower of death and even farther from the golden existence that came before it. So far that the memories of both recede from my mind, smothered by the encroaching mists of time. Time and something less natural. Magic.

I feel the unfamiliar heat of the magic burning in the new amulet I wear around my neck. I sense it simmering in the air around me. If I listen hard, I even think I hear it in the choppy waves lapping against this raft, hissing like a hot iron dipped in cool water.

But then the evening breeze blowing off the river disperses the heat of my imagination. The wind dries my soggy clothes and hair and sets the brittle water-damaged pages of this book fluttering. I’m grateful I was able to fish the book back out of the lake, because within its simple cover lies all that is left of my life, my family, my identity. As the past fades, I put my pen to a still-damp page and write the one thing I must never forget: I am Rideon.


CHAPTER ONE


At first I thought the whispered words drifting down to me were from a dream.

“Wake, young master. The hour has come for your escape.”

The voice of my father’s old servant Cadvan was harsh with urgency. His form was an indistinct shadow leaning over me in the faint candlelight.

“Cadvan?” I asked drowsily, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “What’s happening?”

It couldn’t be morning already. I didn’t feel like I had been sleeping long. The window revealed it was still completely dark outside. In the bed beside me, my little brother slept on, undisturbed.

But the elderly Cadvan had lit a single flickering candle on the desk at the opposite end of the small room. He stood before me now, holding my shoes and my only other change of clothes. He had obviously been busy while I slept, because there was an unfamiliar traveling pack in the floor, provisions bulging out its open mouth.

“Dress quickly and wake your brother,” Cadvan said. “I have bribed the guard at the door to look the other way. A carriage waits below to carry you and the little master from this place. But our plans could be discovered at any moment, and our friends forced to flee without you.”

My heart beat faster. We had been waiting for this event or one like it since the first day we were shut up in the tower. Had our chance at freedom come at last? But I still had questions.

“What friends? Who is helping us?”

“Those who wish you well and are prepared to die for you,” Cadvan said briefly, pulling my nightshirt off over my head. “But they risk their lives for nothing if we do not act quickly. We must be ready when the signal comes.”

Responding to the grave expression on his lined face and the fear in his watery eyes, I kept the rest of my questions to myself and dressed in a hurry. Then I woke my younger brother although it pained me to do it.

Ferran looked peaceful, a small and piteously thin bundle curled beneath the blankets, shaggy, dark hair falling across his pale forehead. He was ten years old, four years younger than me, but he looked even more than that. Life in this prison had taken its toll on both of us, but Ferran had fared worst. His recent illness was evident in the hollowness of his cheeks and the dark circles beneath his eyes.

He was too weak and dazed to ask questions as we shook him awake and dressed him in the thickest, warmest clothes he had. All our once-fine clothing had grown tattered and too small. But at least Cadvan had mended our coats so we wouldn’t freeze.

Now the silver-haired servant surveyed us as if to be sure he had missed nothing. Despite the danger of our circumstance, he still took a few seconds to straighten the collar of Ferran’s coat. I suspected he would want us to look our best even if we were going to our deaths—perhaps especially then.

“It will do,” he muttered as if to himself and quickly snatched up the traveling pack.

“You must look after Master Ferran,” he instructed me, securing the pack onto my back. “Tell your rescuers to procure medicine for him as soon as it’s safe to stop. Trust our friends to deliver you to a secure place. Do all they say, keep out of sight, and do not stop running until you have left this province behind you.”

It suddenly sank in that he wasn’t coming with us.

“Are we going alone?” I asked, nervous.

“You’re never alone,” Cadvan assured me solemnly. “As long as you remember your parents, you carry them with you. And lest you ever forget, take this. It will remind you where you come from.”

He reached into his pocket and produced a heavily worked silver ring. I recognized my father’s signet at once.

Cadvan said, “My lord gave this to me on the night before his execution and begged me to keep it safe for you. I think you are ready to wear it now.”

He was wrong. The bulky ring was so loose I couldn’t keep it in place, even on my thumb. Cadvan slid it onto a string and looped it hastily around my neck.

A sharp rapping sound at the door startled us all.

“That’s the guard’s signal,” Cadvan said.

He threw open the door, grabbed the hand of the still confused and sleepy Ferran, and led him out into the corridor.

I wanted to follow but hesitated at the doorway, feeling as if I were held back by some invisible force. I had been allowed out of this round cell a few times before to exercise in the tower grounds but never without the company of my jailers. I hadn’t walked unescorted out this door in over two years.

I looked back at the small, sparsely furnished room that had been my prison for so long.

I had been only twelve years of age and Ferran eight when our long nightmare began. We had entered this place with our father, as heirs to the powerful congrave, and would now leave it as a pair of desperate orphans.

The room had only a single window, a narrow slit that was our one source of fresh air, the only relief from the foul smells that permeated the enclosed space. On clear days it provided a little natural light. In the corner was a slop bucket, which our jailers could rarely be persuaded to empty. There was a bench for sitting and along one wall, our bed, covered in filthy blankets. A battered desk contained the few books allowed us, an inkpot and quill, and some sheets of writing paper Cadvan had managed to beg from our keepers.

“Master Luka, come quickly!” Cadvan broke into my thoughts, beckoning anxiously from the corridor.

I rushed to the desk, snatched up a small leather-bound book that had special significance to me, and shoved it into my coat pocket. Then I hurried out the door.

Down the long twisting stairs we ran, Cadvan half carrying Ferran, who was too dazed to know where we went.

At every instant I expected to hear an alarm raised or harsh voices commanding us to come back. But the only guard we encountered was at the door letting out of the tower, and he carefully avoided looking at us as we passed. I guessed he was the man Cadvan had bribed to allow our escape.

Our footsteps crunched on gravel as we dashed across the moonlit courtyard. It was the same yard my window overlooked. We passed within close distance to the scaffold where my father had lost his life not long ago. But there was no time to stare in horror at that grim specter rising up out of the shadows.

Cadvan obviously knew where he was going and didn’t allow us to slow down, not even to catch our breaths. By now mine was coming in ragged gasps. My muscles were weak from disuse, my legs unused to running or healthy exercise.

The old servant shepherded us quietly across the yard and through a small and almost invisible gate in the far wall. I suspected it wasn’t usually kept unlocked as it was tonight.

Outside that gate and the tower courtyard, I breathed free air for the first time in years. But I could see little of the new world of freedom I had just entered. This side of the wall was thick with trees and overgrown shrubbery.

Cadvan led us through the dimness and past the trees until we came to a quiet dirt lane. The path looked as if it was little used, perhaps only for delivery wagons bringing supplies to the tower. Whatever its purpose, it now held a single black carriage and team of horses, all silent and still, clearly waiting for someone.

There were two cloaked figures sitting on the driver’s bench. On seeing our approach, one of them leapt down and hurried to us.

“What took you so long?” he demanded of Cadvan. “Every moment we linger increases the danger.”

He didn’t give the old man a chance to answer as we reached the carriage. The stranger swung open the door, pulled Ferran out of Cadvan’s arms, and lifted him into the black interior. I didn’t follow right away. I was suddenly afraid to go.

“Why aren’t you coming with us?” I asked Cadvan, delaying. “Surely you won’t be safe when it’s learned you were involved in our escape.”

My father’s old servant pressed my hand. “Do not worry about me, young master. My presence would only make you more conspicuous. The fewer who travel in your party, the better.”

For the first time, it occurred to me that Cadvan had sacrificed a great deal for my family, voluntarily following us into imprisonment so he could continue serving my father, then transferring his loyalty to Ferran and me after Father’s death. Now this night’s sacrifice might be his last.

So I swallowed my fear and said awkwardly, “Then farewell, Cadvan. Your faithfulness will not be forgotten as long as Ferran and I live.” And I inclined my head in the formal way I had seen my father do when particularly pleased with a servant or tenant.

Even in the darkness I could see approval on Cadvan’s wrinkled face. “Nobly said, young master. Never forget you are your father’s son.”

The driver behind the horses made an impatient noise, and his companion looked at me and jerked his head toward the carriage. I realized if I didn’t clamber aboard right away, he would take hold of me as he had Ferran and toss me inside like a child.

So I quickly scrambled up into the carriage, taking the empty seat beside Ferran. Immediately my brother leaned drowsily against me.

“What’s happening, Luka?” he murmured. He wasn’t fully awake. Even if he had been, I had no good answer for him.

I made a reassuring noise and helped him recline on the seat, where he could go back to sleep.

Outside the door, I overheard Cadvan urging our rescuers to take us the quickest route across the border. Only when we were in the next province would we be safe from the reach of our father’s enemy, the praetor of Camdon.

The stranger who had lifted Ferran growled that he already had those same orders from his master and he didn’t need the elderly servant’s advice.

Listening, it worried me to realize the roughness of these strangers into whose hands we were being given. Exactly who was this master they spoke of? I hoped Cadvan had been right when he called these rescuers our friends and told me to trust them.

Before the conversation could continue, there came a sudden explosion of noise in the distance. Shouts echoed from the tower grounds.

“We’ve been discovered!” Cadvan cried. “Go quickly!”

My new rescuers didn’t need to be told twice. I heard the sounds of the man on the ground climbing quickly up onto the front of the carriage. Then the slap of reins as the driver urged the horses forward.

As we lurched into motion, the figure of the frail but dignified Cadvan disappeared from view. I leaned out the window to catch a last glimpse of the Eyeless Tower, standing tall and menacing in the moonlight.

“That place will never hold us again, Ferran,” I promised my sleepy brother.

Silently I made another vow, this one to myself. I didn’t know when or how, but someday I would see my family avenged.


CHAPTER TWO


I expected at any moment our carriage would be overtaken by armed men from the tower, sent to recapture us. I didn’t know what we would do then. I only knew I couldn’t return to the tower or see my brother imprisoned there again. It would be the death of him to go back.

Our rescuers, mysterious and rough though they were, also seemed determined not to be taken. They urged the horses to greater speed, and we flew through the night, the outskirts of town disappearing behind us. Open fields and empty cottages rushed past the windows, looking eerily peaceful in comparison to the terror we were fleeing.

It was impossible to hear anything over the sound of the rattling carriage, the jangling of harnesses, and the pounding of horses’ hooves. But Ferran somehow slept through the jarring motion and noise.

For a while I looked constantly behind us. But when the road remained empty and pursuers never appeared, the thundering of my heart began to slow. My tense muscles relaxed, and I let myself enjoy the exhilaration of our flight.

I gripped my father’s ring hanging from its cord around my neck. As I ran my fingers over the cold silver surface, they touched a latch I hadn’t known was there. The face of the ring sprung open. Inside was a tiny hollow space, like the inside of a locket. The soft moonlight slanting through the carriage window gave just enough illumination for me to make out a small lock of hair nestled inside the secret compartment. By its pale golden color, I knew at once the hair was my mother’s. Father must have put it there as a memento, after her accidental death so many years ago.

Cadvan’s words echoed through my mind.

As long as you remember your parents, you carry them with you.

The old servant was more right than he knew.


* * *




We traveled all night until the darkness around us lightened and the first gray smudges of dawn appeared on the horizon. After all the hilly farmland we had passed, we now approached a small village. As we rolled into town at high speed, I made out the outlines of a few ramshackle buildings flying past. Then we slowed. Dogs barked, and the glow of lantern light illuminated the dirty yard we pulled into. It seemed to be a stable yard, with scattered chickens and pigs roaming freely.

Before I could see anything more, one of my rescuers jumped down from the front of the carriage, came around to the side, and yanked down an oily curtain over the window. He did the same on the opposite side of our carriage, concealing Ferran and me from the prying eyes of any bystanders.

Sitting in the darkness, I could do nothing but listen to the muffled sounds of strange voices, followed by heavy jangling sounds. I gathered we were exchanging our exhausted, hard-driven horses for a fresh team.

Surreptitiously lifting a corner of the curtain, I peered outside. A pair of villagers, a large man and a boy, were leading away our spent horses. My vision was suddenly filled by one of our cloaked rescuers appearing in front of me. The upper half of his face was indistinct in the shadow of the three-cornered hat he wore pulled down low. But I knew by his thin lips and scarred chin that he was the same man who had spoken harshly to Cadvan earlier.

He opened the curtain enough to thrust a dirty canvas sack through the window at me.

“Take these clothes, boy,” he commanded shortly. “Both of you put them on.”

He spoke more like my old contemptuous jailers than like one mindful of my high birth. But I was in no position to demand the respect I was due. Not now. I accepted the canvas sack without protest. I could do little else since he had already closed the curtain and disappeared.

The sack was dirty and smelled like it had once held onions. Emptying its contents across the opposite seat, I found it held a tangle of old clothes. One suit of clothing was a pair of breeches, a stained tunic, and an oversized coat, all with many patches and holes. It looked and smelled like the costume of a peasant farm boy. The other, smaller set of clothes was much the same.

I woke Ferran and explained to my confused brother that we were playing a game and it required running away and pretending to be farm boys for a while.

“Is Father playing too?” he asked with a yawn.

I had never told Ferran about what I saw out my cell window those several months back. He had no idea our father was dead but knew only that he had been moved to a separate cell from ours some time ago. Now was not the time for telling the truth. Not until we were safe and Ferran had recovered his strength.

“Father’s not part of this game,” I said. “He has stayed behind but wants us to do our best to win for him.”

Ferran accepted that with little curiosity. I could see he was still feverish and not much interested in his surroundings.

While I helped him sit up and change his clothing, he asked for something to drink. I hated to tell him we had nothing. Would it do any good to poke my head out the window and demand water from our rescuers? Already I was beginning to think of them more as captors than helpers. As yet, they had showed little sign of caring for our comfort.

But then I remembered the traveling pack Cadvan had sent with us. I opened it and found the thoughtful old man had supplied us with a skin of water and a little food. I didn’t know how he had managed to obtain these things, but I was grateful he did.

Ferran and I were munching on dry biscuits when we felt the movement of our driver climbing aboard the carriage again. A few minutes later, we lurched forward and continued on our way.


* * *




At our next stop, Ferran and I were finally allowed out of the carriage to relieve ourselves and stretch our legs. Ferran’s condition hadn’t improved, but I persuaded him to walk around briefly in the fresh air.

There was little danger from unfriendly eyes here. We were at an isolated farmhouse, where our rescuers appeared to have a prior arrangement with the inhabitants. I figured out this much from observing their behavior, for they still didn’t speak to me, other than telling me when to get in or out.

Although it was late into the afternoon, the day was cold and overcast. Even as I reveled in the comparative freedom of the outdoors and stood in awe of the open fields of waving grass all around, I hoped the chill breeze wasn’t doing Ferran harm. He seemed to perk up a little and to grow more alert, so perhaps it was all right.

After our brief rest, I thought we would be commanded to pile into the carriage again. But our gruff companions surprised me by parking the conveyance inside a barn, where the farmer concealed it with coverings. Was this it? Were we staying here then? It hardly seemed safe. We hadn’t left the province yet, and hadn’t Cadvan said we wouldn’t be out of the praetor’s reach until we crossed the border?

My misgivings were quieted when the farmer saddled three healthy young horses. My companions began transferring our supplies onto these mounts. If I wondered why there were only three animals prepared for us, I soon understood when the man with the scarred chin lifted Ferran onto the smallest of the mounts and commanded me to climb up behind him.

“Hold tight to the little one,” he advised me, pushing the reins into my hands.

I didn’t need to be told. Even when he was well, Ferran had never been fond of riding. He was frightened of all horses, and this one was much larger than the gentle pony he used to ride across the castle grounds when we were younger.

It wasn’t much easier for me. Before our imprisonment, I had grown just old enough that my father had presented me with a horse of my own so I could accompany him on hunts. But I hadn’t ridden in years now and was uncomfortable with this unfamiliar animal.

I was distracted from my concern over the horse by overhearing a scrap of conversation between the man with the scarred chin and the heavyset farmer who had supplied the fresh mounts.

“What’s the nearest town?” asked the scarred man.

“Varnai is a little distance down the road. From there, it’s less than four day’s ride to the border, if you travel fast,” came the response.

The scarred man scowled at the answer but nonetheless tossed a jingling pouch to the farmer. “Remember, you never saw us,” he said. “We didn’t pass this way.”

He conferred briefly with his partner, the man who had thus far been our silent driver. I couldn’t hear what was said, but the other fellow, a tall red-bearded man, nodded his head and took off, riding out of the yard. Ferran and I followed after, with the scarred man taking up the rear. I wondered if he took that position to protect us or to ensure we didn’t run away. If it was the latter, he had nothing to worry about. Uneasy as I was with our mysterious rescuers, it was not as if Ferran and I had anyplace safer to go. For the moment, these strange men were our best chance at survival.

As we set off at a gallop down the dirt path and I held tight to Ferran’s skinny body to keep him from falling out of the saddle, I tried not to imagine how closely our pursuers from the tower might be following.


CHAPTER THREE


My first glimpse of Varnai was of its ugly, crumbling outer walls looming in the distance. Gray slate roofs and smoking chimneys poked up on the other side of that barrier. In the gloom of the descending twilight, the sprawling town looked like a cold and uninviting place.

I was nervous as we passed through the wide-open gates. Even in my disguise, I felt conspicuous, as if people could somehow tell by looking at me that I was the congrave’s firstborn. But I needn’t have worried. The milling peasants we rode past in the streets didn’t give a second glance to four strangers on horseback. There was no reason they should. It wasn’t as though I had ever been here before.

All the same, I sensed tension from my companions. Maybe they feared word of our escape had reached the town or would arrive soon after us. Either way, the nameless, scarred man drew his mount alongside mine and took my horse’s reins, keeping Ferran and me close.

“Keep your head down, and speak to no one, boys,” he muttered lowly.

I had no reason to disobey.

We stopped outside a two-level, half-timber building with a swinging sign out front that proclaimed it The Leaping Stag Inn. Here we dismounted and waited in the gathering gloom while the red-bearded man went inside. He came out again soon and said he had secured us a room. It was the first time yet I had heard him speak, and I noted his soft accent. I couldn’t guess what province he came from, but I was certain it wasn’t Camdon.

While he led the horses away to the stables next door, the rest of us headed inside.

It was a relief to step into the warmth of the indoors even if the noisy atmosphere was jarring. The lower level of the inn served as a tavern and was crowded with tables and lively patrons, some singing, some quarreling, all drinking. After my time in the tower, I was unused to such a press of bodies and quickly found it smothering. I could tell Ferran felt the same.

Luckily, we didn’t have long to endure it, for the scarred man led us straight up a set of narrow stairs, to the quieter floor above. Here the sounds and smells from below still drifted up to us. So, thankfully, did the warmth.

We found an empty room that was apparently the one assigned to us. The scarred man put Ferran, me, and our supplies inside.

“Stay here. Bolt the door, and don’t step out of this room,” he told us.

Without another word, he started to leave.

“Wait,” I protested. “Cadvan said you would be able to get us medicine. My brother is sick.”

In case he had failed to take in that obvious detail before, I pointed to Ferran, who was still on his feet and wavering weakly in the middle of the room.

Our companion frowned, as if impatient. I noticed that when he was annoyed, the scar on his chin turned whiter than the rest of his face.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said briskly. But the way he said it left me with little hope he meant it.

He slammed the door behind him and I heard the sounds of his heavy footsteps walking away.

As he had instructed, I locked the door behind him, although I couldn’t imagine the rickety thing would withstand much of a beating if anyone truly wanted to get in. Certainly, soldiers from the tower would have no trouble breaking it down.

Alone in the shadowed room, I looked around to see what kind of place we would be spending the night in. The space wasn’t much larger or cleaner than the prison cell we had left behind. There was a small stove, but it was unlit. Two narrow bed frames held thinly stuffed mattresses and stained blankets.

I was too exhausted to care. I hadn’t had a real rest since Cadvan had awakened me in the tower the night before. It had been an eventful day. Keeping both Ferran and myself on the back of that horse for so many hours had left my body aching and drained the last of my strength.

“I guess we had better choose a bed,” I told Ferran.

But my little brother didn’t need to be told. He had already stumbled wearily to the nearest bed and collapsed. I pulled off his boots and drew the blanket over him.

Then I removed my own coat and boots and lay down beside him to try to sleep. If only my racing mind would let me. There was a window across the room, and its filthy glass let in a few stray beams of moonlight. It was the same moonlight that had filtered through the slit window of my tower room the night before. Strange that I felt little freer now than I had the last time I slept beneath its cold glow.


* * *




I awoke with a start and sat up in bed. Heart pounding, I looked around and tried to figure out what had disturbed me. The surrounding room looked unfamiliar, and it took a minute to remember where I was. Ferran snored gently beside me. The bed on the opposite side of the room remained empty, meaning our gruff rescuers had not returned.

It was still dark, so not much time could have passed since I had fallen asleep. But the noises drifting up from the tavern below were muted now. It must be late enough that most of the patrons had gone home.

Was that what had awoken me? The faint noises from downstairs?

I didn’t see what else it could be. All was still in our room. I lay back down and closed my eyes.

Immediately it flashed before my closed eyelids again, a scene from the dream I had just escaped. I saw a wooden scaffold standing high off the ground, heard the deafening silence that followed a final drum roll. Early morning sunlight glinted off a swiftly falling blade.

I had had this dream many times before. I knew exactly how it ended. Only this one was different. This time, when I glimpsed the face of the prisoner on the scaffold, it wasn’t my father’s. It was my own. And the method of execution shifted suddenly from an axe to a rope.

My eyes flew open again, and I fixed them on the weblike cracks in the plaster ceiling above, willing those other sights out of my mind.

Brief and troubled though my rest had been, I felt alert now. And I didn’t dare go back to sleep. Not with that haunting dream still waiting for me.

I climbed out of bed, softly so as not to wake my brother, and took up my coat. Inside its pocket I found what I was looking for, the small leather-bound book I had snatched from the desk before fleeing my cell in the tower. Luckily, I had remembered to transfer the book from my old coat to my new one when switching costumes. I didn’t even know what our keepers had done with our original clothing.

I carried the book to the window.

There, beneath the silvery moonlight, I flipped open the cover and scanned the pages. Half of them were blank, the other half covered in the familiar scrawl of my own handwriting. This book was one of the few precious possessions remaining to me. It would have been of no value to anyone else. But the notes and poems I had scribbled inside had sustained me over the past two bitter years. Between these pages, I had written about my old home, the castle where I had been born, and the life I had lived there when my family was still whole. Anything I wished to keep and remember forever had gone into this book. I had filled it with my fears and inner sufferings. But it held my hopes and oldest, happiest memories as well.

Holding the book in my hand reminded me of the horrors of my long imprisonment. Whatever was to come next, no matter how bad, could surely not be worse than what I had left behind. It also renewed my determination that, although it was necessary for Ferran and me to flee now, our father’s death and all that had been done to our family would not go unanswered. There would come a time when our enemy, the praetor of Camdon, would pay for what he had done to us.

I returned the little book to my coat pocket. Then I looked out the window. Through the dirty smudges on the glass, I could see into the moonlit street below. It was empty. The town was asleep.

Where then were my mysterious keepers? They wouldn’t have gone far, leaving Ferran and me alone. Or would they? Perhaps they had sensed danger and, fearing pursuers from the tower were close on our trail, had decided to abandon us?

I crept to the door and slid the latch. Peering out into the shadowed hall, all I could make out was a faint glow of light filtering up through the floorboards from downstairs. I also felt the accompanying warmth coming from the big fireplace in the tavern below. It wasn’t as cold out here as in our closed-off little room.

Stealthily I crept barefoot across the floor to the near stairs. The man with the scarred chin had told me not to leave our room. But I had to know whether he and his friend had gone, whether Ferran and I were really on our own. Carefully I descended the stairs, keeping to the edge of the steps where the boards were less likely to creak beneath my weight.

At the bottom I stopped. From here I commanded a partial view of the room while remaining concealed in the shadows. I saw the bulky form of a bald man I assumed was the innkeeper busily wiping down tables. There were only two other men left in the tavern. These were my mysterious keepers, crouched over a table in the near corner. The red-bearded man was eating, the scarred one drinking.

Relief flooded me on realizing they were still here. They hadn’t abandoned Ferran and me. But I didn’t immediately go back upstairs. The two men were talking, and bits of their conversation fell upon my ears. I kept still and listened.

“Pursuit can’t be far behind,” the man with the scarred chin was saying. “We must be away at dawn and make hard for the border.”

His companion argued, “The younger boy is sickly and cannot keep up this pace much longer.”

The scarred man considered, gazing into the bottom of his tin mug, before appearing to come to a decision. “If he keeps slowing us down tomorrow, we’ll get rid of him. Bury him in a ditch somewhere. We’ll travel faster and stand a better chance of reaching the border without him.”

“Do we dare? Won’t the master be displeased?”

“Not as long as we bring the other one alive. For his scheme, it matters not which of the congrave’s heirs are delivered into his hands. One young puppet will do as well as another.”

“What do you think he wants with them anyway?” asked his companion.

“Do I care?” The scarred man shrugged and took a long drink of ale. “The likes of you and me don’t get paid enough to meddle in politics.”

Then he relented. “The way I see it, our master’s hatred for the praetor of Camdon is deep, making the praetor’s rivals the master’s friends.”

“And the congrave was the praetor’s rival?” asked the bearded man.

“Lower your voice,” his friend instructed. “In this province, it’s not wise to speak the congrave’s name, except in whispers. Jealousy of his popularity is what drove the praetor to destroy him. Eventually his young heirs would have followed their father to the grave.”

He leaned forward and dropped his voice conspiratorially although there was no one but the innkeeper around to overhear. “Our master has intervened to give the boys sanctuary. When the time is ripe, I reckon he means to return one of them to his rightful place, where he can rival the praetor—a little gift from the master to his old enemy.”

“Then the boy congrave will never be allowed to be anything more than the master’s creature,” suggested the red-bearded man.

“So I would wager.”

They were speaking so quietly I strained my ears and leaned forward to hear more. The step beneath me gave a sharp creak. My heart jumped into my throat as both men looked my way. I didn’t think they saw me in the shadows, but I couldn’t be sure.

I crept quickly back up the stairs, expecting at any moment to hear them following me. But they didn’t come. They must have decided the sound was nothing.

Back in the cold darkness of my room, I looked down on Ferran sleeping silently in our bed. His hair, damp with sweat, was plastered to his brow. Alarmed, I put a palm to his forehead and found he was burning up. Far from improving, his fever had worsened.

And there would be no medicine to be had. Worse, after the conversation I had just overheard, I feared what our two “rescuers” would do if they discovered in the morning that my brother was only growing sicker. Their threat to kill him rather than allow him to slow us down was fresh in my mind. So too was the suggestion that this powerful master of theirs, whoever he was, meant to use us as political pawns. It appeared that, wherever these people were taking us, we would be as much prisoners in their hands as we had been in the tower. I was certain Cadvan hadn’t known this when he had sent us away with them. The old servant would never have betrayed Ferran and me in such a way. These men must have approached him with false promises.

My decision made itself. I had to get Ferran far from here and hide us both away someplace safe. Somehow we must escape our keepers.


CHAPTER FOUR


I woke Ferran, pressing a hand over his mouth in case he should cry out. I needn’t have worried. My brother was too far gone to make more than a muffled questioning noise at being dragged so suddenly from his sleep.

“We have to go, Ferran,” I whispered. “We need to sneak out of here very quietly, without anyone seeing us.”

He looked at me sleepily, and for a minute I thought he didn’t hear me at all.

“This isn’t really a game after all, is it, Luka?” he asked softly.

“Not exactly,” I admitted, helping him into his boots. There was no time to say more.

I snatched up the traveling pack from where I had left it against the wall and slipped it onto my back.

When I opened the door, I feared I would be confronted by our captors outside. But the corridor remained dark and empty. With Ferran leaning weakly against me, we went down the hall.

I winced on the stairs, as they creaked beneath our feet. But it was impossible to move lightly and carefully while propping Ferran up. Together we made our clumsy descent.

At the bottom of the stairs, a cautious survey of the big room revealed the innkeeper was nowhere in sight now. The flames in the fireplace had burned low but cast just enough light for me to see both our keepers slumped unconsciously over the corner table, probably passed out drunk. I was grateful for the opportunity they presented us.

Quiet as a pair of mice, we crossed the big open room. I had planned to make for the same front entrance we had arrived through earlier. But an unexpected noise from the direction of our enemies startled me so that I leapt through a nearer doorway, drawing Ferran along with me.

Looking back, I found our keepers hadn’t woken. One must have simply stirred in his sleep.

The new room we stumbled into was a kitchen with a long table and a big open fire. There was some kind of meat roasting on a spit over the fire, and the smell of it made my mouth water.

I first thought we were alone in the room but then realized there was a plump woman with her back to us, kneading dough on a counter. She must have heard us enter, because she whirled suddenly. Upon seeing us, she looked startled.

“What are you filthy little rats doing sneaking around in my kitchen?” she demanded, her thick eyebrows lowering fiercely. “Looking for something to steal, are you? How did you even get in here?”

Dragging Ferran with me, I made for the door across the room. I hoped it would let us out into the street. The angry woman’s fingers snagged hold of my coat collar, her sharp nails scratching the back of my neck. But I wriggled free.

Throwing the door open, Ferran and I plunged into sudden darkness. We had exited into an alley with tall buildings rearing up on either side, blocking any illumination from moon or stars. My eyes unadjusted to the inky blackness, I moved forward blindly, desperate to escape not only the shouting woman but our two keepers who must surely be roused by the noise she was making.

Even Ferran must have been alert to the urgency of our situation. As if finding new strength, he stopped slumping against me and broke into a lurching run. I led the way down the alley, careful not to go so fast he couldn’t keep up.

The woman stood in the kitchen doorway, screaming obscenities at us, as we made our clumsy escape.

By the time we reached the end of the alley, I was getting used to the dark. I led us across an empty street, and we plunged down a different parallel alley. I had no idea where we were going. I only knew we couldn’t stop. Not even when Ferran’s pace soon slowed and he nearly collapsed. I dragged his arm around my neck and told him to lean his weight on me. Then we went on. Ferran was wheezing, and my own breath was coming in uneven gasps. It was clear we couldn’t go on much longer. But we had to find shelter, someplace where our enemies wouldn’t find us.

It was cold out, and a gray fog crept up from the street, swirling around our ankles and making it harder to see where we were going.

Ferran, leaning against me, suddenly went still and became a dead weight.

“Ferran!” I cried, as his arm slipped from around my neck and he fell to the paving stones.

I knelt at my brother’s side and shook him, but he didn’t respond. Panic clawed at my insides. I pressed my ear to his chest and was relieved to hear his heart still beating. But his breathing was so shallow his chest hardly moved.


CHAPTER FIVE


I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t felt so helpless since the day Father was killed. I couldn’t linger in the open with my enemies surely not far behind. But neither could I leave Ferran. I might carry him a short distance but to where?

At this moment, I heard the sound of echoing footsteps at the mouth of the alley. Fear washed over me like a wave of icy water. We were discovered.

Only the approaching footsteps weren’t coming from the direction we had fled. This was a single set of steps, and it came from up ahead.

A second later, a figure emerged from the darkness.

I stared and thought my eyes were deceiving me. The approaching young woman was unlike any girl I had ever seen, resembling a character from a fairy story. She was tall and beautiful, her flowing hair an impossible shade of silver. The mist swirled around her like a magic glow as she drew nearer.

She held out her hand toward us, beckoning.

I didn’t move, unwilling to go near a strange apparition, however magnificent.

My disobedience appeared to annoy her.

“Come on! Follow me,” she commanded in an impatient hiss that didn’t match her graceful looks.

The glow I had imagined around her dissolved, as she broke free of the fog and came to stand a short distance away. On closer inspection, she was only a skinny peasant girl dressed in rags. I couldn’t see the details of her face in the shadows, but I suspected she wasn’t much older than me.

“Hurry up and follow me!” she ordered again. “If you don’t want to get caught, we have to go now.”

Even as she spoke, she was looking past us in the direction we had come. Her stance was alert, as if she sensed some approaching presence I did not.

“How do you know we’re being chased?” I asked.

But she was already backing away and glancing over her shoulder the way she had come. Was she going to disappear without us?

Although I couldn’t see or hear any approaching danger, I followed her lead. There was no time for questions. I lifted Ferran into my arms. It should have been easy. He was small for a boy of ten, and his time in the tower had left him pathetically wasted. But poor food and lack of exercise had left me weak too. It was all I could do to lift the motionless bundle.

The girl was already running away, fading into the darkness ahead.

“Wait,” I called after her, stumbling along as quickly as I could with my burden.

I couldn’t see her anymore but followed the sound of her footsteps ringing over the paving stones. She must have slowed for us, because those echoing footsteps never got too far ahead.

We turned down one dark lane and then another until I no longer had any idea which way we had come. The shapes of dark buildings looming on either side of us looked so alike I had the nervous feeling we might be running in circles.

Now I saw our strange guide where the street ended up ahead. The mysterious silver-haired girl was waiting for us in the deep shadows near the boarded-up entrance of a crumbling timber structure. We had reached a dead end, I realized. There was nowhere left to run.

But as I neared the girl, she swung aside a loose board hanging over the entrance. This revealed a hole that looked into the deep black interior of the building.

Without pausing to see if I would follow, the girl darted through the hole. My awkward burden made it hard to squeeze in after her, but turning sideways, I managed to carry Ferran through.

Inside, I was confronted with a darkness so complete I couldn’t take another step. I stood, uncertain, until a light suddenly flared up.

It was a small light, no bigger than a candle’s flame. But it was a relief to see the comforting glow coming from the girl’s hand. It cast dancing shadows on the walls and illuminated a dilapidated room with a low ceiling. The plaster walls were cracked and sagging with age, looking as if they could collapse at any moment. The floorboards were rotten, and here and there were several large gaps.

This wasn’t what I had in mind when I had wished for a safe place to hide.

“Where are we?” I asked my strange guide, who stood silently watching me take in my surroundings.

“This used to be a cheap lodging house,” she answered. “But nobody comes here now. Nobody but me.”

“Why have you brought us here?”

“You looked like you could use a bit of help. A man was chasing you through the alleys, and I thought you wouldn’t be running from him unless he had a cruel purpose.”

“I didn’t see anyone following,” I said, wondering how she had seen one of our enemies when I hadn’t.

“I have an extra sense for these things,” she explained mysteriously. “Sometimes I can tell when a presence approaches, especially a dangerous one. I’ve learned to be careful.”

“Yet you helped a pair of strangers?” I was skeptical.

She shrugged. “Luckily for you two, I sense no danger from either of you.”

She turned suddenly and began to move off across the room, taking the light with her.

“Come on,” she called over her shoulder. “There’s a place upstairs where you can put the little boy down.”

I had more questions about her intervention but wasn’t about to linger in the dark alone. Besides, Ferran was growing heavier in my arms and I couldn’t hold him much longer.

I followed the girl, who led me through a doorway and up a leaning flight of stairs. Here too the floorboards were rotten, and I had to avoid the broken ones. A single wrong step could send Ferran and me both plunging through the floor. It would be a long fall.

Careful as I was to watch where I was going, when I spared a glance upward after the girl in the lead, I nearly missed a step. For the first time, I realized the light she carried was no candle. Instead, a tiny glowing flame hovered in midair over her open palm.

“How are you doing that?” I asked, coming to a standstill at the top of the landing.

“What? This?” She glanced at the light. “If you don’t like it, I can do this instead.”

She flicked her fingers, and the flame winked out. Total darkness descended, swallowing us all. A second later, a new light appeared. This time it was a fist-sized ball floating above her hand, casting off an eerie blue light.

“You’re a mage,” I realized, feeling stupid that I hadn’t realized it before.

“I wouldn’t call myself one of those. But I do use magic. Does it bother you?”

Her stare was challenging.

“No, not at all,” I hastened.

There had been a mage in my father’s service once, and he was a clever and useful man, from what I remembered. Still, I had never expected to encounter such a unique talent in a place like this.

The girl gave a satisfied nod and walked on. When she and her magic light passed through an open doorway, I hurried after.

We entered a tiny room that might have been an attic or storage space. The walls were stained with mildew, and the one window was spider-webbed with cracks. Old rags had been stuffed into the biggest cracks, maybe to keep out the cold night air that still managed to find its way in. There was a pile of dirty blankets on the floor in the corner.

“You can put the boy over there,” my rescuer instructed. “It’s my bed, but he needs it more than I do.”

I set Ferran down gently on the heap of blankets. He stirred, waking.

“Luka?” he asked sleepily, looking around the unfamiliar environment.

“Everything’s all right,” I reassured him. “A friend is helping us.”

“What friend?”

His question was a good one. I turned an inquiring look on the girl who had guided us here.

“Ada is my name,” she supplied.

A lifetime of ingrained manners made me start to return the introduction. But I cut off abruptly, suddenly remembering I couldn’t say my real name or Ferran’s. Our ragged disguises would have no purpose if we went around introducing ourselves as the late congrave’s sons. I scrambled for something else. Anything else.

“We are Rideon and Ardeon,” I said in a rush, latching onto the first two names that popped into my head. Immediately I grimaced. Why had I chosen the names of two heroes from a fairy story? Never mind. It was too late to change them.

The girl, Ada, raised an eyebrow, and I was sure she could tell I was lying even if she didn’t recognize the fairy-tale names. She had probably heard Ferran call me “Luka” a moment ago anyway. But she didn’t question me.

To distract Ferran, who was looking on in confusion, I told Ada, “Thank you for bringing us here. Those men we were running from meant us harm and would have done it if you hadn’t intervened. We had no place to go.”

“Everyone needs help sometimes,” she said. “You can stay here tonight or as long as you need. I’ve been living out of this house for weeks.”

“Really? Where is your family?” I asked.

“That’s a long story.” Her answer was vague. This time it was her turn to change the subject. “You both look hungry. I have some fruit, if you don’t mind that it’s bruised and a little old.”

“You share your fruit, and we’ll share our biscuits,” I offered, sliding my traveling pack off my back.

I rummaged inside the pack until I found the dry food Cadvan had sent us.

The girl left her ball of magic light hovering in the air, suspended over nothing, while she went to pry up a loose floorboard. Hidden in a hollow space beneath was a torn canvas bag, where she apparently stored her supplies like treasure.

“You can’t leave food lying unguarded around here,” she said, seeing my surprise. “How do you think I came by it myself?”

“You stole it?” My voice made it clear how dishonorable I found this. I hadn’t been raised to thieve.

Ada shrugged. “Only because I had to. My people learned long ago to do what it takes to survive in these provinces.”

“Who are your people?” I asked. Everything about this girl seemed to lead to more questions.

“My ancestry is Skeltai,” she explained. “We came over from the Black Forest generations ago. I wasn’t born with these for nothing.”

She flipped back her long silver hair, revealing slender ears that sloped into delicate points at the tips.

She added, “We aren’t trusted or liked much in these parts, mainly because people are uncomfortable with our natural talent. Most of us are magickers.”

It was strange to think Ada’s powers would count against her. Back home, my father had always expressed respect for those who possessed the unusual skill.

My rumbling stomach reminded me of the business at hand. While I spread out our meager meal, Ada brought a jug of water. Then she and I sat down cross-legged on the floor. I propped Ferran up in his pallet and gave him a biscuit and one of Ada’s bruised pieces of fruit.

“Would Father be angry?” my brother asked me, hesitating over the fruit.

I didn’t think he had been paying much attention to my conversation with Ada, but he must have heard the remark about the food being stolen.

I glanced at Ada. “Father would want us to do what we must to stay alive,” I told him.

Although I felt like I hadn’t eaten in a year, I forced myself to take only a small portion. We needed to make our food last as long as possible. Besides, I didn’t want to repay Ada’s generosity by eating all she had.

I finished quickly and, while the others were still busy, went to the window and looked out into the night. The glass was so filthy and the street below so dark I could make out nothing. For all I knew, our enemies could be closing in and we wouldn’t realize it until it was too late. I didn’t even know at this point what enemies to focus on. The two men who had “rescued” us only to carry us like hostages to their mysterious master? The soldiers from the tower who were probably combing the province, looking to recapture us? I wasn’t sure which to fear most.

As if reading my mind, Ada suddenly said to my back, “I’m going downstairs to keep an eye out. Nobody else has ever found the entrance to this place yet, but it doesn’t hurt to be safe.”

I felt I should offer to join her, but when I tried to speak, all that came out was a yawn. The exhaustion of the past couple of days was catching up to me.

She must have seen it.

“Stay and rest,” she commanded, heading out the door. “I’m putting the light out now so nobody sees it through the window.”

As quickly as that, the ball of blue light winked out, and Ferran and I were alone. I hoped Ada could make it down the stairs in the dark, but I supposed she knew the way well.

Blundering in the blackness, I went to the blankets in the corner and sank down beside Ferran. My brother had been so quiet I thought him asleep again.

But he spoke up now. “Why did you lie to Ada?” he asked softly. “Why didn’t you tell our real names?”

I decided it was time to be honest with him. “Listen. We can’t be Luka and Ferran, sons of the congrave, anymore. It isn’t safe for us. We have to pretend to be someone else. Someone Father’s enemies will have no reason to hunt or lock up.”

“If anyone finds out the truth, will we go back to the tower?” he asked fearfully.

“I’ve already promised you we’ll never return there,” I reminded him. “I won’t let them take us back.”

That seemed to satisfy him, but he had another question. “Why did you pick Rideon and Ardeon for our made-up names?”

“I thought you would like it,” I said. “Remember the young princes from the fairy story Mother used to tell?”

Ferran nodded and yawned. I could tell he would soon be asleep again. I put a hand to his forehead and found it was as warm as ever. Get him medicine, Cadvan had said. But how could I? I didn’t dare go out into the street again tonight even if I knew where to find what we needed.

“Tell me the story again,” Ferran mumbled.

“Sure.”

I knew he couldn’t really remember when our mother used to tell it. He had been too young when she died to recall much of anything about her. But I had kept her memory alive all these years by repeating her old bedtime tales.

I told Ferran’s favorite now, the story of two boy princes who hid from an evil giant in a magical forest, which protected them.

Ferran was silent when I finished, and again I thought he was asleep.

Then he whispered into the stillness, “Luka, can we go there? To the magic forest that kept the princes safe? It protected the real Rideon and Ardeon. Maybe it could protect us too.”

“The forest is only a story, Ferran,” I reminded him.

He made a disappointed sound, but he was old enough by now to know the difference between truth and tales. We were quiet for a few minutes, and soon I heard his breathing grow deep and even. At least he felt better when he was asleep.

As I stared into the blackness, I thought about Ferran’s wanting to go to the forest. He was right about one thing. We needed someplace safe and permanent to hide. Someplace far away where no one would ever find us.


CHAPTER SIX


I was awakened in the early hours of the morning by the sound of rain pattering on the roof overhead. The dim light filtering through the window revealed the still figure of Ada curled up with a blanket along the wall. I supposed she must have seen no sign of our pursuers last night and had finally come back upstairs to rest.

Beside me, Ferran still slept deeply. I checked his breathing and temperature. His condition hadn’t changed.

Quietly, so as not to wake him, I slipped out from beneath the tangle of blankets. Shivering in the cold, I pulled on my boots. I had reached a decision in the night. I couldn’t let Ferran go on this way. I had to get something to bring down his fever.

Crossing the room, I snatched my traveling pack from where I had left it leaning against the wall. I rummaged inside, past the foodstuffs and other articles Cadvan had packed, past the little tin soldiers he had thoughtfully sent for Ferran. My brother loved those toy soldiers. They were some of the few possessions he had been allowed to keep from our old life in the family castle.

In the bottom of the bag, I found what I had hoped for, a few coins tucked into a small pouch. I didn’t know how Cadvan had come by the money, and there wasn’t much of it. But with luck it would be enough.

I was just pocketing the coin pouch when I heard a stirring behind me.

“Going somewhere?” asked Ada.

I could see why she was adept at thieving. She was so stealthy I hadn’t heard her crawl out from under her blanket to creep up behind me.

“My brother is getting no better,” I said. “I have to buy him medicine.”

Her eyebrows rose. “You can’t go out there.” She indicated the rain-spattered window. “Your enemies will see you. Do you even know your way around the city?”

“I don’t,” I admitted. “But I’ve got to take a chance. Tell me, is there a place near here where I can buy medicine?”

She chewed her lower lip in thought. “There’s an apothecary. I might have, well, borrowed a few things from his shop once or twice before. I can’t be seen in there again.”

“You don’t have to be,” I said. “You’ve endangered yourself enough for us. I’ll do this alone.”

“Then I’ll watch over your brother until you get back.”

I hesitated. I was grateful to this girl, but did I trust her enough to leave her alone with Ferran? She had already admitted to being a thief. What if she decided to betray us to our enemies in hopes of a reward? Such a suspicion would never have occurred to me in the old days, but my faith in people had been shaken by recent events. I was learning it wasn’t only the tower guards who could be cruel. Strangers who posed as friends weren’t always to be relied upon either.

But I had been impressed by Ada’s magic skills and by her gentle way with Ferran over dinner last night. Besides, what choice did I have but to trust her?

She gave me directions to the shop. I only hoped I could remember them. As I was about to duck out the doorway and down the stairs, she stopped me.

“There’s a better way out,” she said. “The front entrance opens onto a street, but if you go around back instead, you’re less likely to be seen.”

She opened the window, letting the rain in.

“Cross the roof, climb down the stack of crates along the back of the building, and into the alley,” she said.

It didn’t sound so easy to me, but I would do my best. Clumsily I clambered out the open window. I was immediately drenched in the cold rain, which was coming down harder now. It plastered my hair over my ears and trickled down my collar in an icy stream.

Behind me, I heard Ada pull the window closed.

The slate roof was slick with the rain, and the dim early morning light made it hard to make out where I was going. I made my way to the back of the roof, slipping and falling several times. At the edge, I peered into the wet, gray alley below. There was the stack of crates Ada had described. It looked like a wobbly tower, and the crates themselves looked old and busted and none too sturdy.

Trying not to notice what a long drop it would be if I fell, I clung to the edge of the roof and awkwardly lowered myself until my feet reached the top crate. From there, climbing down the rest of them wasn’t easy. I had never practiced anything like this in my former life, either in the tower or back at the castle.

Somewhere near the bottom, I lost my footing and crashed to the cobbles, a few crates tumbling after me. Aside from the terrible racket it made, there didn’t seem to be any damage done. I was quickly on my feet and hurrying off down the empty alley.

I followed Ada’s directions as best I could. They kept me on the more deserted backstreets. Here and there I saw a few ragged-looking men and women scurrying through the rain, hooded cloaks over their heads or battered hats pulled down low. They paid me no attention. Everyone was intent on getting where they were going and escaping the miserable weather. I kept a cautious eye out but saw no sign of the two men I hoped to avoid.

Splashing through muddy puddles, I crossed a quiet street, dodging a passing mule-drawn wagon that clattered along the cobbles. There was a shop on the corner ahead, just as Ada had described it. A sign stuck out above the door, proclaiming it the apothecary’s shop. I crept close enough to look in the windows but could make out little of the dimly lit interior. A fresh stream of water trickled over me, running down from the sign overhead. The sign squeaked as it swung in the wind, unnaturally loud in the otherwise still morning.

I gathered my courage and ducked into the shop. The inside was like a small shadowed cave, with a single golden lamp glowing over the counter. At first I thought the place deserted. But then a bent old man appeared from behind a curtain that divided the room and hid the back half.

I showed the apothecary my money and asked for whatever he recommended to cool a child’s fever. He gave me a packet of herbs with instructions for the dose and took a suspiciously large portion of my few precious coins.

Back out on the street, I congratulated myself on pulling off my mission so quickly and without incident. All I had to do now was get back to the abandoned lodging house where I had left the others.

It was as I was crossing the street, returning the way I had come, that I saw him—a red-bearded man in a black cloak with a three-cornered hat pulled low over his forehead. He was striding down the street in an apparent hurry, eyes flicking left and right as though looking for something. I knew that something was me.

He was coming my direction, and we were about to pass one another. Any second he would look up and see my face.


CHAPTER SEVEN


I did the only thing I could do. I dodged into the nearest open door lining the street. It led into a small alcove that was some sort of bookshop, its shelves crowded full of both cheap and finely bound books. Scrolls, paper, inkpots, and quills were spread over tables. Maps were pinned to the walls. The rich smells of paper and leather permeated the air, summoning memories of my father’s old library.

But there was no time to be distracted by my surroundings. I peered out the window, watching the red-bearded man. He hesitated in the street, not far away, looking around him.

I turned my back quickly, afraid he would look through the window and the two of us would come eye to eye.

“You, boy! Get out of here!”

Startled at the harsh demand, I looked up to find the shop’s owner, a thin and balding man, glowering at me.

“I’ve told you younglings I don’t want beggars in my shop,” he continued. “Go make mischief someplace else!”

Indignation flashed through me. I was nobly born and had never been called a beggar before. Not even the tower guards had ever addressed me so disrespectfully. But I quickly remembered my ragged clothing and realized I must look like every other half-drowned peasant boy roaming the city streets on a rainy day. It was important to maintain that appearance.

“I am Rideon,” I reminded myself.

The bookseller narrowed angry eyes behind his spectacles. “What’s that you’re mumbling? I don’t care what your name is, boy! Get out!”

A glance out the window revealed the red-bearded man was still out there.

The bookseller was making shooing motions, and his complaints were getting louder. The last thing I needed was to attract attention.

“I’m not a beggar. I’m a customer,” I burst out desperately. “See?”

I held out the remaining coins I had left after purchasing Ferran’s medicine.

“I want to buy something,” I insisted.

Seeing the coins, the bookseller still looked doubtful, but at least he stopped urging me toward the door.

“A customer, eh?” He looked me up and down again, probably wondering what a ragged street boy wanted with wares like his. “What kind of book do you want to buy?”

I glanced hurriedly around, anxious to justify my purpose here.

My gaze fell on a map of the four provinces spread over a low table.

“That,” I told him. “I’ll take the map.”

By the time I had concluded my business with the bookseller and was back out on the street, the red-bearded man was nowhere to be seen. As I set off the way I had come before, I felt a sense of hope for the first time in a long time. I had accomplished my mission without capture, and I carried inside my coat the little packet of herbs that would surely help Ferran. I also carried alongside it the rolled-up map of the provinces, which might prove useful as we sought a new place to hide.

I was less pleased to note that I had little money left. I suspected both the apothecary and the bookseller had cheated me on my purchases. I wasn’t familiar enough with the value of money and what it bought to challenge them. Growing up in the castle, I had always requested whatever I wanted, and others, like my father, had provided it. I was unused to considering costs.

I was beginning to get a feel for the way these streets were laid out, and I made my way back to the lodging house without getting lost. I even noticed as I climbed the stack of crates to the roof that it seemed a little easier this time. Across the wet slates I went, splashing through the still-falling drizzle, until I reached the cracked window. Ada must have been watching for me, because she let me in at once.

Inside, I found that Ferran continued to sleep and was still feverish.

“Were you seen?” asked Ada.

“I nearly encountered one of our enemies in the street, but I don’t think he saw me,” I said, shivering from the cold.

I dripped pools of rainwater onto the floor. Ada suggested I take off my wet clothes and boots and wrap up in a warm blanket. She seemed amused that I stepped out into the dark hall to do this, but I wasn’t accustomed to changing in front of a girl. For that matter, I wasn’t used to being around one at all. The only female I had had much to do with was my mother, and that was years ago. I was still shivering when I returned to the little room, carrying my soggy clothes.

Ada created one of those magic glowing orbs of hers, this one bigger than my fist. Instead of the cold blue light she had summoned last night, this light had a warmer golden glow resembling real fire. She hung a blanket over the window so no one would notice the light escaping.

Since actual heat emanated from the blazing orb, I spread out my wet things around it to dry. When I showed Ada the packet of herbs I had obtained, she surprised me by showing she could cook over the blaze too, producing a battered old pot and boiling the herbs in water. It looked and smelled like an unappetizing brew. I only hoped it would work.

While the drink heated, I rolled my newly acquired map out across the floor. I had managed to keep it dry inside my coat during the return journey, but now I saw that some previous owner had been less careful. Ignoring the spots of mildew, I studied the provinces spread before me. Thanks to a diligent tutor who had instructed me during my earliest years, I recognized most of what I saw. There were the familiar names printed across the four provinces: Camdon, Kersis, Cros, and Ellesus. Camdon I was eager to escape, but which of these others would be an easy place for a congrave’s sons to pass unnoticed, a place where Ferran and me could set up a new life?

“You’re searching for someplace to hide,” observed Ada, looking over my shoulder.

“This province isn’t safe for my brother and me,” I told her and left it at that. There was no reason for her to know exactly what we were fleeing.

If she noticed my vagueness, she didn’t appear to care. “If I was trying to get lost, this is where I would go,” she said, pointing to a spot on the map.

It was a heavily treed area deep in the heart of Ellesus, a province that bordered this one.

I read aloud the name above it. “Dimmingwood.”

This Dimmingwood forest seemed to cover most of Ellesus, stretching from the Skeltai wilderness and beyond the province’s capital. The capital city, marked by a red star, was labeled Selbius. I recognized it only as a name I had been made to memorize in geography lessons. I had never been beyond the borders of Camdon.

“Why would you go there?” I asked Ada.

“Because I know this forest,” she said. “It’s a vast wood you could travel through for days without reaching an end. Anyone wanting to escape notice might easily hide in the little woods villages scattered all over. Outsiders hardly ever visit those places. My family lives near one of the forest villages.”

“If Ellesus is your home province, how did you come to be here?” I asked.

She looked uncomfortable. “I quarreled with my family and ran away, dreaming of adventure. But things haven’t worked out like I thought, and I’ve only been able to stay alive by living rough. I’ve been thinking about going back.”

Although she clearly didn’t like admitting this, I was impressed. She couldn’t be more than a year or two older than me, sixteen at most. But she had managed to journey alone between provinces and had learned to survive in some way, without help from anyone.

“My adventure hasn’t worked out at all like I imagined, and I miss my home,” she continued, casting me a sidelong glance. “It wouldn’t take much persuading to get me to show you the way to Ellesus. We could travel together if you want.”

I thought about it. It seemed like a good opportunity, the best we were likely to find. Ada was more experienced than me, and she knew the route. With her as our guide, our chances of reaching Ellesus improved.

Ferran’s words from the other night came to mind. He had wanted to hide in a magic forest. This Dimmingwood might be the closest we could get.

The herbal brew in the pot was beginning to boil.

I woke Ferran and helped him sit up so he could drink the medicine. He looked a little more alert now. Maybe all his sleeping lately had done him good. He looked around our ugly little attic room without recognition. Remembering he had been unconscious on our arrival last night, I explained how we had gotten here.

“Then we’re in a safe place now?” he asked. “No one will chase us anymore?”

I wished I could tell him that was true. “Soon we’ll be out of our enemies’ reach, in a place so far away they’ll never find us,” I told him. “You asked to go to a magic forest, remember? I’ve found us one. We’ll leave for Ellesus and Dimmingwood right away.”

Ada, who had been listening in, disagreed. We needed time to gather supplies, she said. And after my near encounter on the street earlier, it would be best if she went alone to collect them.

I hated to wait another day. Every moment we remained in this town, the likelihood grew that the two men searching for us would discover our hiding place. There was also the knowledge never far from my mind that soldiers from the tower were surely looking for us. But I couldn’t argue with Ada’s reasoning.

She bundled up and clambered out the window. I watched as she made her way easily across the rain-sleeked roof and climbed down over the side, as if she had done it a thousand times before.

After she was gone, I realized how exhausted I was from the few hours of interrupted sleep I had been able to snatch over the past few days. The dirty pile of blankets in the corner beckoned to me. I gave Ferran his small tin soldiers from the traveling pack so he would have something to play with. Then I lay down and slept. My last thought as I drifted off was to hope that whatever mysterious preparations Ada was making for our journey, she didn’t get caught.


CHAPTER EIGHT


The rain had stopped by the time I woke again. The light slanting through the window looked a little less gray, so I judged it to be afternoon. There was no sign of Ada in the room. She must not have returned yet.

I rolled over and found Ferran gone too. Panic seized me, and I scrambled out of my blankets to look for him. Had our enemies taken him stealthily while I slept? It seemed unlikely. Why should they take him and leave me?

“Ferran!” I called. My voice echoed through the empty building.

I hurried out into the hall, where I saw no sign of him. There were other rooms on this level, all of them in a more dilapidated state than the one we had been staying in. In some of them, half the floor had caved in, leaving gaping holes looking down into the shadowy lower level. I was terrified Ferran could have fallen down one of those holes.

I called my brother’s name again.

This time I heard a faint noise in response. I hurried toward it. I found Ferran in an empty room, sitting in the floor, playing with his tiny toy soldiers.

Although his wandering off had given me a scare, I didn’t scold him for it. I was just relieved to see him able to walk around on his own again. He was still piteously thin, and the dark circles remained under his eyes. But there was a brightness about him that I hadn’t seen in a long time. The medicine, it seemed, had worked wonders. I decided I would store the remainder of the herb packet very carefully and guard it like treasure, in case he ever needed it again.

We returned to our room just in time to find Ada climbing agilely in through the window. She carried with her a canvas sack slung over one shoulder. From the way the sack bulged, I guessed her outing had been a success. I couldn’t imagine how she had made the climb up the tower of crates with that burden, but she didn’t look winded. There must be more strength to the skinny peasant girl than met the eye.

With the rain newly stopped, she had managed to keep drier than I had. All the same, she quickly created a glowing blaze to warm herself.

“Did you find all we need for the journey?” I asked.

“Far from it,” she said. “But what I got will carry us partway.”

I didn’t ask how she came by the provisions, suspecting I already knew the answer.

“We’ll have to hurry,” she continued. “I’ve found us a good opportunity, but if they wander off, I doubt I could get two more.”

“Two more of what?” I asked. “What are ‘they,’ and why should they wander off?”

“You’ll see,” she said mysteriously. “Let’s just say someone will come looking for them before long, and it’s best they don’t find them—or us.”

There was no time for breakfast. Ada packed up her possessions in a hurry. They seemed to consist mainly of the dirty blankets we had been sleeping on and the hidden treasures she pried out from their hiding place beneath the loose floorboard.

I made sure Ferran and I had all our things packed away in the traveling sack and helped my brother find his boots. Straightening Ferran’s collar, I had a brief flash of memory, envisioning Cadvan doing the same just before we set out on our escape from the tower. Now here we were, fleeing in a hurry again. Would we ever stop running?

When all was ready, we followed Ada’s lead as she scrambled out the window. Watching Ferran cross the slippery roof, I had misgivings over his ability to climb down the stack of crates. He was still too weak for that. But we took the descent slowly, going down one crate at a time.

He was doing surprisingly well. Then as we neared the bottom, he lost his footing. I caught him before he could fall, but my sudden lurch unbalanced the crates. They teetered and collapsed, all of us crashing to the cobbles, with crates clattering around us. Luckily, it had been a short fall and we were unharmed. But the noise might well have attracted attention.

“Come on,” Ada commanded and took off running down the alley. We were left to follow as best we could although I kept my pace slow for Ferran’s sake. At the end of the alley, we slipped through a hole in a rotting wooden fence.

And there, on the other side, we found Ada’s surprise. The “opportunity” she had procured for us came in the form of an ancient-looking horse and donkey standing near the fence.

“We have to leave the city quickly,” Ada explained. “Before anyone notices the animals are gone.”

She took the donkey, while I boosted Ferran up onto the back of the horse, an old white mare that probably hadn’t been in riding condition in years. There was no saddle, and Ferran had to grip the mare’s mane in place of reins. I climbed up behind my brother. Then we set off, Ada taking us by the backstreets where we were least likely to attract attention.

Despite everything, our journey was beginning better than expected. We had procured mounts and supplies and were, so far, avoiding capture by the growing number of people who had cause to chase after us.


* * *




We escaped Varnai without incident, never catching a glimpse of our enemies. Out on the roads of the surrounding farmland, I felt exposed. At least in the city there had been the warrens of alleys and little side streets, offering a thousand places of concealment. Here on the open landscape, there were few places for hiding. And I was painfully aware that any roads leading out of the province were the ones most likely to be watched by soldiers from the tower. For the past night and day, my primary concern had been avoiding our two mysterious keepers, the men who wanted to deliver us to their sinister master. But from here on out, a greater threat would be the danger of being picked up by pursuers from the tower.

In spite of the urgency, we had to ride slowly that first day. My ancient mount refused to be nudged into anything faster than an uneven trot that made my teeth rattle. Ada’s donkey was no better. But at least our silver-haired guide seemed to know where she was going. And if she ever lost her way, I carried the map of the provinces rolled up inside my coat.

The weather stayed gray and gloomy, but the rain held off. We passed few travelers on our way, only some peasants trudging on foot or the occasional donkey-drawn cart rattling along between farms.

Because we had set out so late in the day, we only traveled a few hours before it grew dark. As twilight deepened, we stopped and made camp a little distance from the road, tying our mounts to a nearby tree. We were reluctant to make a fire so close to the road, where it might draw attention. So instead of a warm meal, we ate more of the biscuits from my traveling pack and some strips of dried meat Ada supplied. I was relieved to see Ferran’s fever hadn’t returned, and he remained alert and interested in our surroundings. He also ate more at supper than he had in some time. I hoped he was gaining strength.

After devouring the last crumbs, we spread out our blankets and slept beneath a cluster of bushes. The ground was hard and lumpy, and there were only the thin blankets to keep out the cold. But at least the rain had been gone long enough for the ground to dry out. I could hardly ask for more than that.


* * *




In the night, I had strange dreams of shadowed monsters stalking us and dragging my brother away. Ferran kept calling my name, but for some reason I couldn’t move or answer him.

I started awake with his screams still echoing inside my head.

It was dark. The moon was shrouded in clouds, and the starlight was weak and distant. Only the stark outline of looming shrubbery nearby reminded me where I was. What had disturbed me? I rolled over to find only empty blankets on either side of me. Ferran and Ada were gone.

Alarmed, I bolted upright. I came face-to-face with an indistinct shape crouching over me, faint starlight glinting off his metal helmet. Before I could react, he snatched me roughly by the arms and dragged me to my feet. From somewhere nearby, I heard sounds of a struggle and Ferran crying out, but I couldn’t see him.

Fear lanced through me. We were captured!

I lashed out at my enemy, but he turned his head and my doubled fist found nothing but the hard side of his helm. Knuckles stinging, I kicked and squirmed in his grip, but a second armored man joined the first, and both were much larger than me. They held my arms behind my back and tied my hands with a bit of rope. At least I was now turned so I could see Ferran. He was bound the same as me, and his feet dangled above the ground. He was in the grip of a soldier who held him against his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Nearby, Ada was in a similar position, except where Ferran and I knew enough to give up, she still fought our captors.

“Rideon, who are these men?” she shouted to me before attempting to bite the hand of the man who held her.

I didn’t answer, because the truth was too terrible to acknowledge. I knew the armor and manner of these soldiers. They came from the Eyeless Tower, the place of our imprisonment. They had found us.

I winced as Ada’s captor dealt her a ringing slap across the face and ordered her to keep still. She did.

There came the sounds of jangling harnesses and the heavy clop of hooves. Someone brought horses around. These weren’t our beasts, who were nowhere in sight, but tall, unfamiliar mounts.

“Get them on the horses,” someone commanded. I couldn’t see who had spoken.

Ferran and I were pushed up onto a pair of the horses. There was no opportunity to break away, for the leads were firmly held by more mounted men on either side of us. There must have been at least a dozen soldiers in the company.

“Captain, what about the girl?” asked one of the men on the ground.

“I have no orders concerning her,” answered the one he addressed, apparently the leader. He strode to a horse and swung up into the saddle. “Best bring her along for questioning.”

At his command, Ada was forced onto a mount, like the rest of us. Now I saw our animals, the white mare and donkey, had been seized, along with the traveling packs containing all our supplies. Even as I took all this in, I was helpless to do anything to stop it.

As Ada’s horse was pulled alongside mine, she must have been thinking of the two men who had hunted us in the town, for she whispered to me, “Are these more of your old enemies?”

“No,” I confessed. “New ones.”

I didn’t need to tell her there would be no giving the slip to these trained soldiers, as we had done our pursuers in town. I could see by the slump of her shoulders that she already knew it.

“You never warned me you were being hunted by a whole troop of armed men,” she accused.

“Quiet, both of you!” commanded the soldier who held the reins of my horse.

Ada was right. It had been unfair of me to involve her in our troubles. Our captors might well suspect she was an accomplice in the tower escape. I didn’t like to think what tortures awaited her where we were going.

The last of our captors remounted their horses, and we pulled out. My heart sank as I realized we were headed in the direction we had newly escaped. All that we had suffered to get this far had been for nothing.


CHAPTER NINE


We rode half the night, speeding down the road past a flat landscape where one field looked like another beneath the moonlight. Over the pounding of our horses’ hooves, I sometimes caught the ominous sound of thunder rolling in the distance. Once lightning forked across the sky ahead of us. Another storm was coming.

Our captors slowed their horses long enough to converse. I didn’t hear what was decided by their captain, but it was clear some decision was being made about the weather. A short while later, we left the road and cut through a field of wheat. A tall timber structure rose up out of the darkness ahead. It was this we headed toward.

We reached our destination just as light sprinkles began to patter down on us. Everyone dismounted, and a pair of soldiers ran ahead and dragged open the wide doors of the old barn. The interior was so dark I could make out nothing of the space we were being herded into. I heard the voice of the captain calling for light.

A blaze was quickly struck up, revealing our first glimpse of our surroundings. There was a wide space that would have been open but for bales of moldering straw stacked against the walls. A rope ladder led to a loft above. To one side of the barn was a row of stalls that must once have held horses. But there were no animals here now, except those we had brought with us. The condition of the building, with its sagging walls and roof, suggested it was long abandoned. Wide gaps between boards in the walls allowed cold gusts to whistle through the cracks.

Despite how the place creaked and groaned with every strong blast of wind, it offered shelter from the weather. Outside, the rain was beginning to come down harder. While most of the soldiers were unsaddling their horses or hastily building a campfire, Ada, Ferran, and I were dragged over to one of the abandoned stalls and violently shoved inside.

Unable to break my fall because my arms were bound behind my back, I landed on my chest. My chin struck the hard-packed earth, and I bit my tongue. Immediately I tasted blood.

Ada and Ferran fell on top of me. It took us some minutes of clumsy wriggling to sort ourselves out. I wound up on my side, with Ada behind me and Ferran directly in front.

Those who had deposited us here returned to their companions, leaving us alone. We could do nothing but lie in the darkness and listen to the rain on the roof and the sounds of our captors settling in to wait out the storm. A scattering of old straw on the ground beneath us did little to keep away the cold. It added to our discomfort by filling the air with a musty smell.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Ferran asked, round eyes glinting in the shadows. He was trying to look brave, but his voice betrayed him.

“Nothing’s going to happen. Everything will be fine,” I promised, more out of habit than because I really believed it. The truth was I couldn’t see any hope in our situation.

It occurred to me Ada was being awfully quiet.

“Ada, are you all right?” I whispered to the girl behind me.

When she didn’t answer, I twisted my head back to see she was lying very still on the ground. There was a bloody cut on her forehead, where she must have struck her face when she was thrown to the floor. She still seemed to be breathing, so I decided she was only knocked cold. There was nothing I could do for her.

“What’s wrong with her?” Ferran whispered.

“She’s resting,” I lied.

Hearing the sounds of approaching footsteps, I shushed Ferran. We both waited in silence. An indistinct figure appeared at the stall’s entrance, his face lost in the shadows. It was one of our captors come to check on us.

“Are you younglings thirsty?” he asked, shaking a waterskin at us. “You want a drink?”

I had no interest in food or drink, but I asked for water for my brother. The guard lifted Ferran’s head, helping him drink, then returned him to the floor. I noted this man was less rough than the previous soldiers. Maybe we could get some help from him.

“My friend is hurt,” I told the guard, jerking my head toward Ada. “Her face is bleeding.”

He peered through the gloom at Ada’s still form. “Looks like a small cut,” he said. “She’ll live. Will probably just have a headache when she wakes.”

He left us then and went back to his companions. Clearly there would be no help from that quarter.

The smell of roasting food wafted to my nostrils, telling me our captors must be cooking something over the campfire. They had left open the front doors of the barn, presumably to let out the smoke. Over the hollow noise of the rain drumming on the roof and pelting down on the ground outside the open doors, I caught the low hum of men’s voices. Snatches of our captors’ conversation drifted my way.

I hoped Ferran didn’t hear what they were saying. But my brother soon spoke up, dashing that hope.

“They’re talking about returning to the tower,” he whispered to me. “You promised we would never go back there.”

There was accusation in his voice.

I could only repeat assurances everything would be all right, a promise that was beginning to sound old even to my ears.

Much as I tried to convey confidence to Ferran, my heart sank at the thought of returning to that place of horror. I could almost feel the tight walls of our prison closing in on me already. We would be separated this time. I was sure of that. They wouldn’t risk giving us the chance to plot another escape together. Most likely, our breaking out of the tower had sealed our doom. That single action would justify harsher measures and inspire our father’s old enemy, the praetor of Camdon, to take final action against us.

Yes, I knew with a fearful certainty that if ever we entered that tower again, we would never leave it. We were fated either for slow starvation and disease or for speedy execution on the same block where Father had lost his head.

When the voices of our enemies eventually fell silent, I decided they were probably asleep. Even Ferran snored softly beside me, worn out by the night’s events. I lay awake, staring into the blackness overhead and trying to work out some means of escape. I could see none. Soon the rain would pass, dawn would arrive, and we would be forced to return to the road.

“Pssst. Rideon.”

I started briefly at the low whisper from behind.

“Ada? You’re awake?” I asked, grateful for at least one piece of good news.

“Quiet,” she breathed. “I have a plan. Just keep very still so I don’t set you ablaze.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Wait. What are you doing?” I asked.

I received no answer. Instead, I felt a sudden heat against my wrists, where they were bound by rope. Understanding dawned, and fear came with it. She had conjured one of her fireballs and was using it to burn away the ties that held me. I only hoped she could control the magic enough to keep it from setting me on fire or burning us all to death.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” I gritted, feeling the heat begin to scorch my skin.

I thought she murmured back something like, “I hope so.”

Before I could protest further, the rope binding my wrists suddenly snapped. My hands were free.


CHAPTER TEN


Quickly I sat up and untied Ada’s hands too. I was about to wake Ferran and do the same for him when my ears caught the sound of approaching footsteps.

Ada and I dropped to the ground and resumed our positions, hands behind our backs, as if still bound. I closed my eyes, pretending to be asleep, but watched from beneath lowered lids as the soldier who had brought us water earlier peered into the gloom of our stall. On finding all as it should be, he walked away.

I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until he was gone. Then I let it out in a whoosh.

“I hope this isn’t as far as your plan goes,” I whispered to Ada, “What do we do next?”

“I’m thinking on it,” she answered. “You see that little door there?”

I followed her pointing finger to a tiny side exit a short distance away. It was clearly unintended for people, being sized for chickens or some other small animals.

“You expect me to squeeze through that?” I asked.

“If I can make it, you can.”

She was right. I was short and narrowly built for my age. But the odds of our slithering the distance across the ground to the opening in the wall, unnoticed, were low.

Nonetheless, I woke Ferran, unbound him, and quickly explained what was happening. The three of us crouched at the edge of our stall, peering around at our enemies. Most of the men gathered around the campfire were sleeping, but two stood guard. Weapons, pieces of armor, and other articles were scattered all over the barn. At the far end, behind the soldiers, were the horses. My white mare and donkey were among their animals, but I could do nothing about that. Getting ourselves out was going to be hard enough.

I was about to set out on the long crawl through the darkness when Ada touched my arm. I waited to see what she had in mind. She held a hand out toward the soldiers’ campfire. It had burned down to embers, but as I watched, it suddenly flared up into an angry flash. Little sparks snapped and hissed out of the fire, some of them flying far enough to set the scattered hay ablaze.

The soldiers on guard noticed and gave warning cries, running to stomp out the fire.

“Now,” Ada whispered, taking off in a low crouch.

I nudged Ferran to go after her. Then I took up the rear.

Stealthily but quickly we crept across the short distance toward the little door in the bottom of the wall. Every second I expected to hear shouts, signaling our escape attempt was discovered. But the only yells I heard were cries of “Fire!”

I risked a look back. The flames had spread from the straw on the floor to the great bales of hay lining the back wall. I doubted Ada had intended it to go so far.

Ahead of me, she reached the door first and slid aside a block of wood covering the gap. First Ada and then Ferran crawled out the narrow opening, disappearing from view.

I was about to do the same. But I hesitated after I passed the soldiers’ saddlebags, piled against the wall, unguarded. Among them, two familiar bundles had stood out. Mine and Ada’s traveling packs. It would be foolish to stop now. Yet we wouldn’t get far without the provisions in those packs. I decided to take the risk. I doubled back, coming dangerously close to the enemy. Pulse thundering in my ears, I snatched the packs and scurried away into the shadows.

Nobody noticed. The crackling fire was climbing up the barn wall now, eating surprisingly quickly through the rotting wood. The enemy had stopped trying to fight it, and the captain of the troop shouted an order to get the horses out. I was running out of time. On my knees, I squeezed through the narrow door and out into the night.

The first thing I felt was cold and wet. Rain pelted down on me. I found Ferran and Ada crouching, waiting in the mud.

“What took you so long?” Ada asked.

Her eyes lit up when I showed her our rescued possessions.

We shouldered the traveling packs and set off. The small door had let us into what seemed to be a chicken coop surrounded by a rickety fence. Luckily, it was easily escaped through a swinging gate. Then we were running across the wet grass and through a field of tall wheat that waved in the blasting wind.

Rain sleeked my hair to the sides of my face, and a stream of cold water trickled down my coat collar. The ground underfoot was slippery. We stumbled and splashed through puddles as we ran, not daring to slow down. I glanced over my shoulder only once to see that the barn was now fully ablaze. The enemy soldiers were tiny dots in the distance, leading plunging, rearing horses out of the fire.

Beside me, Ferran fell down, and I grabbed his arm to haul him up and keep him running. Thunder crashed, and lightning forked overhead as we raced through the darkness.


* * *




We fled all night, cutting across fields and avoiding roads. The storm passed sometime after dawn, but there was no emerging sunshine to dry our clothes, only a chill gray morning. When we were too tired to run any longer, we lay in a damp hollow where we were concealed behind tall grass and rested. Ada couldn’t create one of her fireballs to warm us, because its glow might draw attention.

We only meant to stop long enough to catch our breaths. But I could see Ferran was exhausted. It hadn’t been long ago that he was too sick and weak to walk at all. The past few hours had been hard on him, and I feared he might grow ill again. So we lay in a soggy heap, shivering against one another, until Ferran and Ada fell asleep. I didn’t dare close my eyes but kept alert for any sign of our enemies.

After an hour, I woke the other two and insisted we continue on.

“We can rest when we get safely to the next province,” I told the sleepily protesting Ferran.

“Speaking of which,” Ada cut in, “are there any more surprises I should know about? More enemies you’ve forgotten to mention?”

“I hope not,” I said briefly, hauling Ferran to his feet and shouldering my traveling pack for the trek ahead.

“You haven’t explained why those soldiers took us,” Ada said as we set out.

“They work for an enemy of our father,” I answered vaguely. “They killed him, and now they want to imprison us.”

“Why? Why should soldiers of Camdon take interest in your family?” she asked skeptically.

It was a fair question, but I wasn’t ready to explain our noble identities. Ada had been a great help to us thus far. She was probably the only reason we were free now. But this secret wasn’t one I could share lightly. The truth would endanger her as much as us.

So I changed the subject. “The storm probably washed away our tracks last night. But if those soldiers are still looking for our trail, it probably won’t take them long to find it. We should cover as much ground as possible before they do.”

To my relief, Ada asked no more questions.


* * *




We trudged on for hours across the soggy fields. Eventually the gray clouds dispersed. At the sight of the golden sun, my spirits lifted a little. Our enemies were on our heels, but we had dodged them for now. Maybe we could continue to do so.

Finally we came upon a little-used country lane, half-overgrown with grass. Although Ada and I had agreed to avoid main roads in the future, we decided there could be little harm in following this one awhile. It was only a quiet path between farms, and it was unlikely any of our enemies would take such an indirect route. Just as importantly, a quick examination of the map I had bought in Varnai revealed this way would take us in the right direction, toward the border between provinces.

As we traveled the narrow lane, the sun shone warm on our backs. Mud and occasional puddles in the rutted road were the only signs of the recent rain. We walked late into the afternoon until we came to a tall shady tree that looked like a good spot for us to rest and take our first meal since the previous evening.

We ate swiftly beneath the tree and were soon packing away the leftovers and the waterskin, preparing to take to the road again. That was when we heard the sounds of someone approaching.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Maybe we had been careless to sit so close to the lane. There were deep ditches on either side, and I wondered if we should jump into one of them and hide. But the wagon coming slowly toward us didn’t look like it would belong to any of our pursuers. It was probably just a farmer driving his wagon to the market.

The conveyance drew closer. It wasn’t a typical farmer’s cart but a long, covered wagon of the kind often used by peddlers to carry their wares. On the driver’s seat behind the horses sat a woman dressed in an oversized shirt and a pair of breeches, a broad-brimmed straw hat shading her from the sun. She had a weathered face, and her dark hair was streaked with gray.

As the stranger drew even with us, she slowed her horses and halted the wagon.

“Can you younglings tell me if this road will take me to Varnai?” she called down to us.

I opened my mouth to say that it would. But Ada, seated on the grass next to me, silenced me with a bony elbow to the ribs.

“That depends,” she called up to the stranger. “There’s a fork down the road. One branch leads you to Varnai, the other doesn’t. The roads aren’t marked, but we might be persuaded to tell you which path to take.”

The peddler woman tipped back her hat and regarded us thoughtfully. She had bright blue eyes that I suspected could be either warm or icy, depending on her mood. Right now they held a faintly stern expression.

“I take it you propose some sort of exchange?” she asked.

Ada looked unintimidated. “Trade us something we want, and we’ll tell you the way,” she said firmly.

I expected the strange woman to scoff at the ridiculous suggestion and drive off, leaving us in the dust. Instead, she studied Ada for a moment, and then her thin lips split into a smile.

“I admire a youngster with spirit. You’ve got yourself a deal, girl,” the peddler said.

She glanced at Ferran and me, and her expression softened further. Ferran in particular must have made a piteous sight with his clothes hanging loosely on his skeletal frame.

She said, “Anyway, I can see you have your hands full with two little brothers to feed. So go around back, and each of you can pick something small for yourselves.”

Her assumption that we were all siblings was an unlikely one, with Ada’s silvery, pale hair and my and Ferran’s dark, shaggy locks. But Ada didn’t correct her, and neither did I.

The peddler woman climbed down from her seat, walked around to the side of the wagon, and drew back the canvas covering, revealing an array of goods laid out on display.

Ada made her selection quickly, a long sharp knife, which she tucked into her belt. I supposed she meant it for cooking with. Ferran was immediately captivated by a small bag of multicolored glass balls that seemed to have no purpose but to roll around and knock into one another. It wasn’t a practical choice. But it had been a long time since I had seen my brother so pleased with something, so I couldn’t bring myself to discourage him. Besides, I saw nothing better. I had been hoping there would be various kinds of food to choose from, but there was none. I was about to settle for a coil of rope, when Ada directed my attention toward a bent limb of polished wood with delicate engravings running down it.

“It’s a bow,” she said. “Take it.”

The bow didn’t seem particularly useful to me. Its damaged string looked as if it needed replacing, and the thing didn’t come with any arrows. What good was a bow if I couldn’t shoot it?

“The time may come when you’ll need to protect us,” Ada encouraged.

“If it does, I could hardly do it with this,” I pointed out.

I picked up the bow and tested the string. It held, but the tension was bad.

In that other life, when my parents were still alive and we had all lived together at the castle, I used to play at archery out on the lawn. I had also bow hunted a few times with my father. I knew enough to realize this weapon would require repair before it could be used.

“No one will know there’s anything wrong with it, unless they look close,” Ada said. “Trust me, on the road you never want to look defenseless. The point isn’t to use the bow but to make strangers think twice about troubling us.” She dropped her voice, glancing toward the peddler. “And remember, we could still run into those soldiers again. Next time we won’t look like such easy prey.”

She made good sense. I was willing to take the weapon. But the peddler woman was reluctant to part with it, because she felt that the fine wood and exquisite carvings made it valuable. She had got the bow from a trader who had made a dangerous trip into the Black Forest, savage Skeltai territory. She said he had likely stolen it from the Skeltai people, together with the other exotic goods he brought back. Those other items the peddler had been able to dispose of quickly, but she had yet to find a buyer for the damaged bow.

“And you probably never will,” Ada interrupted boldly. “The thing is worthless in this condition, so you might as well give it to us.”

It didn’t sound like a remark that would buy us any favors. But to my surprise, the peddler woman seemed to like Ada’s impudence.

“I could have it restrung and sell it yet,” she replied. Her eyes flitted over Ada’s silver hair and slimly pointed ears. “But with your obvious Skeltai ancestry, I get the feeling its fitting the bow should go with you. Maybe it will be happier with one of the sort of folk who crafted it. Truth be told, a part of me will be relieved to have it off my hands. I don’t usually believe in curses and other nonsense, but I’ve always felt there is some menacing magic about this bow. It’s as if it has a will of its own.”

Ada raised a doubtful eyebrow. “What kind of magic do you mean?”

“You’ll find out, my girl,” the peddler answered, and that was all she would say.


* * *




Over the next few days, we continued avoiding towns and main roads, sticking to cutting across fields and following little country lanes. My fear of encountering the soldiers and being recaptured gradually eased. We traveled slowly since we were on foot, and I was still mindful of Ferran’s recent illness. But he seemed to be recovering well and had no trouble keeping up, as long as we kept an easy pace and stopped often.

The day we crossed the border out of Camdon and into Ellesus, I dared to hope we had successfully eluded all pursuers for good. I didn’t know what lay ahead, but at least Ferran and I were together. We had no quarrel with the praetor of this new province, and the soldiers from Camdon and its praetor would have no authority here. There was no reason for anyone to trouble us.

For the first time, I was free to think beyond immediate dangers. The future still held plenty to worry about. How would I provide for Ferran and myself in a strange province? Ada seemed to think when we finally reached Dimmingwood there would be room for us in one of the small villages dotting the forest. But why should there be? What skills did I have that would guarantee a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs?

And there was another problem. Our food supply was rapidly dwindling. Ada said we were approaching a city she had visited a few times before. We could procure more food there to last us the rest of the way to Dimmingwood. As the capital, Selbius was the biggest city in the province. In a place of that size, we should certainly find anything we needed. This became important when the last of our food ran out shortly after we crossed the border. Ada and I could go without for a while, but in his frail condition, Ferran needed every meal he could get. I thought of the few remaining coins I had from Cadvan and hoped they would be enough to see us through.


* * *




My first glimpse of Selbius was of a great lake in the distance with a long bridge stretched over the water. The bridge linked the shore to a walled town. Although Ada had described it as a great city, it was little bigger than Varnai. It seemed the cities of this province were not as vast or as beautiful as those of Camdon. Selbius was surrounded by ugly gray stone walls that rose so high only the tallest roofs and towers were visible over the top.

Despite the unappealing glimpses of what lay behind the stone barriers, the surrounding lake lent the city a degree of natural splendor, its sparkling waters reflecting the sun’s rays like a magnificent mirror.

Traffic grew thicker on the road as we got closer. Foot travelers and horse-drawn carts began to appear until, by the time we reached the bridge spanning the lake, we found ourselves amid a crowd. We attached ourselves to a line that moved only slowly. I could see what was causing the delay. Far ahead, there were guards at the gate who occasionally stopped and questioned the visitors before waving them through.

As we waited beneath the afternoon sun, enjoying the cool breezes drifting in off the water, I mentally practiced my answers for if the guards asked who we were or where we were from. Except for a few slip-ups, Ferran and I had grown used to addressing each other as Ardeon and Rideon in front of Ada. If I felt guilty about the deception, I told myself it was good practice for what lay ahead. I only hoped Ferran would remember to keep up his new identity if questioned by the gate guards.

As the line moved us closer and the shadow of the tall gate fell over us, I tried to catch Ferran’s eye to give him a warning look. But my brother was too excited by his surroundings to notice. He was fascinated by the lake, the gulls, and even the strong scent of lakeweed in the air. It was a long time since I had seen his eyes so bright and such color in his usually pale little face.

I needn’t have worried about the guards because, when our turn came, they motioned our party through with bored expressions. Apparently, we didn’t look interesting enough to merit their attention.

Inside the city walls, we were swept along by the crowd. Soon we seemed to be entering a market area, which accounted for the press of bodies and the noise of sellers hawking their wares. I suggested this would be a good place to spend the last of my coins on something to eat.

“Save your money, Rideon,” Ada suggested. “I’ve got a better idea. You two stay here.”

And she was disappearing into the crowd before I could stop her. I wasn’t pleased to be splitting up so soon after entering a strange city where none of us knew our way around. What if we couldn’t find each other again? But she was already gone, so there was nothing for it but to follow her command and wait where we were.

It wasn’t a spot I would have chosen. We were directly in front of a butcher’s shop. Slabs of red meat hung in the open windows, and flies buzzed everywhere. Foul smells floated out of the shop and filled the street.

Nonetheless, Ferran and I sat down out front, our backs to a wall, and watched the streams of people rushing by. Ferran soon made friends with a scrawny-looking, black-and-white dog hovering around the doorway. But I had nothing to do but watch the faces of the crowd.

It was as I stared into the milling mass of humanity that I became aware of an uncomfortable sensation, a streak of heat radiating over my back. Strange as it seemed, the warmth seemed to be coming from the bow I wore slung across my back. And it was growing hotter by the moment. My thoughts jumped to the warning of the peddler woman who had given me the weapon. What awful magic was this?

I stood up, thinking to remove the bow and cast it away from me before it singed through my tunic. But standing suddenly brought me to a level to see out over the heads of passersby. When I did, my distracted eye passed over a familiar figure with a scarred chin and a three-cornered hat pulled low over his forehead.

My heart nearly jumped out of my chest, and I instantly forgot about the hot bow. All my blood seemed to rush to my head. How could our enemies have tracked us this far? I had thought we were free of them when we crossed the border.

As I followed the movements of the scarred man, I tried to calm myself. He hadn’t seen us yet. If he had, he would be coming this way. We still had time to act.

“Ferran,” I said urgently over the noise of the crowd. “Follow me quickly.”

My brother looked at me questioningly but did as I asked. We both darted around the side of the butcher shop. There was a battered wooden fence out back and behind it a pile of stinking hides and bones. I helped Ferran scale the fence and dropped down after him. Together we peeked over the fence to look back the way we had come.

No one followed us.

The uncomfortable heat from my bow was fading away as quickly as it had first flared up.

“What’s happening?” Ferran asked. “Why are we hiding?”

“Some bad people have caught up with us,” I explained. “But we can’t run far, or we’ll never find Ada again. She’s expecting to meet us in front of the shop.”

The idea of abandoning Ada and fleeing on our own occurred to me, but I quickly discarded it, ashamed of the selfish thought. From here, we had a clear view of the street, and if I kept an eye out, I should see Ada whenever she returned this way. Equally important, the scarred man wouldn’t see me. I only hoped the red-bearded man wasn’t somewhere nearby too or we would have two of them to worry about.

While Ferran amused himself, poking at a nearby pile of stinking animal hides with a stick, I removed a dirty blanket from my traveling pack and wrapped it around my bow before securing the weapon across my back again. Even though the bow had now cooled and looked perfectly ordinary, I wasn’t taking any chances of it trying to burn me again.

After that, I kept close watch for our enemies. The all-too-familiar clenched feeling had returned to my stomach. I had been wrong to think we were safe in this new province. It seemed we would never be safe again.


CHAPTER TWELVE


It was probably only an hour before Ada returned, but it felt like longer. I saw her pushing her way through the crowd toward the butcher shop, her eyes scanning the throng for us. The man with the scarred chin had long ago disappeared, so Ferran and I leaned over the fence and caught her attention.

When she reached us, I explained hastily that our enemies were back. Then the three of us left the butcher’s yard to cut down a shadowed lane behind. Here it was a relief to escape the press of people even if the street noises still echoed down the lane after us.

When we were safe from prying eyes, Ada removed from beneath her coat a loaf of bread. It was still warm from the oven. After a day without food, the smell of it was mouth-watering. By now I knew our silver-haired companion well enough not to ask how she had come by such a find. Once I would have disapproved of the theft, but now I was too hungry to care. Besides, Ferran needed to keep up his strength.

We devoured the entire loaf at once, Ferran sharing little pieces with the stray dog that had reappeared to follow us from the butcher shop. As we finished the last of the bread, I realized it was now early evening. Soon it would be dusk, and we had yet to find anywhere to spend the night. Ada informed me that she had asked around on her outing and learned of a place where we could stay for a day or two, before pushing on toward Dimmingwood. I wondered what sort of place she had in mind. Another abandoned lodging house? We certainly couldn’t afford to pay for beds and a roof over our heads.

Ada was about to lead the way to this mysterious shelter of hers, when I looked around suddenly and realized something was wrong.

“Wait. Where’s Ferran?” I asked.

He had been beside me only a moment ago, playing with the dog. Now both he and the animal had disappeared.

Ada must have seen the panic on my face. “He probably just wandered off after the stray,” she assured me. “Call him.”

We hurried down the lane, calling out “Ardeon,” although I privately doubted whether he would remember to answer to the name that wasn’t really his. We peered behind garbage piles and through gaps between buildings, checking anywhere that looked like a likely hiding place for a small boy. We didn’t find him.

The more time that passed with Ferran out of my sight, the more fear gnawed at the back of my mind. Maybe my brother had roamed off innocently enough on his own. But he could easily be picked up on the streets by the man with the scarred chin or his bearded companion. Perhaps they had him even now.

We came out of the secluded lane and scanned the busier surrounding streets, but it was no good. Ferran had truly vanished.

“We’ll never find him like this,” I told Ada. “He could have gone any direction. We have to split up.”

She nodded. “You take that street, and I’ll take this one,” she said, pointing up and down the two intersecting streets before us. “We’ll meet here again at dusk. Even if you don’t find him, come back to the dial and we’ll decide what to do next.”

The dial was a large sundial standing in the middle of the intersection.

The plan agreed upon, we parted ways, Ada quickly fading away into the crowd that pressed back toward the city gate and the market area. I took the opposite course, traveling slightly uphill. Along the way, I stopped to look down shadowed side alleys and question passersby.

It wasn’t until I paused in front of a forge that I had a bit of luck. When I spoke to the blacksmith, he remembered seeing a boy matching Ferran’s description chasing a skinny dog up the road. He indicated the street and the direction I was already traveling.

With this information, I pushed on, quickening my pace. I had become so worried about my little brother I no longer had any fear of being spotted myself by our enemies. My greatest concern was that Ferran would be discovered and taken alone, with no one to protect him.

The street I followed continued sloping gently uphill, but the scenery changed the farther I went. There were no longer shops but fine tall houses with clean, neat little gardens out front. The way grew less crowded. The people passing by looked better fed and dressed than those I had left behind. Sculpted hedges lined the street.

I came to a high stone building surrounded by blossoming trees amid large open grounds. The place seemed to be some sort of temple. There was a little walled area around the side closest to the street. As I passed this, I heard muffled voices conversing. I couldn’t see over the stone wall, but the voices were enough to stop me in my tracks. I recognized one of them.

It was Ferran. Someone had my brother in there, trapped behind the wall. I glanced around to be sure there was nobody to see me. Then I climbed up the face of the rock wall to peer down the other side. My view was obscured by the wispy fronds of drooping trees and a tall row of yellow flowers on stalks. Quietly I slipped over the top of the wall and dropped onto the moist mossy earth behind the trees. From there, I could spy invisibly on the other people in the garden.

There were only two of them, Ferran and a stranger. I had expected to see the pretend rescuers who had snatched us from the tower. Instead, I found my brother with a priest. Robed in the simple gray costume of a cleric, he sat on a bench watching Ferran throw leaves into a trickling water fountain full of golden fish. The scrawny black-and-white dog from the butcher’s shop wandered between them. Not only did Ferran not appear to be in any danger, he was cheerfully chatting with the stranger.

“I used to live in a castle with lots of servants and a pony,” he was saying. “My father was very important, and everyone did what he said.”

I burst out of my leafy hiding place before he could give away more.

“There you are, Ardeon,” I said. “I’ve been looking all over the city for you. You can’t go running off like that. Ada and I thought something awful had happened to you.”

I glared at the gray-robed stranger, who could so easily have been the “something awful.”

My brother looked ashamed. “Sorry, Rideon. I was chasing Freckles. It turns out he isn’t a stray at all. This is where he lives.”

He pointed to the speckled dog. The friendly animal looked from him to me, wagging its tail uncertainly.

“It’s my fault for delaying the boy,” spoke up the stranger. “He told me he was lost from his brother, and we were just discussing how to find you.”

When he stood to face me, he was taller than I had realized. His height might have made him intimidating if not for his affable manner. Looking at him up close, I reconsidered my initial assumption that he was a priest. Despite the gray robe, he looked too young to be an Honored One. His broad face, with its long jaw and straight nose, was youthful. I doubted he was much older than me. Besides, he wore his dark hair long and loose, which I had never seen a real priest do. When he moved, I distinctly heard a soft, clinking sound and caught the glint of metal between the gaps in his robe. Chain mail. Was I looking at a man of peace or a young soldier?

Uncertainty made me cautious, even as the stranger extended his hand to introduce himself.

“I am Hadrian,” he said. “A humble visitor to the Temple of Light and soon-to-be Blade of Justice. Or so I hope, although I have yet to complete my training.”

So he was to be a priest of the blade. I had heard of this order of roving warrior priests, whose self-proclaimed mission was to establish justice across the provinces. None of the tales made me eager to meet one of them. In fact, their famed respect for truth gave me the feeling this Hadrian was the last sort of person Ferran and I should be around right now.

But his hand was still extended, so I had to accept it briefly and say something.

“You’ve already met my brother Ardeon,” I said. “And my name is—”

The young priest interrupted before I could introduce myself. “That isn’t really your brother’s name.”

Uneasiness rippled over me. “Of course it is.”

He just looked at me strangely. I was instantly uncomfortable beneath his scrutinizing gaze. Those sharp eyes seemed to know much more than I had spoken.

“It’s all right,” he assured me, as if sensing my discomfort. “You don’t have to tell me who either of you truly are. I’m not in the habit of prying into business that’s not my own.”

I said carefully, “I don’t know what my brother has told you about us, but he has a very big imagination. I wouldn’t take anything he says too seriously.”

“It isn’t anything he said,” Hadrian answered. “I always know when people are lying. I have a gift for sensing the emotions of others and guessing at the causes behind the feelings.”

I was skeptical. “You’re claiming to read minds?”

“Not at all. Only feelings,” he said.

“So you’re some sort of mage?” I asked, thinking of Ada and her powers.

He winced as if I had insulted him. “I would never go by that name. Magery, or trained magic, is a dark skill. It involves capturing power and forcing it to do one’s will, often through the use of charms and spells. I prefer the term ‘magicker,’ one who is born with the gift but only coaxes it, not manipulating. Not everyone agrees with my definition, and some possessors of the ability blur the line between magery and magickery. But I like to think most of us respect magic in its freest, most natural form, without all the potions and enchanted objects.”

I didn’t think Ferran, wandering around the garden again, had been listening to our exchange. But he interrupted now with, “We have an enchanted object—a bow. The peddler woman who gave it to us thought it was cursed. Does that make us dark mages?”

Hadrian laughed. “Don’t worry, little friend. There are many magical items in the world, and simply holding one doesn’t make you a mage.”

He glanced at me and grew more serious. “Just the same, if you have an enchanted object, I would be curious to look at it. Perhaps I can tell you something about it.”

I was immediately on guard, feeling strangely possessive of the bow with its newly manifested magic. I wished Ferran hadn’t mentioned it. I knew it was safely concealed by the blanket I had wrapped around it earlier. Just the same, it felt heavy across my back all of a sudden, and I shifted self-consciously. I didn’t want this stranger examining my bow.

“We don’t have time,” I said abruptly. “A friend is waiting for us, and she’ll be worried.”

It was true. The evening shadows were stretching long across the garden. Ada would soon be waiting at the dial where we had agreed to meet.

“In that case,” said Hadrian, “I bid you both farewell. Perhaps we will meet again sometime.”

“Yes, maybe,” I said in a rush. “Ardeon, let’s go.”

My brother hesitated until he remembered Ardeon meant him. Then he said a hasty good-bye to the black-and-white dog, which Hadrian promised to look after well. I thought we would leave the same way I had entered, over the garden wall. But the young priest showed us a gate half-hidden under creeping ivy, and we exited through that.

Then we were out in the street, hurrying down the gently sloping hill the way I had come earlier. It was dusk by the time we reached the intersection and found Ada waiting beside the dial.

We gave a quick explanation of where we had been, and Ada expressed relief that we hadn’t been captured by our enemies. At the reminder, I was impatient to be out of the open street, where we were so exposed. Now that Ferran’s brief adventure was over, it was time to think again of more pressing dangers.

Ada must have noticed my uneasiness.

“I’ll take us to the hiding place I spoke of before,” she said.

Her familiarity with Selbius was evident, as she led us unerringly down crooked little side streets to a dilapidated part of the city. We passed a rough sign proclaiming it to be the common district. We were now entering the beggar’s quarter, Ada said. She surprised me here by approaching and lifting aside a filthy-looking sewer grate. We looked down on a set of steps spiraling into darkness.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Welcome to the under-levels,” Ada said. “A sanctuary for beggars, criminals, and others either desperate to avoid the upper world or just looking for free shelter.”

I was incredulous. “You learned of this place simply by ‘asking around’?”

She shrugged. “Anything may be learned if you ask in the right places.”

I felt queasy, looking down into the tunnel. The darkness and thick walls reminded me all too strongly of the Eyeless Tower. It was hard to voluntarily enter a place that felt so much like a prison. I assumed Ferran would feel the same, but he surprised me by being the first to pass through the grate and start down the stairs.

If he wasn’t afraid to enter, I could hardly refuse to.

Ada and I ducked through the grate and followed him. It was a gloomy, dank world we entered. The shadows that immediately closed in on us were pierced only by the occasional glimmer-stones cemented into the walls. The levels were a maze of stone and clay tunnels and caverns spreading like far-reaching roots beneath the cleaner, brighter streets of the city above. Once, they may have been intended as part of a sprawling drainage system, but it appeared they had been abandoned incomplete.

As we descended into the stillness, the air grew foul and a deeper chill set in. There was no movement of fresh air here to carry away the stink of so many bodies living underground. Neither was there the comfort of natural daylight, only the eerie, greenish glow of the glimmer-stones, casting a permanent and unnatural dusk over the scene.

At the bottom of the steps, we came to a large cavern with offshooting tunnels that branched in every direction. In this open space, inhabitants had constructed rough shelters of blankets, pieces of lumber, broken doors, or other bits of rubbish. I supposed this was to give them a degree of privacy. There was no real need for additional roofs or walls, not when this area was already sheltered by thick stone above and below. Viewing the hovels, I thought the overall effect was of a bunch of people living amid a great garbage heap.

Even coming as I did from the tower, I had never seen squalor like this before. There must have been hundreds of people crowded down here. The floor was strewn with sleeping figures, huddled over scattered straw or rolled in filthy blankets. There was a constant hum of noise, the sounds of too many people packed into an enclosed area. Conversation buzzed, infants wailed, and barefoot children darted about, chasing one another between hovels. There were also the noises and smells of illness. Many of the level dwellers appeared to be diseased or lame and went untended in their suffering.

I was unhappy to note more than a few bold rats skittering around the deepest shadows at the edges of the room. I had a particular hatred for the creatures, because of the memories they evoked. Other sights of extreme poverty might be new to me, but I was familiar with vermin from my years in the tower.

Nothing about the rough, hopeless surroundings made me want to spend any time here, but we had no choice. In the back of the room, we found an unoccupied spot along the wall, where we could set up a camp of sorts. Ada dug through a nearby pile of rubbish that didn’t seem to belong to anyone and found a long clay pipe and a wooden beam. I dragged them over to our spot, and we leaned them against the wall. We brought Ada’s tattered blankets out of her canvas sack and draped some of them over the beam like a tent, scattering others on the floor.

Our little tent was too small to stand or move in but would give just enough space to crawl inside when we were ready to sleep. There was also room to stow our belongings.

“Never leave our traveling packs unguarded, or they’ll be snatched,” Ada warned.

“Will we really be here long enough to worry about that?” I asked.

I had reconciled myself to spending the night in the levels but couldn’t imagine living in this filthy place for any real length of time.

“We’ve got to stay in town long enough to gather provisions,” Ada said. “We’re only a day or two from Dimmingwood and the nearest forest village. But we need food for the journey, and it will take time to collect enough.”

I could guess how she meant to go about “collecting” what we needed, but I didn’t argue with her. The truth was we had no idea what lay ahead and had to conserve what little money we had left. Ada’s methods would help us do that.

Tired from the day’s activities, we all crawled into the little shelter to rest. It wasn’t long before the even breathing of the others around me told me they were asleep. But I didn’t sleep right away. Instead, I considered my bow, crammed into a corner of the tent, as far from me as possible. I remembered the way it glowed hot when I had sighted the scarred man. I thought of the things the young priest, Hadrian, had said of enchanted items and of the peddler woman’s warning that there was some curse or magic attached to the weapon. Should I get rid of it before it flared up again and set us all afire while we slept? But something kept me from casting the bow away. In that brief moment of danger this afternoon, it had almost seemed to be trying to warn me. The idea of the weapon having a will and awareness of its own was as intriguing as it was disturbing.

I rolled over, turning away from the unsettling bow, and stared up at our flimsy blanket ceiling. As drowsiness stole over me, I fingered my father’s ring, still on its cord around my neck, and remembered the lock of my mother’s hair nestled inside its hidden compartment.

I had come a long way, but I hadn’t forgotten what I had left behind.


* * *




I was awakened in the night by a noisy commotion. I felt as if I had hardly slept at all. Rubbing my eyes and squinting into the darkness, I tried to make out what was going on. Ferran was safely asleep at my side, but Ada’s blanket was empty. I recognized her raised voice coming from outside.

Immediately my mind went to the night we had been captured by soldiers from the tower. But we had left them behind when we crossed the border, hadn’t we? Maybe our hiding place had been discovered by the two men hunting us? My heart beat faster at the thought. But Ada’s voice raging nearby sounded more angry than threatened.

I crawled to the mouth of the tent and peered out into the perpetual gloom of the under-levels. The glimmer-stones in the walls cast an eerie, green light over the scene before me. Ada stood a little distance from the tent, her feet planted wide and her hands on her skinny hips. It was a fighting stance.

Ranged around her was a group of ragged-looking younglings not much older than us. I quickly counted them. They numbered five. This was a lean and hungry-looking bunch, all but one, the boy Ada appeared to be confronting. He was broad-shouldered and taller than most grown men.

“You can’t take them,” Ada was arguing with him. “We need everything we have.”

Seeing how she fingered her belt knife, I decided the problem was serious.

“Ada, what’s going on?” I asked, climbing out of the tent to join her.

She scowled, never taking her eyes of the surrounding strangers. “I caught these thugs reaching into our tent and stealing our belongings,” she spat.

I saw now that both my traveling pack and hers were held by two of the boys.

None of the strangers denied the accusation. It would have been difficult with our possessions clearly in their hands.

The biggest of the group spoke up. “The under-levels are our territory,” he said. “Consider this the price you pay for stopping under our roof.”

“We can’t afford to lose those things,” I argued. “We have nothing else.”

The big fellow sized me up, his expression contemptuous. He was as greasy and begrimed as his companions. His forehead beneath a thatch of dark hair was scarred, his nose crooked, as if it had been broken in the past.

“Maybe you’d like to fight me for it,” he said, a cruel glint in his eyes.

I knew what he was thinking, that I was short and small built, that I would be no challenge to him at all. It was a fair assessment. But what he didn’t know was that I was desperate. We had come too far to be defeated by some nameless toughs, not when we were so close to finally reaching Dimmingwood. It was true what Ada had said; we needed everything we had to get us through the last leg of our journey.

“I’ll fight you all right,” I heard myself saying.

The bigger boy looked surprised. I was a little startled by the bold decision myself. But I could see no choice. Somehow we had to settle this question and prove we weren’t easy prey. Otherwise, these younglings and others like them would drive us out of the under-levels and chase us back up onto the streets. I couldn’t let that happen.

Ada tugged on my arm and gave me a warning look. I knew she feared I was going to lose our things and get myself badly beaten in the process.

But it was too late to take back my agreement.

“It’s a deal then,” the big fellow said, looking confident.

He immediately fell into a crouch, doubling up his fists.

“Not so fast,” I said. “I agreed to a fight but not with fists. I’m talking about a duel of blades.”

“Knives?” he asked, obviously startled at the suggestion.

“Not knives. Swords,” I corrected.

It was an important point. I couldn’t beat the bigger boy in a fistfight. But what he couldn’t guess was that, along with the other things I had been tutored in as a young child, I had been instructed in self-defense by a sword master. If I could get my hands on my weapon of choice, I might have a fair chance.

The big fellow scoffed. “Where would we come by a pair of swords around here?” he asked. “Do you have them?”

I had to admit I didn’t. I could sense relief from Ada beside me.

Then one of the rough younglings in the background spoke up. “I know where I could borrow a sword.”

“So do I,” another boy put in.

My plan was coming together. I only needed to make my opponent agree.

“Surely you aren’t afraid, are you?” I asked him.

“Not on your life,” he spat, looking amused. “I’m just trying to decide how much of your innards I should carve out. I’m thinking all of them.”

He motioned to his friends, and the two who had spoken up ran off to fetch the weapons. While we waited for their return, I had plenty of time to question my rash decision. I remembered that my skills were rusty, that it had been two years since I had held a blade.

When our enemies weren’t looking, Ada poked me and whispered, “This is a terrible idea. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

There was no time for me to admit she was probably right. The two boys who had gone off in search of weapons were already returning. My soon-to-be opponent examined the swords they brought to him and tossed me the one that was in the worst condition. I had never held a weapon of such poor quality before. The blade was rusted, dented, and slightly bent, throwing off the balance. I feared it might break the first time our swords clashed.

Still, it was too late to get out of this now. Everyone was backing away to give us room.

I reminded my foe, “Don’t forget, if I win, you and the others will leave me and my friends undisturbed. No more trouble.”

“And if I win,” he said, “I get everything you own.” His greedy gaze flickered past me, toward the opening of our tent, as if he were adding up all the contents he could see. “I’ll take that bow,” he said. He looked Ada up and down. “And maybe your girl too.”

From the outraged noise Ada made, I knew if I didn’t engage our enemy soon, she would.

“It’s agreed,” I said quickly. “Let’s get on with this.”

We circled, sizing each other up. Probably when he looked at me, all he saw was my size. But I was watching his movements and the awkward way he gripped his sword, as if it were a scythe and he was planning to mow me down with it. I suspected he had never held a sword before. Seeing this, I regained a little of my confidence.

He made a sudden rush at me and swung his blade like he was trying to lop off my head. It was a predictable and clumsy move. In that instant, all the long hours of training with my father’s hired sword master came back to me. I instinctively blocked the swing and returned the attack. My muscles remembered what to do. I launched my assault quickly, before the other boy’s superior size and strength could wear me down.

My opponent blocked and tried to return my thrusts, but he gave up more ground than he gained. As I had suspected, he was all brute strength and knew nothing of speed or footwork. He hacked and stabbed inelegantly and with growing force, as he discovered I wasn’t so easily beaten. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his eyes began to look frantic.

My arm was growing tired, and stinging drops of sweat trickled into my eyes. But I was hardly aware of these things. I was too caught up in the energy of the moment. It was a long time since I had been confronted with a danger I could actually do something about. In a way, I had been waiting for this fight for two years.

In a final rush, I backed my opponent against the wall and smashed my sword against his so suddenly and sharply his blade flew from his hand. It sailed a short distance to clatter to the ground.

In that second, I didn’t see the now-unarmed youngling in front of me. I saw the guards who had imprisoned my family in the tower. I saw the headsman who had killed my father and the soldiers who hunted Ferran and me. More than any of this, I saw my father’s enemy, who had ordered it all. I drew back my blade, about to thrust it through my foe in a blind rage.

But at the last instant, my vision cleared and I realized what was truly before me—a frightened-looking youth little older than me, who had done no serious harm.

I took a breath, cooling my anger, and lowered my weapon.

“I have won,” I pointed out to my opponent and the onlookers. “Honor your word and leave us alone.”

The flash of fear that had been in my enemy’s eyes in the moment when he was waiting to be killed now disappeared. It was replaced by something else—grudging respect.

“You won’t be bothered again,” he said simply. “I’ll see to it.”

I half expected some sort of trick, maybe a surprise attack as soon as I lowered my guard and dropped my weapon to the ground. But none came. The older boy and his companions quickly gathered the rusty swords and left.

Alone, Ada and I collected our traveling packs and returned them to the tent, where Ferran still slept, oblivious to what had happened.

“That was a mad thing you did,” Ada told me as we slithered back into our blankets.

“It was,” I agreed.

“I doubt that stupid thug will keep his word,” she continued. “He’ll probably come after us again when we least expect it.”

I didn’t say anything, but I thought she was mistaken. I had seen something in the tough boy from the under-levels. He might be many bad things, but I believed he had his own code of honor and would stick to it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I couldn’t be sure what time it was when next I woke. In the perpetual gloom of the under-levels, day and night looked much the same. It was Ada who had woken me, and she quietly beckoned me to follow as she crawled out of the tent. Ferran was still sleeping, so I took care not to wake him as I left.

Outside, Ada told me the reason for our early rising. “It’s nearly dawn up there,” she said, pointing overhead. “Soon the market will be opening. The fruit and pie sellers and all the rest will be busy setting up their carts and stalls to begin the day. It’s a good time to pick up what we need while they’re distracted.”

I didn’t like the idea. Despite our desperate circumstances, it was hard to forget I was the heir of a congrave. My father hadn’t raised me to be a common sneak thief. But I smothered my pride. I couldn’t let Ada go on taking all the chances for us. Sooner or later I had to do my share. Besides, wasn’t it my responsibility to provide for Ferran in any way I could?

Remembering my brother, I was reluctant to leave him alone in this rough place. But the man with the scarred chin was still out there somewhere, probably combing the streets of Selbius for us. No matter how unpleasant the under-levels, Ferran was safer down here.

An idea occurred to me, and I looked around to see where last night’s gang of young thugs had gone off to. Their leader had kept his promise not to trouble us again while we slept. Maybe I could trust him for something else.

After a short exploration of the surrounding hovels and tents, I found him.

He was digging through a pile of what seemed like garbage but was probably the prized treasure of one of our neighbors. He looked up, evidently surprised to see me. I couldn’t blame him. We hadn’t exactly parted on friendly terms. Yet something about him made me think he wasn’t one for holding a grudge.

“I came to ask a favor,” I said. I removed one of the few coins from my pouch to show it was really more of a job than a favor. “I have to go out for a while and leave my little brother behind. But we have enemies who might want to make trouble for him if they find him down here unprotected. Would you keep an eye on him from a distance and see he’s not bothered?”

I had his full attention from the moment I produced the money. He readily agreed to the plan, although I sensed he found it strange I would trust him. Maybe I shouldn’t, I thought, as I returned to Ada and our tent. But I could only follow my instincts.

I looked in on Ferran a final time and found him still sleeping. Before ducking back out, I hesitated over the bow lying in the floor. I decided to leave the weapon behind. The memory of my strange experience with it the other day still made me uneasy, and until I sorted out my feelings, I wasn’t ready to carry the thing again.

Ada and I left the crowded cavern and ascended the stairs leading out of the black pit. Up on the street, Ada led the way to the market, following the same crooked lanes as the previous evening. Uneasy about returning to the scene where I had last seen the man with the scarred chin, I kept a wary eye out. Luckily, I didn’t see him among the strangers trickling into the market square.

In the gray dawn light, Ada surveyed the early arrivals, sellers busily filling their carts or setting up their stalls. She reminded me of a hunting cat circling its prey. Soon she found whatever it was she had been looking for. She drew my attention to a man who was carrying bags of apples out of a shop and loading them into a pushcart.

“I’ll distract that one,” Ada instructed. “You come along behind him and pocket a couple of those apples.”

“What if someone sees me?” I protested.

She waved away my concern. “Nobody but the seller will care, and I’ll keep him busy. You just give me those coins you’ve been saving.”

I was surprised. “Why? Are you buying something?”

“You’ll see,” she said.

I gave her the pouch that contained the last of my money, wondering all the while if I was a fool for trusting a thief, even one who was a friend, with all I possessed. But she had stuck with us thus far. If I couldn’t rely on her, I could rely on no one.

As soon as she had the money, she hurried straight off across the square. I took a more circuitous route to come up behind the fruit seller. Although my task was a small one, I was sweating, wondering whether I could carry it out without getting caught.

Ada hadn’t mentioned how she planned to distract the seller, so I was surprised to see her walk right up to him and begin speaking. Drawing near enough to hear, I realized she was haggling over the price of his fruit, jingling my bag of coins to keep his attention.

Trying to look casual and not at all terrified, I wandered past the back of the cart, snatching and pocketing three apples as I went. It was over so fast I could hardly believe it. The seller, busy with Ada, never looked my way. As easily as that, I had gotten away with it.

Or so I thought.

But I hadn’t gone more than a dozen steps when a shout rose up behind me. “Stop that thief!”

Looking over my shoulder, I saw an old woman with a chicken under each arm, pointing at me. Ada had been wrong when she said no one but the fruit seller would care. As the old woman drew the fruit man’s attention to me, I saw Ada beating a hasty retreat down an alley. I realized I had better do the same.

I broke into a run, dashing through the square. Sounds of pursuit told me the fruit seller wasn’t far behind. I didn’t dare go the same way as Ada. I didn’t want to draw the angry seller in her direction. Instead, I rounded a corner onto a main street.

Even amid my fear of being caught, I felt an unexpected rush of excitement as I ran along. This was unquestionably one of the most daring things I had ever done. And for once, I was the offender, not the victim. It felt surprisingly good to be acting instead of reacting.

There was little traffic at this early hour. I dodged a boy and his dog herding a flock of sheep toward the market, crossed the street, and started down an alley.

But my excitement was short-lived. My pursuer was not easily shaken. I had thought I lost him after crossing the street. But now I heard the sounds of ringing footprints pounding down the alley behind me. At the end of the way, I clambered over a wobbly fence, cut through someone’s back garden, and escaped into another series of twisting lanes.

But the sounds of pursuit still followed.

Panic welled up in me. My legs were weary, and now my lungs began to burn. I didn’t know this city well enough to keep up a prolonged chase. Where would I run? I thought I could find my way back to the under-levels, but I didn’t dare go back there. I couldn’t lead them toward our hideout and Ferran.

The questioned was soon settled. I heard my pursuer gaining ground, and then his fingers caught hold of my coat collar. I was jerked to a sudden, choking stop and dragged over backward, off my feet. As I slammed to the ground, pain exploded in the back of my head, where my skull met the cobblestones.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The world spun dizzily. For an instant I had a skewed view of the rooftops of the buildings around me, jutting up into the sky. I saw puffy clouds overhead, and then, strangely, Ada’s frightened face peering down at me from over the edge of a roof far above.

What was she doing up there?

Her face and everything else disappeared as something dark descended over my head, a canvas bag smelling faintly of onions. I tried to fight, but my arms felt too heavy to move. I was lifted at both ends and roughly carried between two people. Had someone joined the fruit seller in capturing me? I was too dazed to make sense of it.

After being carried a short distance, I was placed in what felt like the back of a wagon or long cart. I heard the rustle of some sort of covering being pulled over the bed of the wagon, concealing me. Already blind with my head inside the bag, I found it darker still now. Breathing was difficult enough with the hood over my head. Under two layers, I began to suffocate. I opened my mouth to yell for help but could only make a muffled gagging noise.

It dawned on me that whoever was doing this to me, they weren’t the fruit seller or local authorities. My captors were going to too much trouble to silence and conceal me. It could only be the scarred man and the red-bearded one. Fear flashed through me. At first it was dread of my enemies. Then it became a more basic fear, as I struggled to draw breath.

I was vaguely aware the cart beneath me was beginning to rumble forward.


* * *




I must have lost consciousness for part of the journey, for I didn’t regain awareness again until the wagon came to a halt and the covering was yanked off me. I had no idea how long or short a distance we had traveled. Time had lost all meaning. Now with the thick covering gone and only the hood smothering me, I could get a little more air than before. A faint glow of daylight penetrated the gloom inside the hood, but I couldn’t make out any distinct shapes.

I was lifted out of the cart and carried the same as before between two men. At least this time I knew who my captors were. They didn’t speak as they dragged me roughly along, and I was quiet too. No matter what happened from here on out, I resolved that I would keep silent. They would never get Ferran’s location out of me.

I felt a shadow drop over us, and the air went still as we left the outdoors and entered some sort of building. I wondered where they were taking me. My carriers grunted under my weight, and wooden floorboards creaked under theirs. They didn’t carry me far, before dropping me suddenly on a hard floor. I gave a muffled yelp at the impact. As I lay on my back, they removed my hood.

At last I had a view of my surroundings. The first thing I saw was a distorted blaze of firelight before my blurry eyes. Quickly the blaze receded into the distance as my vision cleared. It resolved itself into a large metal cage or chandelier holding a multitude of wax candles. Suspended from a wooden beam crisscrossing the ceiling, the chandelier’s glow bathed the room in orangey light, casting flickering shadows over floors and walls.

The space around me was vast and open. I couldn’t guess at its original purpose. Whatever the place had once been, it must be long in disuse now. The plaster was cracked, and timbers were rotting. In many places there were gaps in the ceiling, giving glimpses into a darker level above. There were tall windows on either side of the long room, but these had been heavily boarded up, keeping out any hint of daylight. The only illumination in the cavernous room came from the hundreds of candles overhead that dripped little flecks of hot wax down onto the floor around me.

Although I took all this in at a glance, my real focus was on the people in the room. Where I had expected only my two known captors, I was surrounded instead by a crowd of nearly a hundred strangers. Their voices buzzed in conversation around me, their faces a mixture of curiosity and amusement, as if my sudden entrance into the middle of them was some sort of entertainment. These were a rough-looking bunch of men and a few women, some of them wearing the rags of beggars, others looking better fed and clothed but still grimy. Many were scarred from frequent fighting or were missing teeth, an eye, or a limb. Some bore wooden cudgels or gleaming knives hanging from their belts. They were a mixture of young and old, big and small, fair and ugly. The only thing they had in common were hard faces and an air of menace.

Of the two captors I had expected, the scarred and red-bearded men, there was no sign. The pair who had apparently carried me in and were now standing over me were unfamiliar.

Finished staring at the strangers who were staring back at me, I climbed uncertainly to my feet. My legs felt weak, and my head still throbbed.

There was a stirring in the crowd, and they parted to let someone pass through them. I heard the voice of the approaching man before I saw him.

“Welcome, young stranger, to the thieves’ court.”

The speaker came into view, a tall fair-haired man with a short beard. His face was disconcerting, ordinary on one side but horribly marred on the other by scarring, as if from a terrible burn. The burned area surrounded his eye, which was concealed beneath a leather patch.

He observed me looking at it.

“You are admiring my eye, wondering how I came by such a decoration,” he said conversationally. “It was a gift from a former friend who thought to overthrow me. He shoved a torch into my face. But the souvenir I gave him was greater.”

I didn’t much care how he had lost his eye. Seeing how the others grew hushed when he spoke, I guessed him to be the leader of this fierce-looking band. That made him the man to speak to.

“Did you say I am in the thieves’ court?” I asked, still trying to understand my situation. “What does that mean?”

The man’s face split into a grin that was neither amused nor friendly. “Sometimes the thieves’ court means that, as I have been called ‘the thief king,’ this is my hall. But today it means that this is your trial and I am to be your judge and, if necessary, executioner.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Who are all of you?” I gestured toward the spectators.

The thief king lifted an eyebrow at my ignorance. “Can it be you have not heard of us? We are the thieves’ guild.”

He circled me, as if sizing me up. He didn’t look impressed with what he saw.

All the same, I was relieved. I didn’t know what these strangers wanted from me, but it was becoming clear they had no connection with my enemies or my past.

The thief king paused before me. He must have noted me growing less apprehensive.

“Would you like to tell us what it is that makes you look so pleased?” he asked. Although his teeth were bared in the semblance of a smile, his eyes were cold.

I sensed I had best tread carefully.

“It’s only that I’m relieved because I thought you were someone else,” I said.

“Someone you fear more than us?” the thief king asked, raising his voice for the benefit of the onlookers. “Should we be insulted, my friends?”

He looked around at his companions, who laughed and whispered to one another.

The thief king returned his attention to me, and this time his smile disappeared.

“I am sorry to tell you, youngling, that whoever you expected, you have fallen into much more serious hands now. You would do well to be afraid. They were.”

He gestured toward the near wall. I followed his motion, and my blood froze in my veins.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


On first arriving in the room, I had failed to notice that wall. Even now, I wondered if what I saw was real or summoned from a nightmare. Nailed up on the walls like grizzly decorations were dozens of severed human limbs. The arms and legs made me think of hunting trophies, like the deer and boar heads that used to line the great hall in my father’s castle.

The thief king gave me no time to absorb the disturbing sight, saying, “You see, each of these victims were snatched off the streets for the same crime as yours.”

“Crime?” I was so stunned I could hardly make my lips move.

“Several of our members saw you robbing a fruit seller in the market,” he answered. “Recognizing you were not one of ours, two set out after you. The others came to inform me so I could assemble this court.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

He tilted his head and fixed me with a look of mock pity.

“This city is ours,” he explained. “And none who have failed to pay their dues to the guild may ply the trade here. That is our law, one we take very seriously.”

As he spoke, he turned his back to me and crossed the room. When the crowd made way for him, I saw what I had not before, a high-backed wooden chair at the head of the hall. This was roughly made but arranged in a place of honor, like some sort of throne. Above it on the wall hung a strange weapon suspended on hooks. I had never seen such a sword as this, for it had an unusual black blade.

The thief king didn’t sit on his throne but walked behind it to take down the black-bladed sword from its place on the wall.

“The thieves’ guild is very old,” he said casually to me. “We have certain ancient customs. Among these is the tradition of the Thief’s Blade.”

He ran a finger down the sharp length of the blade. “Those unlucky souls who don’t pay the proper respect to the guild have their limbs cut off with the Thief’s Blade, as a warning to other would-be thieves not to infringe on our territory.”

A sinking feeling had been growing in my stomach ever since laying eyes on the severed arms and legs pinned to the wall. I could see what he was leading up to.

He continued, “By ‘proper respect,’ of course, I mean seeking guild permission to work in this city, that and the paying of a small fee.”

I swallowed, wondering if I could bluff my way out of this. “I, uh, already paid the fee,” I said. “In fact, I’m a member of your guild. Probably you just don’t remember me because I’m new.”

At the glint in his one good eye, I immediately realized I had made a mistake in calling his memory into question.

But all he said was, “Are you now? A member of my guild? If that’s the case, you won’t mind proving it.”

He motioned to the two men who had brought me in. They rushed forward suddenly to take hold of my arms, holding me immobile. Their leader crossed over to me and shoved the sleeves of my tunic up, examining both my pale forearms.

“This is unlucky, young stranger,” he said ironically. “Somehow you seem to have lost the brand that marks you as a guild member.”

He ripped back his own sleeve, revealing a silvery X branded into an inner forearm, just below the elbow.

“Without a mark like this, we have no choice but to look upon you as a liar. And we don’t care much for liars, do we, fellows?”

He directed that last to the onlookers. They made sounds of noisy agreement.

One voice in the crowd even yelled, “I say we chop his arms off.”

There were choruses of agreement throughout the room.

The thief king held up a hand for silence. The other hand, I noticed, still gripped his black-bladed sword.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, my friends,” he said loudly. “It’s only fair we give the boy a chance to redeem himself.” Then he dropped his voice and whispered sideways to me, “That means money, boy. If you have any, now’s the time to show it.”

I wasn’t about to argue. I nodded quick agreement and, as soon as my arms were released, plunged my hands into my coat pockets. My searching fingers reached past the worthless apples I had stolen that morning but found no pouch of coins beneath. Too late I remembered I had given all my money to Ada. I had nothing left with which to buy my safety. I thought of my father’s ring, dangling from its cord around my neck and hidden beneath my tunic. But I was unwilling to part with that even if my life depended on it.

Trying to sound less afraid than I was, I said, “Listen, I’m willing to pay whatever you want, but I don’t have the money on me right now. Let me go, and I’ll bring it back to you.”

The thief king made a disappointed sound. “Alas, that’s a promise we’ve heard all too often. I fear this guild does not accept promises or extend credit. If you’re unable to pay now, we’ll have no choice but to take off your arms and throw you into the lake. The fish at least will get some value out of you.”

The gathered crowd roared with apparent delight at the suggestion. I tried to appeal to the thief king but couldn’t make myself heard over the noise. I was pushed through the mob toward the head of the room. From somewhere, they produced a large wooden block stained with the blood of past victims.

Panic welled up in me. As I was pushed down onto my knees and my right arm forcibly stretched over the block, my blood thundered in my ears. I saw in my mind’s eye another scene with another block. It wasn’t my arm about to be severed there but my father’s head.

Then I returned to the moment. The thief king was approaching me. It wasn’t him I fixed my eyes on but the approach of that sharp black blade. It gleamed in the candlelight.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The thief king stood over me, sword upraised.

I braced myself. But while I stared at that wicked black blade, waiting for it to descend, I saw something unexpected. A bright blue flash crackled across the sword, dancing over the steel.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. What was this?

The thief king too paused to examine the sword, looking startled. When the strange flash didn’t reappear, he shook his head, as if tossing aside some odd thing he had imagined. He stood over me and hefted the blade again. Time seemed to slow down. As the blade descended, I couldn’t help flinching and squeezing my eyes closed.

I waited for the steel to bite into my arm. But it didn’t.

When I opened my eyes again to see what was causing the delay, I beheld the thief king staring down his own person in bewilderment. Sparks and flashes of blue light danced and crackled up and down him. He lowered his blade and swatted at the blue sparks, like they were annoying insects. Then the sparks left him and began to dart around the room. The attention of all the confused spectators followed those sparks of blue.

But not my attention. I was too busy scanning the room, looking for the creator of the disturbance. And then I glimpsed her, a slight, silver-haired figure crouching in the shadow of a barrel near the wall. How had she gotten in here?

As I watched, a bolt of blue lightning shot out of her hands and forked across the room, striking the rope holding the chandelier suspended over our heads. The rope snapped, and the massive cage of steel and fire came crashing down. Floorboards shattered beneath its weight, sparks flew, and the room was plunged into darkness and confusion. The voice of the thief king rang out over the tumult, as he shouted that there must be an enemy mage in the room.

No one held me down anymore. Finding myself forgotten amid the chaos, I took advantage of the disorder to stumble away from the crowd. It was impossible to see where I was going, but I made for what my ears told me was a quieter part of the room. If only I could get to the entrance I had first come through. But it was no use. There seemed to be a knot of people blocking my way.

As I felt my way forward, blindly, a hand shot out of the darkness and grabbed my fingers. I started until I realized it wasn’t one of my captors preventing my escape. The small but strong hand belonged to Ada.

“Come on, Rideon,” she whispered harshly, her fingers digging into mine. “I know a way out.”

I certainly didn’t argue. Out was good. I let her lead me along through the noise and the blackness until she came to a halt. She knelt on the floor, and there was a harsh, scraping sound as if she were fumbling around, searching for something. I heard a shrill creak, and then came the touch of cool air, a moving current drifting up from below. It must be a trapdoor of some kind.

“You first,” Ada whispered, shoving me toward the opening in the floor. My exploring hands told me she had pried up a wide floorboard, leaving a gap too small for a grown man but just big enough for scrawny younglings like us to squeeze through. I had no idea what was below, but I trusted Ada. I put my legs through the gap and then lowered my whole body, dropping clumsily from one dark place into another.

The fall was a short one. I landed in a crouch on a hard floor. Before I could stand upright and get my bearings, a weight descended on top of me. It was Ada, falling like a bundle of rags and bones to knock me down.

“Where are we?” I asked, quickly scrambling off the cold floor and pulling her up with me.

“I think it’s a coal cellar,” she explained. “It’s how I got in.”

From down here, the shouts and stomping going on overhead were muffled. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the thief king restored order and my escape was realized. We had to get out of here quickly.

“Can’t you make some light?” I urged as Ada found my hand and dragged me through the darkness. How she knew one direction from another in this blackness I couldn’t guess.

“No light,” she answered shortly. “Someone might see it through the floor cracks above.”

It was a fair point.

Pushing forward, occasionally bumping into barrels and other unfamiliar objects, I quickly realized the cellar was very small and it was possible to locate the exit by following the flow of cool air coming this way. It had to lead to the outdoors.

Quickly we found a chute where coal must have been shoveled in, back when this place was still in use. It was steep but, again, just wide enough for a pair of skinny younglings to scramble up and through. Ahead of me, Ada shoved aside whatever was blocking the opening. Blinding daylight streamed into our faces.

Blinking in the glare, we dragged ourselves out into the street. We had made it.

But where were we now? We had come out into an empty lane. There were piles of refuse all around us, and the smell was terrible. Not far away, fluttering black birds were picking boldly at the rotting skeleton of some sort of dead animal. Tall decaying structures rose to either side of us. Warehouses, I thought. I even imagined I heard the distant lapping of water although I couldn’t see any.

“We’re near the old docks but still inside the city walls,” Ada told me.

Beneath the harsh light of the late afternoon sun, she was a hideous sight, her clothes even more torn and ragged than usual, her face, hands, and even her silver hair streaked with black dust. I realized I probably looked no better.

But neither of us was interested in appearances right now.

“Come on,” she said, taking off at a jog down the narrow lane.

I didn’t hesitate but took off running after her. We weren’t safe yet.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


We ran down shadowed side streets and narrow alleys until we had no more strength left. Finally we cut through the empty yard around back of an unfamiliar house and hid behind a pigeon coop to catch our breaths. The birds fluttered and cooed at the disturbance, but there was no one else to notice our arrival. At last we could rest a moment.

“How did you find me?” I asked Ada, between gasps for breath.

She sank to the ground and leaned her back against the coop. “I was worried you wouldn’t escape the fruit seller, so I cut around to follow you,” she explained, wiping beads of sweat from her pale forehead. “I saw those strange men capture you and shove you into the back of their cart, so I went after them. I might not have if I had known was I was getting into. But I thought they were the same two men who chased you in Varnai.”Her eyes narrowed. “Remember them?” she asked meaningfully. “The mysterious enemies you won’t talk about from the past you won’t explain?”

I dodged the question that wasn’t really a question by asking, “How did you get into the thieves’ den?”

She shrugged. “I poked around outside until I discovered the coal chute that let me into the cellar. Finding the way into the upper room was harder. I guess they tore down the old stairs and boarded up the cellar entrance, so I had to try all the exposed boards over my head until I found a plank loose enough to lift quietly.”

“Now what?” I asked, casting an uneasy glance around. Even in this concealed spot, I didn’t feel safe. I rubbed my arms, thinking it would be a long time before I stopped imagining the Thief’s Blade descending to chop them off.

“We shouldn’t spend any more time on the streets during daylight,” Ada said. “Not while the whole guild is on the lookout for us. Let’s wait until twilight and then make for the under-levels.”

It was a sensible plan. There was just one problem. Ferran was alone in the under-levels. True, I had paid the rough boy from last night’s sword fight to keep an eye on him from a distance. But Ada and I had sneaked off this morning without waking him to explain where we went, because we thought we would only be out a short time. By now he was bound to have noticed we were gone. He was probably scared to death in that strange place. He might even be tempted to venture up onto the streets looking for us. I couldn’t forget that the red-bearded man and the one with the scarred chin were out there somewhere, looking for us. What if Ferran encountered them alone? To an extent, I trusted the rough boy from the fight. But I doubted he would be prepared to risk his life defending Ferran. Not for the little I had paid him.

No, we had to return to the beggar’s quarter as soon as possible, no matter how risky. Surprisingly, Ada didn’t argue with my decision. We abandoned our hiding place and took a circuitous route back to the common district, hoping to throw off anyone attempting to follow us.

We reached the beggar’s quarter without incident and climbed down the secret stairway behind the sewer grate. The under-levels were as gloomy and unsettling as ever beneath the eerie, greenish light of the glimmer-stones. Worse, the swarm of strangers living and sleeping in the cavernous space now looked to me like potential informants of the thieves’ guild. Who knew how far the guild’s reach extended through the city?

On the way toward our tent, I saw the boy I had fought the previous night. From a distance, he caught my eye and gave a nod, as if to say there had been no trouble while I was out.

Despite the reassurance, I was relieved when I laid eyes on Ferran. He hadn’t wandered far from the tent where we had left him. We found him trying to befriend a couple of bold rats by offering them bits of rotted food taken from a pile of rubbish. Glad as I was to find him safe, for a moment I felt a pang at seeing a congrave’s son dressed like a beggar and playing with rats in a sewer. But I shook the feeling aside. I would provide a better life for my brother as soon as I could. For now, we were alive and free. That was all that mattered.

I explained our absence to Ferran, leaving out the parts that would frighten him. There was no need for him to know that yet another group of enemies was now after us. Somehow amid all the excitement of the day, I still carried the three apples in my coat pockets from this morning.

We divided the fruit, the first thing any of us had eaten all day, and tried to ignore the continued rumbling of our stomachs after the small meal. We couldn’t exist much longer on so little, I thought, eyeing the moldy crumbs Ferran had been feeding the rats. But how could we gather more when it was unsafe to walk the city streets? And how would we ever collect enough to see us through the last leg of our journey? Perhaps it was time we took our chances on the road and struck out for Dimmingwood. Maybe we would find small game or berries along the way. It wasn’t as if we were doing much better where we were.

Yes, I decided. It was definitely time to set out for Dimmingwood. But when I turned to tell the others my decision, I suddenly noticed that Ferran’s face looked strangely flushed. In fact, his eyes were dull and there was a listlessness about him that was all too familiar. I would have noticed it earlier if I hadn’t been so caught up in other problems.

I put my hand to my brother’s forehead, and my fears were confirmed. The fever had returned. At least this time we knew what to do. Ada created one of her magic blazes, and we heated a pot of water with the remainder of the herbs from the packet. I only hoped it would be enough.

After settling Ferran into his blankets, I told Ada, “We’ll have to remain in Selbius another day or two, even assuming the medicine works this time. He’s not fit to travel on foot or sleep outdoors in all weather.”

I could see by her face that I didn’t have to explain what this meant. Our situation was growing graver by the hour. She looked at the under-level dwellers surrounding us, the old and the lame mixing with young mothers with wailing infants and barefoot children. Was she thinking as I was that any of these desperate people might sell us to our enemies?

“I have an idea,” she said suddenly and leapt to her feet.

“What is it?” I called after her as she strode away. “What’s your plan?”

She answered over her shoulder, “I’m going to risk everything.”


* * *




When Ada was gone, I sat alone wondering what she had meant about risking everything. By now it must be growing dark outside. I hoped that would give her some protection. Besides, none of the thieves from the den had seen her freeing me, and my two former captors from the tower escape had no cause to trouble her. Whatever her mission, I would have to trust that she knew what she was doing. She had helped us this far, hadn’t she?

I crept into the tent and monitored Ferran’s fever. He was still burning up but slept deeply. If nothing else, at least the medicine was letting him rest. I lay down among the blankets and pulled out the little leather-bound book I had kept during my time in the tower. It was too dark for reading. With Ada’s power to summon light and fire, we had never bothered to procure candles. But I could still make out the outline of my handwriting scrawled across the page.

Already it seemed like I was another person when I wrote those words. The thought didn’t entirely disturb me. I was still my father’s son but was no longer the helpless and naïve boy I had been during my golden childhood or even during my imprisonment. I was a survivor now even if a clumsy one. I had taken elements of that former Luka and was transforming him into a more experienced, stronger me. I was becoming Rideon.

For some reason my thoughts turned to the thief king, the leader of the guild. There was something impressive about the cruel man with his terrible black-bladed sword. He was no praetor or congrave, but he wielded a kind of power over his people. For that he had to be clever, bold, even ruthless. Had he once started out as someone like me? I was surprised to realize I almost admired him.


* * *




I must have fallen asleep eventually, because the next thing I knew Ferran was shaking me.

“Luka, wake up. Ada’s back, and she’s brought food,” he said happily.

Seeing Ada over his shoulder, I almost shot my brother a sharp look for calling me by the wrong name in her presence. But then I didn’t. I was too surprised and pleased to see him awake and looking improved. A touch to his forehead revealed his fever was nearly gone. The medicine had saved us again.

“How did your mission go?” I asked Ada, seeing her loaded with provisions and a bundle of what looked like clothing.

“It was a success,” she said, putting the things down.

She tossed me something—a quiver. And it held a few arrows. I dug my bow out of the back of the tent and tested it with one of the arrows. The string was still damaged and the tension off. But it could possibly shoot a short distance if necessary. But I didn’t trust my aim. Not with the bad string.

“How did you come by all this?” I asked Ada, indicating the pile of goods around us. “We don’t have enough money, and you couldn’t have stolen this much in a single morning.”

I didn’t add what she must surely be aware of, that if she had stolen it, she risked the wrath of the thieves’ guild, the same as me.

“I took a chance,” she admitted. “After yesterday’s tangle with the thieves’ guild, it occurred to me the Selbius city guard would probably be happy to get their hands on a man like the thief king. There was bound to be some kind of reward out for him. So I went to the city guard and sold out the thief king and the location of his secret den. The reward was enough to buy all the provisions we need to make our journey to Dimmingwood. I also bought clothes.”

“Clothes?” I was still trying to absorb the first bit of information.

She glanced at Ferran. “The thieves and the other men hunting you two are looking for younglings dressed like a pair of farm boys,” she said. “And if they’ve ever caught a glimpse of me, they’re looking for a beggar girl. They’re less likely to recognize us in these disguises.”

She tossed me a pair of tall leather boots and a bundle of clothing wrapped in a purple cloak. “Put it on, Luka,” she said.

“My name’s Rideon,” I corrected uneasily. I realized she must have overheard Ferran’s earlier remark.

“Sure it is. And his is Ardeon,” she said, nodding sarcastically toward my brother. “That’s why you call him ‘Ferran’ when you think I can’t hear. And you’re just a pair of nobodies, two humble farm boys. That’s why those soldiers picked us up on the road outside Varnai.”

Ferran was looking at me curiously. I doubted even he fully understood why we played the game we did with our new identities.

“I guess I finally owe you an explanation,” I told Ada.

“Yes,” she agreed. “But save it until we’re on the road. Right now I’m most concerned with getting out of the city. Is Ardeon, or whatever you want to call him, ready to travel?”

“He’s better,” I said, giving my brother a reassuring look. “As long as the fever doesn’t return, I think he can walk.”

“Sure I can,” Ferran agreed bravely. I could see he didn’t want to disappoint us. What nobody said aloud, and I hoped Ferran didn’t even realize, was that we had used up the last of his medicine. If he fell ill again while we were on the road, there would be little we could do.

“I wonder if the thief king will hang,” I wondered aloud as I helped Ferran untie the knots in the bundle containing his clothes.

Ada offered her usual shrug. “I doubt the city guard will ever really catch him, even knowing where to look,” she said. “Besides, I planned a little extra protection for us. Before informing to the city guard, I sent a tip to the thieves’ guild that their den was about to be raided by the guard. I didn’t admit to being the guards’ informant, of course. But that should keep the thieves busy running and hiding long enough for the three of us to make our escape from Selbius. And if we ever find ourselves in the city again, our warning may have bought us a little favor with the thief king— as long as he never figures out the full story.”

This development made it even more urgent we leave Selbius within the hour, before the results of Ada’s duplicity blew up in our faces. Looking Ferran over after he put on his new clothing, I approved of the disguise. In his leather jerkin over a long green tunic and breeches, he looked like a woodsman’s son. I had never seen a woods village, but I imagined he looked as if he belonged in one.

My own disguise was more leather with mixed brown and green wool. Except for my jarring purple cloak, I would blend well with the trees when we reached Dimmingwood. The last thing I did before stepping out of our tent was transfer my map of the four provinces and my leather-bound book into an inner pocket of my new cloak. In the process, I felt my father’s ring, lying cold against my chest on the cord that suspended it from my neck. Something made me hesitate. I removed the bulky ring from the cord and slipped it over the knuckle of my thumb. To my surprise, it fit now. I was glad. It seemed right to finally wear it, on this of all days.

I snatched up my bow, despite the uneasy feelings I still had about the enchanted weapon. I couldn’t let my new quiver and arrows go to waste. Besides, the bow had warned me of danger once before. Maybe it would do it again.

We rolled up our old clothes and the blankets we had used to construct our tent. Then Ada, looking like a different girl in her tidy, new gray dress and white cloak, led us out of the under-levels. On the way, I saw no sign of the rough boy from the sword fight or any of his friends. As we mounted the stairs for the last time, I looked back at the miserable den we left and hoped never to see it again.

I was confused over the hour, when we emerged into the beggar’s quarter. It should have been late in the morning. But a heavy mist hung over the area, blotting out any warmth or sunlight. Was it like this all over the city?

“It’s because of the lake,” Ada said. “I heard someone talking about it on the street earlier. When conditions are right, a thick fog rolls in and smothers Selbius, sometimes for days. It brings work to a standstill, and many people stay indoors because they’re afraid to breathe it.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

“Probably nothing, but some claim it causes sickness. Anyway, it’s dangerous to walk the main streets when you can’t see oncoming horses or wagons.”

It sounded like the perfect shield for us, as it meant the streets would be mostly empty and we could travel without fear of being seen.

We slipped quietly down the crooked lanes of the common district, encountering few passersby on our way. Ada had been right about people keeping to their houses. Our pace was easy because we didn’t want to tire Ferran before we were even out of the city. Besides, the chill vapor hovering all around made it hard to see more than a short distance ahead.

All was going well until I gradually became aware of a growing warmth across my back, where I carried the bow.

“Rideon,” Ada said from behind me. “I think your bow is glowing.”

She was right. I twisted around to catch a glimpse of a fiery glow emanating from the weapon. Even from a distance it could probably be seen gleaming through the fog like a lantern.

“Cover it up before it attracts attention,” I said.

“Why is it doing this?” Ada asked, quickly rearranging my cloak to cover the bow. “I feel heat coming from it.”

Before I could answer, a sound fell upon my ears, the ringing clop of horses’ hooves coming from ahead. In the eerie atmosphere of the desolate street, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

Simultaneously there was another sound, an unfamiliar voice whispering inside my head.

Defend! Destroy! Avenge!

They weren’t my thoughts. Somehow I knew they came from the bow. Before I could question how this was possible, two indistinct figures on horseback suddenly emerged from the swirling mist ahead. They charged toward us, cloaks flaring and three-cornered hats pulled low. I didn’t need to see their faces to know it was the red-bearded man and the one with the scarred chin. They had finally caught up to us.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


One of the horses reared directly in our path, so close its flailing hooves nearly struck Ferran down. I dragged my brother back, took hold of his wrist, and ran. The three of us darted around the rearing horse and made a run for the end of the street. But the other rider was blocking our exit, forcing us to break in another direction.

“This way!” Ada cried, leading us down a passage so narrow my shoulders nearly touched the houses on either side.

It was a good choice. Our pursuers couldn’t follow this path on horseback. We raced down the passage, turned at the end, and dashed down a second equally narrow way. When we broke out of the mouth of the second alley, I half expected to find our pursuers waiting for us at the other side. Instead, there was only an empty street.

Ada hesitated, as if trying to decide where to go. She looked upward, and I followed her gaze. There was a barrel against the wall of the shed beside us. She clambered up this, then dragged herself onto the low roof of the shed.

“Hurry,” she called down, offering her hand.

I boosted Ferran onto the barrel. With Ada’s help, he scrambled onto the roof, with me right behind him. The shed leaned against a higher building, and we scaled this too until, finally, we were running along the rooftops of the shops and houses, jumping the narrow gaps between. Every time I looked down into the passages below, I feared I would see our enemies. But I never did. Eventually we reached a gap too wide for Ferran’s short legs to leap, and we had to scramble back down to street level. I only hoped our ploy had confused our pursuers.

As Ada led us on, I noticed she was hesitating more often. We must be entering a part of the city she was unfamiliar with. I had the definite impression we had left the common district behind. The streets were cleaner, the houses no longer dingy, and there were sculpted shrubs lining the way. It dawned on me I had been here before. This was the way to the temple, where Ferran and I had recently met the would-be priest of the blade.

I began to relax. It looked like we had escaped again. Even my bow no longer glowed hot against my back. A magnificent shape rose out of the mists ahead. I recognized the temple, but it looked different, almost sinister, shrouded in fog. Behind the temple was a large yard of flowering trees. We crossed the lawn, climbed a wall backing it, and found ourselves in an eerie place surrounded by high hedges.

Here there was a big pond with ornate monuments of stone soaring up out of the water to mark what appeared to be graves below the surface. The place was made more unsettling by the heavy fog blanketing ground and water so that we could hardly tell where the pebbled path ended and the water cemetery began. Crossing one of the narrow bridges spanning the still surface, I felt it would be easy to put a foot wrong and stumble into one of those watery graves. I kept a careful eye on Ferran to make sure he didn’t do exactly that.

My brother was looking pale.

“Can we stop now,” he asked, clutching his side and panting as if out of breath. “My side hurts.”

“I don’t see why not,” I said, scanning our surroundings.

There was no sign of danger here. I held my breath and listened, but all was silent.

“We’ll take a short rest,” Ada agreed. “And when we’ve gathered our strength, we’ll try again to get to the city gate near the market. I’m all turned around, but I have a feeling we’ve been running the wrong direction.”

We were about to sink down on the pebbled ground to catch our breaths when I heard it. The distant ring of hooves on cobbles. At the same time, I felt the increasingly familiar blaze of heat along my back, as the bow glowed its warning.

My heart sank.

“They’re coming again,” I warned the others. “We can’t stop now.”

Concealing ourselves behind a hedge along the back of the water cemetery, we peered out into a large open garden beyond. With our enemies behind us, this was the natural direction to run. At any other time the sprawling gardens would have been a beautiful place with flowering trees, splashing fountains, and winding walks lit by glimmer-stones. But now it just seemed like a lot of open ground to cover. Even the fog was thinner here, providing less protection.

And Ferran was tired, gasping for breath.

I realized what I had to do.

“You and Ferran go on alone,” I told Ada. “It looks like there’s some sort of hedge maze in the distance. If you can get that far, lose yourselves in the maze. Stay there until it’s safe.”

“Why? What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I have to distract those men and draw them away to give you and Ferran more time to reach your hiding place.”

Surprise and gratitude flashed in Ada’s eyes. “Be careful, Rideon,” she said simply.

Ferran tugged at my arm, looking frightened. “Don’t leave us,” he begged.

“There’s no choice,” I said, giving his shoulders a squeeze. “We’ll meet up again later. I promise.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Ada assured me.

There was no more time for talk. The noise of approaching horses behind us was growing louder. In another second, one vaulted over a hedge and into the grounds.

“Go now!” I whispered to the others.

Without waiting to see whether they obeyed, I rose up from my hiding place to face the first enemy. The second horseman appeared a moment later, blocking the cemetery gate. For the moment, I had their full attention.

Running the way Ferran and Ada had gone wasn’t an option. I couldn’t lead our enemies after them. So I darted across one of the bridges over the water and made for the only other exit, a narrow opening in the wall.

One horseman attempted to follow me. I heard a loud crash and a heavy splash as the delicate bridge collapsed beneath his animal’s weight.

I dodged through the opening and into the temple grounds we had passed through earlier. As I ran, I wrestled with my cloak, uncovering the magic bow slung across my back. I let it blaze like a golden beacon through the fog. For once, I wanted to be seen.

I ran past the temple and up a wide street that looked like one of the main streets of the city. There were a few other travelers on this road, silent, lonely figures moving through the fog. I passed an old man leading a donkey laden with goods, then a pair of children chasing chickens, as I dashed up the sloping path.

Far ahead at the top of the hill, I glimpsed a massive edifice of stone and timber with round towers and high surrounding walls. It was an imposing but simple structure, not a beautiful castle like the one I had grown up in. But any castle made me think of home and awakened an ache in my chest. For no other reason than that, I found myself running toward it. I hadn’t gone far when I heard the sounds of pursuit. My enemies were gaining on me. In the open street, they would soon run me down.

I was forced to break away from the main road. But the short lane I rushed down ended in a sturdy stone barrier. It wasn’t a small wall of the kind that might encircle a garden or yard. This was the high, defensive barrier encircling the outer portions of the island city. I knew if I could see over the other side of this wall I would look down on nothing but the lake and the far distant shoreline. I hesitated. But with the horsemen nearly upon me, there was nowhere else to go. Using outjutting rocks and fissures between the stones as hand and toeholds, I scaled the steep wall.

It was a long climb, and I heard my enemies arrive below me long before I reached the top. I ignored the sounds of them dismounting and their grunts and noises as they began scrambling up after me. Sweat beaded on my skin, and my limbs were soon trembling with the effort of holding my weight. But I reached the top.

There was no time to collect my breath or feel relief as I dragged myself over the edge. I knelt, looking down the side of the wall. Feeling like a trapped animal, I watched the first man getting closer and closer to the top. At least his companion struggled with the ascent and lagged behind.

Carefully I backed a distance along the wall, away from them. But from my precarious perch, there was nowhere left to go.


CHAPTER TWENTY


The ground I had left seemed a million miles away. The dizzying height kept me crouching, afraid to stand upright. At my back were the lapping waves of the lake far below. I could hear the water and the gulls, but most of the view was shrouded in rolling mist, concealing what lay directly beneath.

The nearest man had reached the ledge, and now he hauled himself onto the wall. Showing no uneasiness at the height, he came confidently toward me. His eyes glittered darkly beneath the brim of his hat, and the scar on his chin stood out palely.

“You’ve been a great deal of trouble, congrave’s son,” he said across the short distance between us. “I see now we were mistaken to think of destroying the sickly boy and bringing you to the master. It’s you we should rid ourselves of. Perhaps when you’re gone, the little one will be easier to handle.”

Without really planning to, I found myself addressing him in return. “Who is this master?” I asked. “What is the name of the man who goes to such lengths to obtain my brother and me, purely to use us as his puppets?”

But the scarred man must have had enough of conversation. Instead of answering my question, he unsheathed a knife with a long wicked-looking blade. Unable to look behind myself, I kept inching backward, away from him.

Behind the scarred man, his red-bearded companion had now reached the end of his climb and arrived at the top of the wall. He too approached with a threatening stance.

While my doom approached, the magic bow on my back flared hotter than ever, as if it would burn through my skin. I felt its whisperings of death and destruction at the back of my mind, urging me to action.

I didn’t realize I was reaching over my shoulder for the weapon until I found it in my hands. My enemies seemed distracted by the glowing bow. Probably they had never seen anything like it before. But the scarred man recovered quickly and lunged at me.

My hands seemed to have instincts of their own. One gripped the wooden limb of the bow while the other whipped back to grab an arrow from my quiver. In a split second I had notched the arrow to the string and released. The missile flew through the air.

I had aimed for the scarred man but had forgotten the damaged string that weakened the tension and made it impossible to aim accurately. The arrow flew past my target and embedded itself in the neck of the enemy behind him.

With the scarred man still coming at me, there was no time to draw another arrow. I could only leap aside to dodge his flashing blade. I stumbled, teetering on the edge of the wall. I caught a brief glimpse of green water beneath swirling fog far below. It was impossible to guess what rocks or other dangers the vapor hid.

My enemy lunged at me again just as I lost my balance and plunged off the wall.

For a few heart-stopping seconds, I dropped like a rock through a gray cloud of mist. Then I broke free of the fog, and emerald-colored water rushed up to meet me. I splashed into the icy lake. The shock of the cold water was numbing, as it closed over my head and rushed into my ears and nose. Then I was choking.

Panicking, I paddled in the direction I hoped was up. It was difficult to swim because my fingers were still clutched around something. The limb of my bow. It didn’t occur to me to drop it, only to struggle harder.

Amid my wild thrashing, my head collided with something solid—a rock. Pain exploded through my skull. Another kind of pain burned my lungs. A terrified voice screamed in the back of my mind that I was going to die. I tried to fight the dark current pulling me down, but I could no longer move my arms or legs. Shadows overtook me.


* * *




The first thing I saw again was light. At first a painful glare with the brilliance of the sun, it quickly dimmed and faded into a dreary gray. I was lying on my back, looking up into what seemed like the inside of a cloud. My mind was as foggy as the shifting vapor around me. My memory was strangely blank. Where was I? What had happened to me?

I sat upright although the sudden movement was dizzying. I found myself sitting on a broad, square platform made of rough timbers bound together with rope. Over the near edge, I could see gently lapping waves of green water. My view of the water only extended a few feet in either direction, before it was cut off by the roiling gray mist that hung over and around the gently bobbing craft. How had I come to be on a raft?

I looked down at myself. My clothing and hair were wet, making me shiver slightly in the breeze, but I appeared to be unharmed. I clutched a wooden bow in my hand, an unusual weapon with delicate carvings etched into the arm. I didn’t recognize the object, but I held it tightly, as if it was important to me. On the finger of the hand clutching the bow was a bulky ring, which also felt important, although I couldn’t remember why.

As I examined these things, a small spot of red dripped down onto my tunic. I brought a hand to my forehead and discovered a shallow cut above my eyebrow. My fingers came away sticky.

“The wound will heal. It is small.”

I started at the unfamiliar voice. I had thought myself alone. Whirling around, I saw a strange old woman sitting on the raft behind me. She made a peculiar sight. Her lined face and the backs of her bony hands were patterned with swirls of red ink. Her gray hair was worn in a multitude of long braids strung with wooden beads and brightly painted shells. There was a dirty fishnet spread across her lap, which she seemed to be in the middle of mending.

I asked the first question that popped into my head. “Who are you?”

The bright eyes in the wrinkled old face were quick and missed nothing. “What good is my name to you, if you do not remember your own?” she asked.

She spoke in the common tongue, but her words had an odd accent to them, as if she had spent most of her life speaking some other language.

I considered the question.

“I know who I am,” I said slowly. “I am Rideon.”

I had a vague feeling there was some other name I used to wear, but this one felt more right.

The old woman must have noticed my brief hesitation.

“Your mind is confused,” she observed. “That is because you were dead but now live again. I found you floating in the lake like a lifeless fish and dragged you out. It is the magic of my people, the river people, that has brought you back.”

It was a wild and ridiculous claim. The old one must be mad. And yet… This wouldn’t be the first time I was snatched back from death. A disjointed memory surfaced in my mind. Wasn’t it once said of me that I was born dead but returned to life? An heir of good fortune, a child who couldn’t be touched by evil. That was what they used to call me.

But the recollection only confused me further. Who used to say such things? These dim memories seemed to come from another life, not my own.

Even as I wrestled with my questions, a glint of reflected light caught my eye. I looked down and discovered something I hadn’t noticed before, a strange amulet dangling from a cord around my neck. I caught the pendant in my hand, and when I looked deep into the polished stone, its insides seemed to bubble and swirl with flashes of purple light. There was an unsettling aura around the stone, as if it seethed with some mysterious magic.

The old river woman cut into my thoughts. “Do not fear the amulet. I put it around your neck when I drew you from the lake. It will keep you alive.”

“Do you mean I have to wear it forever?” I asked.

She lifted one of her bent old shoulders in a gesture that might have meant anything.

I decided I’d better keep the amulet on since it was unclear whether removing it would dissolve the magic supposedly keeping me alive and kill me on the spot. I still wasn’t entirely sure whether I believed the old woman’s nonsense about having brought me back from the dead. Possibly she had simply found me unconscious and mistaken me for dead until I revived by natural means. But I was taking no chances.

I decided to find out what else I didn’t know about myself. I discovered my soggy, purple cloak contained a hidden inner pocket. When I reached inside, I found a map of the provinces, along with a damp leather-bound book that looked the worse for wear from its time in the water. Carefully I tried to flip through the pages, but they were flimsy and clung wetly together. There were smudged notes and scraps of poetry written across the pages. But the ink was so blurred it was hard to make much of it out. Still, the semifamiliar handwriting tugged at my memory again. Was it mine? Had I written these things? The book, like the bulky ring on my finger, was significant in some way.

I laid both the map and the book out to dry. At the old river woman’s suggestion, I also removed my soggy cloak and tall boots and spread those out beside the other items.

Then, shivering in the soft breeze coming off the water, I walked to the edge of the raft and peered into the distance. The fog was beginning to thin, and I could make out tall, dark shapes beyond it. The stark branches of trees broke like clawing fingers through the mist. Soon we were gliding along a muddy shoreline dotted with patches of green grass. The banks were narrowing on either side, I realized. If, as the old woman said, we had been on a lake before, we now floated along a little river flowing away from it.

As I watched, the trees grew thicker and became a forest. The fog was pierced by warm sunshine, its dappled light playing through the leafy treetops.

“Where are we?” I asked the river woman.

“The stream carries us through Dimmingwood,” came the answer.

“Dimmingwood,” I repeated softly, breathing in the rich scent that was a mixture of leaves, earth, new life, and growth. “So I am finally here. I have reached your ‘magic forest,’ Ferran.”

The name “Ferran” stopped me short. Where had it come from? All at once a wave of memories came crashing over me. My father. My brother. Imprisonment in the tower. Escape. I reeled at the dizzying flood of information.

And with memory came despair. I had tried to save Ferran but had left him and Ada unprotected and at the mercy of our enemies. Would I ever find them again? Even now, the river carried me farther and farther from the city on the lake, away from danger but also away from my brother. It carried me to the heart of Dimmingwood.


EPILOGUE


Now that my memories have been restored, my greatest fear is losing them again. Even now, recollections of my parents and my golden childhood seem dimmer than they once were. Maybe it’s because so much has happened since. But as my new amulet glints in the sun and my wooden bow lies within close reach, I can’t help wondering if it’s the presence of so much strange magic that clouds my thoughts. I can almost feel its unfamiliar energy seething around me.

Luckily, I have a plan to protect myself and my memories. Earlier, the old river woman didn’t seem to understand what I was talking about when I asked for writing implements. But she let me rummage through the store of supplies she keeps on her raft until I found what I needed, a quill and a stoppered bottle of ink.

Now I set my pen to a blank page of my leather-bound book to record all that has happened, before anything else can occur to make me forget. I don’t know what the future holds, if I’ll ever reunite with Ferran or avenge my father. But there’s comfort in the familiar sound and sensation of the quill scratching across the brittle water-damaged pages of the book. As I write about my past and my plans for the future, the forested banks of Dimmingwood slip by.

 

 

Continue the adventure in Book 2, THIEF’S FALL.
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